
ABSTRACT

LILES, ABRAM. Students’ and Staff Members’ Perceptions of an Alternative School for
Disruptive Students in a Rural School Setting in North Carolina: An Intrinsic Case Study
(Under the direction of Dr. Paul F. Bitting)

The purpose of this research was to investigate the perceptions of students and staff

members regarding their experiences in an alternative learning program for disruptive students

in a rural school setting. The research involved two data-gathering techniques: onsite

interviews and observations. The objective was to determine (a) how students and staff in the

alternative learning programs experienced schooling and what meanings they attached to these

experiences, (b) what disruptive students perceived as the major impact of the alternative

learning program on their self-esteem and social behavior, and (c) what staff members

perceived as the major impact of the alternative learning programs on students’ self-esteem

and social behavior. Findings from the study were used to answer three research questions

relative to the alternative education programs for disruptive students and to make

recommendations for program improvements.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Overview

The 1960s and 1970s were a period of unprecedented social upheaval in America.

The failure to address long festering issues of social justice led to, among other things, an

intense alienation among youth.  Although adolescent rebellion is as old as humankind, the

country was not used to seeing the face of anger, frustration, and disillusionment reflected in

the behavior and attitudes of children of privilege.  In many communities, the manifestations

of the discontent of middle-class youth were as great as the problems society had only begun

to address with the poor and disenfranchised (Sangor, 1974).

Since the mid 1970s, there has been a dramatic increase in the creation of alternative

schools in the United States that are designed for students with learning or behavior problems

that put them at risk for dropping out of school. Originally, alternative programs or

alternative schools of choice were established for students who elected to pursue programs

other than those offered by traditional schools (Smith, 1974; Williams, 1991). More recently,

alternative learning programs have become a common response for addressing issues relative

to the increasing number of students at risk. Policy makers tend to utilize alternative

programs at alternative schools as a second chance for students with problems, such as those

who desire to return to school after dropping out or those who are suspended or expelled

from the regular school program (Raywid, 1994).

Guerin (1972) stated that there has been an increase in the number of students who

are educated in nontraditional schools.  Many of these students exhibit learning difficulties

and behavioral problems, and many have suffered neglect or abuse.  Although these students
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are not unlike a sizable portion of youth on any campus, they have been identified and

clustered together at separate sites such as alternative high school programs, children’s

shelters, community schools for suspended students, court schools and ranches, and state

detention facilities.

Raywid (1994) observed two enduring characteristics of alternative schools. First,

they have been designed to respond to a group that appears not to be optimally served by the

regular program.  Second, they have represented varying degrees of departure from standard

school organizations, programs, and environments.

School systems in our country are considering and implementing a wide range of

organizational structures to address the diverse needs of their educational constituents.  As a

result, numerous types of alternative school structures have been added to the traditional

public, private, and parochial school settings.  Some of the newer alternative structures offer

students more choice, while others limit choices.  Magnet schools provide expanded

offerings, while some highly specialized schools offer a narrower perspective.  Also within

the range of alternative structures are public schools designed as a last resort for students

with severe problems who are at risk of dropping out of school or who have dropped out of

school and want to complete the requirements for a high school diploma outside the

traditional public school setting.  In addressing the diversity of alternative school structures,

Gregory (1998) suggested that alternative schools are perceived as school structures that

empower teachers and students and personalize teaching and learning rather than as school

settings that exist for those who do not fit into the traditional school structure.

Many of these alternative schools are the results of the failure of traditional schools to

address the needs of large groups of students.  Kershaw and Blank (1993) indicated that one
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in four students will not graduate from high school and their profile is evident early in their

school careers.  It is not only the low-income, low-academic, or disruptive students who fall

within this group of disenfranchised students. In some cases, it is the gifted and talented who,

lacking a positive environment, become at-risk members of alternative schools (Osborne &

Byrnes, 1990). Other students are pushed out by insensitive teachers or rigid organizations

that are not meeting their needs.  These individuals are often bright students from well-

educated, middle-class families who find themselves teetering between academic success and

mediocrity or failure within the traditional school setting.  According to Sinclair and Ghory

(1987), “If students lean or are pushed by the school environment toward underachievement

or failure in school, they risk becoming marginal” (p. 13).

In a study of alternative students identified as deviant by their traditional schools,

Taylor (1986) noted that the students mentally and emotionally withdrew from their

traditional schools because these schools labeled students, were too rigid in structure, failed

to provide the support students needed, and lacked a means to help students feel that they

belonged.  Even for large percentages of students not labeled as marginal, at-risk, or deviant,

traditional schools are not perceived as stimulating and encouraging environments.

According to Kay (1991), many successful students who entered school curious, confident,

and enthusiastic become bored, disobedient, and passive with “getting through” as their main

goal.

According to Sinclair and Ghory (1987), traditional schools are both a force in

creating marginality and one of the best possible resources for reducing it.  However,

according to Fantini (1989), traditional schools are geared more toward normative

educational structures which perpetuate labeling and inequality than toward developing
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environments that will promote achievement for all students. He encouraged traditional

schools to rethink their delivery of services to meet the needs of less successful students.

With the rising number of students suspended and/or expelled from school due to

violence, it is important that systems serve disruptive students through an alternative program

whenever possible so they can continue their education.  In the past, alternative education

focused on the adolescent, but now the focus is extended to younger students for two reasons.

First, it has become more common for young students to act out in ways that are dangerous.

At the beginning of the 1990s, about 450,000 delinquent youth were being placed in

detention centers or training schools each year and another 300,000 sent to adult jails (Leone,

Rutherford, & Nelson, 1991). Second, rates of arrest for young offenders (e.g., preteen and

early adolescent) have increased since then, especially for violence related to weapons (Butts

& Snyder, 1997).  Although violent crimes began to decline in 1994, the overall level

remains unacceptably high, and the fact that violence perpetrated by very young offenders

continues to be usually high does not bode well for the future (“Declining Violence,” 1998).

Concern about the human and financial costs of incarcerating juveniles has led many to the

conclusion that schools and other community agencies must develop alternative education

programs and services (Dryfoos, 1997; Howell, 1995).

According to information from the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction

(NCDPI), educators have been experimenting with a range of alternative programs, trying to

discern which programs best address the needs of students with behavior problems (NCDPI,

1996). The dropout rate for students in public schools in the state continues to be a major

concern of all stakeholders, including policy makers, parents, and members of the business

sector. During the 1999-2000 school year, 24,596 students were dropouts. The following data
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is a racial/gender breakdown of that number: 8,006 White males, 5,844 White females, 5,427

African American males, 3,576 African American females, 345 Native American males, 305

Native American females, 622 Hispanic males, 501 Hispanic females, 187 Asian males, and

123 Asian females (NCDPI, 2000). During the 2000-2001 school year 21,368 students quit

high school statewide, down from 24,596 in the previous school year.  The dropout rate, or

percentage of all students in Grades 9 through 12 who quit during the year, declined from 6.4

% to 5.7 %, about twice the previous year’s decline (NCDPI, 2001).

In my school district, it has been found that adolescents, especially those who are

minorities, drop out of school more frequently and for different reasons than their White

counterparts. In a study by Wheelock, Wheelock, and Turnbaugh (1987), African Americans,

Hispanics, and Whites identified different underlying causes for dropping out of school.

About 7% of the dropouts from all groups left school while they were in eighth grade,

typically the final year of middle school. However, data on ninth-grade students showed that

38% of all groups left school during their first year in high school. Wheelock et al. suggested

that transition years (i.e., the end of middle school and the beginning of high school) are

critical points in the lives of children and adolescents where intervention should be focused.

According to Fossey (1996), calculating an accurate dropout rate is nearly impossible

because some students return to school after dropping out, and schools differ in their

definitions and counting methods. Even though the dropout rate appears to be declining,

Fossey found that, in 1996 in the United States, about 381,000 students left school without

graduating. Nearly two-thirds of the dropouts left before the 10th grade, and 20% dropped

out by the 8th grade. Hispanic students were slightly more likely to drop out than African

Americans and Asian Americans, and White students were less likely to drop out than both
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those groups. Nearly 40% of Hispanic students who dropped out of school did so before the

8th grade.

Statement of the Problem

Alternative schools have been studied more for their organizational arrangements and

processes than for their outcomes.  There are several important and related reasons for this.

First is the interest in making business and industrial organizations work well, as reflected in

the corporate excellence literature of the last dozen years.  Second is the discovery in the

early 1970s that the way a school is organized and structured may have as much to do with

its success as the quality of its program and instruction. Third is that alternative schools offer

the clearest extant example of organizational departure from the standard model of schools.

Amid all the current talk about restructuring, it has been said that alternative programs

provide the most definitive example of what restructured schools might look like.

Following the initial development of nonpublic or independent alternative schools

that were so strongly tied to and reflective of the counterculture of the 1960s, public

alternative schools have grown enormously in number since their beginnings in the late

1960s and early 1970s.  There have been alternative high schools to which students could

choose to apply, such as Philadelphia’s Parkway Program and New York’s City School,

which were designed to extend learning to the greater communities in which schools reside.

And there have been magnet schools, a concept that began in the 1970s.  More recently, there

has been a surge of public alternative schools for students with behavioral problems. These

schools are sometimes referred to as soft jails and not often welcomed as part of the same

alternative education movement, for students at risk and others for potential dropouts for

whom the alternative may involve one classroom and limited choice.
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Since the inception of alternative schools, educators have been implementing

programs to better meet the needs of students with behavior problems. Among the states that

have shown a keen interest in these programs is North Carolina. In my school district, we are

focusing increased attention on the segment of the student population that is having problems

adjusting to the traditional school setting. Some of the students struggle academically, and

others manifest behavior problems.  Some have broken school rules, and others experience

trouble learning in traditional classrooms.  Whatever the specific situation, traditional school

settings do not meet their needs.

The target population for alternative schools is students who exhibit disruptive

behavior.  It is easy to understand the appeal of removing these students from the classroom.

But, in isolating disruptive students rather than trying to improve the culture and climate of

regular schools, are we giving up too easily on the promise of equal opportunity for all?

The perceived need for alternative schools to deal with disruptive students is as much

about the failure of our schools as it is about the failure of parents and students.   Before we

create separate schools for these students, we need to ask whether we are doing all we can to

prevent violence and discipline problems in our regular schools.  Students who are disruptive

present a special type of problem for teachers because they can be an impediment to

classroom instruction and organization.  Disruptive students command more attention from

the teacher, thus making it more difficult to teach and manage the rest of the class.

It is my belief that a variety of school actions, programs and practices can help

prevent behavioral and discipline problems before they develop.  There are steps that could

be taken in our regular schools to create a climate and culture conducive to order and
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learning. School systems should not resort to creating separate schools for disruptive students

until they have implemented other less drastic approaches to promoting discipline and order.

My school district is faced with the challenge of educating students who do not strive

in the traditional school environment.  Because alternative schools have a broad history in

American education from magnet to publicly backed charter schools to schools that meet the

needs of disruptive students, I support the alternative school concept.  Alternative schools

present many advantages for disruptive students at risk of dropping out.    In spite of efforts

in my school district to provide alternative programs and support for students in need, there is

still much to be done to reduce the number of school expulsions and suspensions.

I was concerned about a number of issues related to students after they were placed in

the alternative setting. In the rural school district where this research was conducted, the

enrollment was 8,632 students for 2001 (Hawthorne Secondary School Program Manual,

2001).  There were 2,493 White students, 5,596 African American students, 12 American

Indian students, 107 Asian students, and 424 Hispanic students.  There were 1,302 White

males, 1,191 White females, 2,902 African American males and 2,694 African American

females.  About 3% of the African American males were assigned to the alternative school.

The large number of students being placed in alternative schools in my district motivated me

to seek a better understanding of students’ perceptions about being assigned to alternative

schools for short and long terms.  It also was important to understand teachers’,

administrators’, and counselors’ perceptions about working in this type of setting.

With more than a million students dropping out, being pushed out, or being expelled

from school each year, one third of America’s young people are entering adult society

unprepared to achieve their goals.  Kellmayer (1998) indicated that a sizable percentage of



9

the more than one million students who annually quit school ended up unemployed or

underemployed throughout much of their lives. One in eight students fails to complete high

school (McMillen, 1997). Minorities, the poor, and the disabled fare even worse.  Over 50%

of the students in a quarter of the nation’s poor, urban high schools fail to graduate

(Braddock & McPartland, 1993).  Rumberger (1987) found social class to be the finest

predictor of who drops out of high school, with 22 % of the lowest quartile and 8.9 % of the

highest quartile dropping out.  Fine (1991) indicated that Native Americans drop out more

often than African Americans (16.8 %), who drop out more often than Whites (12.2 %), who

drop out more often than Asians (4.8 %).  Among adolescents in the lowest income quartile,

Whites drop out substantially more often than African Americans and Latinos.  But in the

highest quartile, Whites drop out much less often than others.  Wealth provides a

substantially more efficient educational buffer for Whites than for students of color.  Fine

added that males drop out more frequently than females (14.7 % versus 12.6 %).  But with

race, ethnicity, and geography marbled through, the patterns shift considerably.  In urban

areas, for instance, Latinos drop out with far greater frequency than any other group (26.2 %

Latinos, 15.7 % White males, 15.3 % White females, 24.4 % African American males, and

16.5 % African American females).  Young women overall drop out of high school

substantially more often than young men, for reasons that get classified as family concerns

by administrators (37 % of females versus 5 % of males).  Suspension, expulsion, retention,

chronic failure, and alienation all contribute to those unacceptable dropout and incompletions

rates.  Yet, rather than look at how to improve school systems that are failing sizable

numbers of students, many states have created alternative schools for disruptive students.
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Fine (1991) stated that, in the 1990s, every child should enjoy access to a public

education.  But, in the 1990s, students were exported out prior to graduation.  These students

are disproportionately students of color and of low-income students.  These are the students

that constitute the group euphemistically called high school dropouts, as if they freely

decided to go.

Fine continued by stating that, in the 1990s, the voices of some are silenced whereas

others are nurtured throughout their years of schooling.  The silenced voices are

disproportionately those who speak neither English nor standard English, the voices of the

critics, and the voices that give away secrets that everyone knows and feverishly denies.

Their secrets tell of racism; of an economy that declares itself prosperous although many live

in poverty, sickness, and substandard (or no) housing; of an ideology of education as the

Great Equalizer when there is little evidence; and of the secrets of sexism that claim the

bodies and minds of their mothers, sisters, aunts, and themselves.

And finally, many children, along with their parents, guardians, and people from their

communities, are constrained in publicly sanctioned opportunities to be critical subjects,

creative makers of their own histories.  Those denied entitlement to speak, be heard, and be

respected inside public schools are most typically the children, adolescents, and adults of

low-income, African-American, and Latino communities (Fine, 1991).

Alternative schools are one way school districts strive to keep struggling students in

school and working toward graduation. Smaller classes, flexible class schedules, community

college partnerships, and childcare are common components of an alternative education

opportunity (Sangor, 1997). In view of the significance of schools in American society, the

following information should be considered. National statistics indicate that approximately
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25% of all entering freshmen and 50-70% of those entering high schools in urban areas will

drop out before graduation. Minority students quit school at a rate more than double that of

White students. If the current differential birth rate between Whites and minorities continues,

the majority of the work force will be composed of minorities (NCDPI, 2000). Therefore,

unless steps are taken to alleviate the dropout problem, America may be unprepared to meet

the economic and social challenges. Alternative schools for disruptive students are a possible

solution to this crisis.

Broadus (1997) explained that the alternative school for at-risk students is one of

the options of the Intervention/Prevention Program, established pursuant to North Carolina

General Statutes, 225C-238.40 and funded with $12 million in 1994-1995. The funds were

made available to provide locally designed school-based programs to reduce juvenile crime

by enhancing educational attainment through coordinated services that respond to the needs

of students who are at risk of school failure and by providing a safe and secure learning

environment. Programs funded under this umbrella include alternative learning models, after-

school programs, cities-in-schools models, school-based resource centers, safe school

programs, and other innovative models. The law establishing this grant program (N.C.

General Statutes, c. 115C, ss 238.41-238.47) includes broad guidelines for creation of

alternative learning programs. A total of 99 grants were awarded to 110 local educational

agencies on a competitive grant basis for the 1994-1995 school year.

During the 1996-1997 academic year, there were 170 alternative schools and

programs in North Carolina.  According to the Department of Public Instruction,  Alternative

Learning Program (ALP) Evaluation, 1998-1999:
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1. Approximately 37 % of middle and high school ALP students were placed in the

programs primarily for academic reasons. The number was 20 % in 1997-1998.

2. About 37 % were there primarily for disruptive behavior in 1998-1999.

3. Black students made up 54 % of the middle and high school population in ALP in

1998-1999.

4. About 46 % of parents of students in ALPs have some post high school education.

5. Students enrolled in ALPs are more likely to want to get a job, join the military, or

are undecided after leaving school.

6. About one half of middle school students and 60 % of high school students

enrolled in ALPs have repeated at least one grade.

7. ALP students trail others academically.  In 1999, 30 % of ALP students scored in

the proficient range on the Algebra I and English I End-of-Course exams compared with 65

% of the general population.  In biology, 25 % of ALP students were proficient compared

with 58 % of the general population.

Students Committing Suspendable Acts

In North Carolina, the number of students committing suspendable acts in the schools

increased over the last 3 years (1997-98, 1998-99, and 1999-00), with a total of 6,098, 6,139,

and 7,466 reported for each year respectively.  This number includes both students who were

ultimately placed in alternative learning programs (ALPs) and those who were long-term

suspended (LTS) out of school.  The number of students LTS per 100,000 students enrolled

in the state (rate of LTS) for the 3-year period was 499, 496, and 596 (NCDPI, 2000).

According to the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction 1999-2000:
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1. The percentage of LTS students who were male was about three times that of those

who were female over the 3-year period.  The proportion of both male and female student

population receiving LTS increased by about 20% over 1998-2000. More than one half of the

LTS students were Black or multiracial for all 3 years reported.  Compared to other ethnic

subgroups, Black and multiracial students had the highest population receiving LTS and

American Indian students the second highest, about one half that of Black students.  In 1999-

2000, similar proportions of the White, Hispanic, and Asian student populations received

long-term suspension.  Black and multiracial males accounted for the highest percentage

(about 45%) of the LTS for all 3 years. They were the most overrepresented ethnic/gender

category of LTS students, about 2.75 times representation in the general student population

of the state (NCDPI, 2000).

2. In 1999-2000, 70% of the students who committed suspendable acts received ALP

placements. An increasing percentage of LTS students was placed in ALPs across the 3 years

reported, from 52% and 54% to 70% respectively. That means the percentage of students

suspended from school those same years decreased (48%, 46%, and 30% respectively).

More than one half of LTS students in all ethnic/gender groups were provided ALP

placements in 1999-2000.  A higher percentage of females received ALP placements than

males for all ethnic/gender groups.  The difference is least pronounced for Black females and

most pronounced for American Indian females.  When comparing the White and Black

students who comprise the largest proportion of LTS, White males received the lowest

percentage of ALP placements relative to others in those two ethnic/gender groups (NCDPI,

2000).
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3. Across the 3-year period, a total of 629 students committed expellable acts.  This

number includes both those who were ultimately placed in ALPs and those who were

expelled out of school.  When analyzed by proportion of the student population, 16, 8, and 27

students were expelled per 100,000 students enrolled in the 3 years from 1997 to 2000

respectively.  The increase in students committing expellable acts holds true for 1999-2000

despite an increase in student enrollment in the state.  There was a decrease in the proportion

of students expelled from 1997-1998 to 1998-1999 (NCDPI, 2000).

4. The percentage of male students expelled was more than four times that of those

who were female across all 3 years. For the 3 years reported, between 50% and 65% of

expelled students were Black or multiracial, the highest of any subgroup. White students

accounted for most of the other expulsions (25% to 59% across the 3 years) with between 0

and 3% accounted for by other subgroups across the 3 years reported.

    5. In 1999-2000, the Black and multiracial subgroup had the highest proportion of the

student population who were expelled (50 per 100,000 enrolled).  White students were a

distant second with 18 expelled per 100,000 enrolled.  Proportions of expelled  Hispanic,

American Indian, and Asian students were similar (11-13 per 100,000 students enrolled in

each subgroup).  Black and multiracial males accounted for the highest percentage (from

44% to 52%) of the expulsions for all 3 reporting years.  They were the most overrepresented

ethnic/gender category for expulsions, with about 3 times the number of expulsions for their

representation in the general student population of the state. The percentage of males

expelled was higher than that of females in every ethnic group across all 3 reporting years.

For all ethnic groups, fewer females were expelled than their percentage of the total student

population in the state (NCDPI, 2000).
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6. Overall, about 75% of students committing expelled acts received ALP placements

in 1999-2000, increasing from 48% in 1997-1998 and 71% in 1998-1999.  That means the

percentage of students expelled out of school decreased from 52% in 1997-1998 to 30% in

1998-1999 to 25% in 1999-2000.  Half or more of expelled students in all ethnic/gender

groups with expulsions were provided ALP placements in 1999-2000.  A higher percentage

of White and, especially, Black females received ALP placements than males, the only ethnic

group where both genders had expulsions.  When comparing the White and Black students

who comprise the largest proportion of expelled students, Black females (92%) had the

highest percentage of ALP placements and White males the lowest (72%).  A higher

percentage of expelled students in middle schools (87%) were placed in ALPs than those in

elementary school (57%) and high school (70%) (NCDPI, 2000).

The large number of students being placed in these alternative schools and programs

in North Carolina and specifically, in my school district, kindled the interest in conducting

this study. My school system’s alternative learning programs were implemented to help

reduce the dropout rate. In my school district, the dropout rate in Grades 7-12 in 1999-00 was

5.41%, or 186 students; in 2000-01 it was 4.26%, or 152 students (NCDPI, 2001). The long-

term employment and earning potential for high school graduates far exceeds that for

dropouts.  Because of the increasing technical nature of their work, most industrial and

business employers no longer consider high school dropouts for entry-level positions.  This

means that the potential for employment with a company that provides not only an

opportunity to advance in position but also retirement and health benefits is extremely

limited for dropouts.

Researcher’s Background
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I have been an educator for 25 years in a rural district in North Carolina.  I have

served as a middle school teacher, assistant principal, and principal of a middle school for 8

years.  Students were assigned to my classes from all socioeconomic backgrounds.  I taught

students who experienced a great deal of success academically as well as students who were

not too successful.  These unsuccessful students expressed that they wanted to be in school

and experience success.  The realization that there were significant differences in their

backgrounds enabled me to discuss their goals and areas of concern.   In 1966, when I

became a classroom teacher, I was responsible for handling disruptive students.  As a

classroom teacher, I was fortunate not to encounter many discipline problems.  In addition to

my undergraduate teacher preparation I believe that my ability to motivate and treat students

with dignity and respect eliminated discipline problems.  During that period, there were no

time-out rooms, In-School Suspension (ISS) classes, or alternative schools.

Although there were some teachers on the staff who were not effective classroom

managers, the students did not remain out of their classrooms very long if they were referred

to the principal’s office.  The principal counseled the students and sent them back to their

classrooms. In talking with students over the years, I have always gotten the impression that

students wanted to be in school.

During my years as an assistant principal, I had the opportunity to work in a school

with 390 ninth graders.  This experience enabled me to work with my first alternative setting

– ISS.  Students were assigned 1, 2, 3, or 9 days for violating school rules such as tardiness,

disrespect for teachers, cutting classes, fighting, or failure to turn in homework assignments.

One of my duties was to monitor the ISS class located in a mobile unit on campus. My role

was to make sure the students remained on task, provide academic assistance when needed,



17

and counsel students. Counseling provided the opportunity to talk with students about why

they were in ISS, decision making, and future goals.  Those 4 years as an assistant principal

provided me with my first opportunities to talk with students about their perceptions of an

alternative setting.

The responses from the students led me to believe that, in general, students did not

like being assigned to an alternative setting.  However, there were some students who

enjoyed being assigned to ISS because it gave them an opportunity to stay in school.  There

was one student who did not like being around other students and enjoyed being in ISS.

It is easy to understand the appeal of removing disruptive students from conventional

classrooms and sending them to special schools.  Many times during my tenure as a middle

school principal, teachers have said that, when disruptive students are not in their classes,

more time is spent on educating the students who want to learn. Teachers in my school

indicated to me during my administration that the special learning needs of students who

present discipline problems are best met in a different educational setting.

Although it appeared that alternative programs were being implemented on a regular

basis, I sought to determine the dynamics of how alternative schools affected the self-esteem,

attitudes, and behavior of students. It was important to talk with students in the alternative

school setting and spend some time observing.  It was also important to talk with teachers,

administrators, and counselors to collect data on their experiences in the alternative setting.

The following questions were of concern:

1.What are the students’ perceptions of the alternative setting?

2. How do students feel when they must leave their friends in the traditional schools?

3. What happens to the students’ peer relationships?
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4. What do students think about the curriculum, materials and equipment, and

conditions of the alternative school facility?

5. How do students perceive their teachers, administrators, guidance counselors, and

other support personnel?

 6. How do students perceive themselves and their self-worth?

7. Will the data collected during observations describe the setting that was observed,

the activities that took place in that setting, the people who participated in those activities,

and the meanings of what was observed from the perspective of those observed?

I also wanted to examine the perceptions of staff members who worked in the

alternative school. The following questions were of concern:

1. How did administrators, faculty, and staff members feel about being employed in

an alternative school setting?

2. How were the challenges for employees in alternative programs different from the

challenges for employees in the conventional setting?

3.What perceptions did employees have about the availability and quality of

equipment, materials, and supplies used for instructional purposes?

4. Will the data collected during observations describe the setting that was observed,

the activities that took place in that setting, the people who participated in those activities,

and the meanings of what was observed from the perspective of those observed.

Research Questions

The research questions asked in this study were:

1. How did students in an alternative learning program experience schooling and what

meanings did they attach to these experiences?
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2. What did students perceive to be the impact of an alternative learning program on

their academic achievement, self-esteem (a sense of personal control and confidence in their

own ability), and social behavior (ability to maintain a positive relationship with peers and

adult supervisors, and willingness to demonstrate appropriate behavior in all situations)?

3. What did teachers, guidance counselors, and school administrators perceive to be

the impact of an alternative learning program on student academic performance, self-esteem,

and social behavior?

Purpose of the Study

The study investigated the perceptions of students and staff regarding their

experiences in an alternative learning program and observed interactions in a rural school

setting in North Carolina in order to understand the internal dynamics of an alternative

learning program. Research findings will be used to enhance educators’ insight about the

impact of alternative learning programs.

Significance of the Study

With regard to the significance of studying alternative programs for disruptive

students, Kellmayer (1998) explained that alternative schools for disruptive students are

fundamental to America’s future. The dropout rate is a key indicator of school success;

unfortunately, the numbers indicate that schools are continuing to lose too many students.

The future of the state and the nation demands that all children are educated.  So long as

educators believe this is the best preparation for becoming active citizens, they must not give

up hope on any child or teenager.
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Information gathered from students, staff, and administrators who attended and

worked at the alternative schools would be of value to alternative schools in other school

districts.  Teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions are important because they can provide

information about their experiences in an alternative school.  Students’ perceptions would

also provide feedback on the curricula, administrators, teachers, and support staff.  Students

could provide information on the education they are receiving at the alternative school

including the strong points and areas of needed improvement.

The study will contribute to the implementation of alternative schools in rural school

districts across the state of North Carolina and the nation.  In rural areas, especially counties

considered low wealth, the study will provide valuable information about procedures that

should be covered before opening the doors for students.  It is important for school boards to

understand that all students must be educated.

The findings from the study will provide information for any school district, urban or

rural, on the necessary components of an effective alternative school.  From this study,

school districts will be encouraged to evaluate their schools to see what changes can be made

to meet the needs of all students.  Students and staff perceptions of their experiences in

alternative programs will provide valuable information to educators and school board

members.

Definition of Terms

The following terms have been defined for use in this study:

Academic performance.  A student’s classroom participation (i.e., completing

assignments and homework, participating in classroom activities, asking and answering
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questions, participating in discussion groups, completing projects, and so forth) and grades

on report cards (NCDPI, 2000)

Alternative Learning Programs. ALPs are defined as services for students at risk of

truancy, academic failure, behavior problems, and/or dropping out of school, and they  meet

the needs of individual students.  They serve students at any level who are suspended and/or

expelled, have dropped out and desire to return to school, have a history of truancy, are

returning from juvenile justice settings, and whose learning styles are better served in an

alternative setting.  They provide individualized programs outside of standard classroom

settings in a caring atmosphere in which students learn the skills necessary to redirect their

lives.  Alternative learning programs for at-risk students typically serve students in an

alternative school or alternative program within the regular school (NCDPI, 2000).

At-risk student.  A student who demonstrates certain kinds of conditions, or possesses

indicators, such as low achievement, low socioeconomic level, high absenteeism, chronic

behavior problems, and poor social skills is considered at risk. Other indicators include

students from single-parent households, members of minority groups, students with limited

English proficiency, and students with a family structure that does not match those of the

dominant class that schools were designed to serve (Giles, 1998).

Behavior modification refers to approaches, such as disciplinary and development

programs, that are based on the premise that something is wrong with certain students and

that the programs are designed to change these students so that they fit in better at

conventional schools (Gold, 1995).

Developmental alternative schools are created to provide extra academic assistance

for students who are maintaining low achievement in conventional schools. The premise is
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that assistance with academic, social, or emotional development will enable students to

succeed when they return to the conventional classroom. These schools are designed for

students with either academic or behavior problems, and the general approach is therapeutic

(Gold, 1995).

Disciplinary alternative schools are created to modify the behavior of students who

present discipline problems. The premise is that, through placement in these programs,

intervention can change the behavior of these students and encourage them to stay in school

and eventually return to the conventional classroom. The curriculum and instructional

methods in these schools are the same as in the regular school; however, the general

approach to behavior is punitive, and placement is compulsory (Gold, 1995).

Innovative alternate schools are created to make education more responsive,

engaging, challenging, fulfilling, and humane than it is in conventional schools. The premise

is that, if schools are to be optimally effective, fundamental changes are needed in

organization, governance, curriculum, and instructional methods. The general approach in

alternative schools emphasizes innovation and interpersonal relationships (Gold, 1995).

Self-esteem is a sense of personal control and confidence in one’s own ability

(Durand & Barlow, 1997).

Social behavior refers to a student’s ability to maintain a positive relationship with

peers and adult supervisors; willingness to demonstrate appropriate behavior in all situations,

such as refraining from the use of tobacco, alcohol, and drugs; refraining from participating

in gang-related activities; and refraining from carrying dangerous weapons

( Durand  & Barlow, 1997).
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Variables associated with risk may be factors that have been suspected of or blamed

for contributing to students dropping out of school or being ill-prepared for life and

responsibilities after graduation. There are four categories: family and student background

characteristics, student behaviors, school practices, and contextual variables   ( Durand &

Barlow, 1997).

Disruptive students are those students who are disruptive in the classroom to the

extent that it makes it difficult or impossible for teaching to take place.  The students may be

disruptive or threatening to themselves (NCDPI, 2000).

Poor refers to students who are eligible for free and/or reduced-price lunch.  Only

students from low-income families are eligible for the free or reduced-price lunch program

(NCDPI, 2000).

Dropout rate  is the number of 7th to 12th grade students who drop out during the

school year. A student is counted as a dropout if he or she was enrolled in school at some

time during the reporting year, was not enrolled on the 20th day of the current school year,

and has not graduated from high school or completed a state or district approved education

program and does not meet certain exclusions (NCDPI, 2000).

Troubled students are those who exhibit behavior which does not disrupt others but

may indicate something is wrong and that assistance is needed.  Behavior may include

serious grade problems, excessive absences, changed pattern of interaction, trouble managing

stress successfully, and falling asleep inappropriately (NCDPI, 2000).

Delimitation of the Study

This study was limited to administrators, teachers, staff, and students in one

alternative school in North Carolina. The alternative school was established for disruptive
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students.  Since the passage of the zero-tolerance law in the state, more alternative schools

are being operated in urban and rural districts. When students are assigned to alternative

programs, administrators, teachers, and guidance counselors must be employed with proper

credentials for teaching. The structure of the school must be designed to offer the same

curriculum as the base school.  In the rural school districts, it will be more challenging to find

a facility to house the alternative school.  The tax base in rural counties is usually less than in

metropolitan areas.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Introduction

The literature review on alternative schools is presented in six sections: historical

perspectives, theoretical perspectives, studies of alternative schools, case studies in North

Carolina, promising practices in alternative programs for disruptive students, and issues and

challenges of alternative schools. The historical perspectives discuss the establishment of

alternative schools from the 1960s to the present.  Though there seems to be a myriad of

purposes for establishing alternatives and developing special curricula, there tend to be

certain shared characteristics whether the school is for disruptive students or for those who

are gifted and talented.  Alternative schools could have a far-reaching impact on the way we

think about education.  The theoretical perspective examines alternative schools as having

been designed mainly for students who are unsuccessful in the regular school program and

tend to need something more innovative and creative.  Dropouts, pregnant students, teenage

parents, and students with continuous discipline problems are being given a second chance

and a way to continue their education.  The contributions that alternative schools are making

and should be making to serve their students are discussed.

In the third section, the focus is on describing disruptive students.  In addition, a list

of characteristics that make alternative schools more effective in meeting the needs of

disruptive students is presented.  Two studies of alternative schools are presented.  One is by

Yager (1997), who attempted to identify the perceptions of students, administrators, and lead

teachers.  Another is by Jafar (1994) who investigated characteristics of students successfully
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returning from an alternative school to their home schools and students attending a high

school vocational program.

Case studies conducted in North Carolina are presented.  The focus here is on

alternative learning programs that represent program types found throughout North Carolina.

Nine such programs are described.  From the case studies, the programs were deemed to have

positive outcomes for students. Some alternative learning programs from other states are

examined.  Attention is given to the Gateway Program, Georgia’s CrossRoads Program, and

Hastings Alternative School Program in New York.  Though differences exist in these

programs, some characteristics are similar.

Practices deemed to be best for alternative education for disruptive students are

presented.  Listed are Smink’s (1997) characteristics common to the most successful

alternative school.  Three models of behavior intervention by Short (1988) and dropout

intervention are included.

Issues concerning alternative education are touched on.  Policy that is thought to be

necessary for the success of alternative education is discussed.  And finally, challenges that

alternative schools face are examined.  Included are inappropriate placements, a lack of

stable funding, loss of a charismatic leader, and political and economic change and

separation.

At the end of the chapter, I will give my opinions on an alternative school in a rural

school district in North Carolina.  I will mention perceptions of students, what I feel the

school must have, training for teachers, counselors, and administrators, community

involvement and accountability.
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A search through the literature reveals a field comprised of knowledge gained from

the implementation of alternative schools.  The literature contained an immense variety

embedded in the term alternative education which today can denote programs for court-

adjudicated youth, advanced placement students, special education or disabled students, or

home-schooled children.  Although absolute numbers of currently operating alternative

schools remain elusive, state legislatures are increasing funding for alternative education

programs for children who have difficulties adjusting to more traditional school settings. In

the meantime, synthesizing alternative schools literature into a coherent whole is problematic

because we are still struggling to identify and understand the structures, practices, and

interrelationships of a movement characterized by a varied and often conflicting array of

aims, values, beliefs, and motives.  Therefore, the themes used in the literature include

primary descriptions of alternative schools.  The content of these reports frequently overlaps

and should be viewed collectively.

Alternative Schools

During the past decade, the term alternative education has been applied

indiscriminately to such a wide variety of programs that its meaning has been a source of

confusion among educators, students, and the general public. Based on Kellmayer’s (1998)

estimation, approximately 2,500 programs that are called alternative have sprung up

throughout the United States. Researchers (Sangor, 1997; Yager, 1997) have estimated that

the actual number of alternative schools is closer to 5,000, and the number is steadily

increasing.

Alternative schools can refer to magnet schools (science and mathematics,

performing arts); schools for pregnant teens and teen parents; schools within schools; schools
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without walls; schools located on college campuses or inside shopping malls, churches,

museums, zoos, and amusement parks; schools for the chronically disruptive, the chronically

disaffected, adjudicated youth; schools for intellectually gifted or the emotionally disturbed;

and schools for students who require special education. These schools vary from schools that

hold classes during the traditional school day hours to schools that hold classes in the late

afternoon or evening (Kellmayer, 1998).

Despite the thousands of alternative programs throughout the United States, the term

alternative school is used in this review of related literature in a narrower way to denote

schools designed for students who have not been successful in the conventional environment

because of their disruptive behavior.

The target population for alternative schools is students who present behavior or

discipline problems.  It is easy to understand the appeal of removing these students from the

classroom.  But in isolating disruptive students rather than trying to improve the culture and

climate of regular schools, are we giving up too easily on the promise of equal educational

opportunity for all?

The perceived need for alternative schools to deal with disruptive students is as much

about the failure of the schools as it is about the failure of parents and students.  Before we

create separate schools for these students, we need to ask whether we are doing all we can to

prevent violence and discipline problems in our regular schools.  A variety of school actions,

programs, and practices can prevent behavioral and discipline problems before they develop.

These are steps that could be taken in regular schools to create a climate and culture

conducive to order and learning.
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The literature failed to answer such questions as, What are the true consequences of

alternative schools for students whose lives are affected and whose educational opportunities

are abruptly and dramatically changed?  Will sending disruptive students to alternative

schools improve their life chances or will it harm their prospects for the future?  How are

students assigned to alternative schools?  Do they have a choice?  Are the criteria for

excluding students from conventional classrooms the same across the state and for children

from all socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, or do some groups of students make easier

targets for this drastic intervention in their lives?

In embracing the concept of alternative schools for disruptive students, are we

retreating from the promise of equal educational opportunity for all?  In isolating disruptive

students rather than finding ways to improve the culture and climate of our base schools, are

we giving up too easily?

Subsequently, a search through the literature did not reveal a field comprised of

evidence on students’ and staff members’ perceptions of alternative schools.  Teachers and

administrators’ perceptions are important because they can provide information about their

experiences in an alternative school.  Students’ perceptions would provide feedback on the

curricula, administrators, teachers, and support staff.  Students could provide information on

the education they are receiving at the alternative school including the strong points and areas

of needed improvement.  Teachers and administrators could provide valuable information

about their experiences in an alternative school.  The literature failed to provide information

in this area.

Historical Perspectives
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Schooling alternatives have existed for centuries in many nations.  By the end of the

1800s, public schools in the U.S. were flourishing.  However, many children attended

church-sponsored schools; “some affluent families educated their children at expensive and

exclusive boarding schools or at local private schools” (Koetke, 1999).

During the 1960s, the first schools known as alternatives emerged in the private and,

ultimately, the public sector in predominantly urban and suburban areas (Raywid, 1994).

According to Raywid, urban programs tried to help struggling minority and poor youngsters

succeed in school; early suburban initiatives became innovative programs seeking to invent

and pursue new ways to educate.

Raywid (1994) indicated that, these programs grew out of the educational humanism

of the 1960s, which envisioned existing schools as cold, dehumanizing, irrelevant institutions

largely indifferent to the humanity and person-hood of those within them.  Many early

leaders in the alternative school movement were likely to be strident critics of government

and society, as well as of conventional schooling. They were opponents of the Vietnam War,

or critics of America’s materialism, or challenges to a scientific-technocratic ethos or all of

these.  Anti-establishment sentiment and rhetoric were legion.

Raywid (1994) pointed out that alternative schools evolved decades ago to provide an

academic option for students not successful in regular education programs.  Kershaw and

Blank (1993) stated that a system response to the failure of traditional schools to address the

educational needs of large groups of students was needed.  However, recent safe-schools

legislation and the commitment to provide orderly, safe, learning environments have

prompted states to adapt alternatives for disciplinary purposes.
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Raywid (1994) suggested that the first alternative schools tailored the one-size-fits-all

education system to better fit the needs of some students.  They improved student’s outcomes

through individualized instruction, personal attention, and a modified or innovative

curriculum.  Much of the new alternative school legislation, however, aims to modify student

behavior so that students better fit the system.  Although both approaches share the ultimate

goal of improving student outcomes, a fix-the-student focus carries educational, financial,

and legal risks.

Open education was part of a progressive alternative schools movement that began in

the late 1960s, peaked in the early 1970s, and was gradually overshadowed by the back-to-

basics movement in the late 1970s (Dunn, 2000).  These schools frequently lacked inside

walls and featured field trips and active, hands-on learning opportunities.

Alternative schools springing up in the 1970s and 1980s included democratic schools

stressing citizenship and student power, community schools focused on moral development,

and experimental programs such as Foxfire in rural Rabun Gap, Georgia (Clark, 2000).

Many once-thriving open and free-form schools eventually closed.  Others adopted more

conventional curricula and practices (Dunn, 2000; Clark, 2000).

The list of surviving alternatives founded between 1969 and the early 1970s includes

Cambridge’s Pilot School; Philadelphia’s Parkway School; Scarsdale Alternative School;

Washington, D.C.’s School Without Walls; Arlington, Virginia’s H-B Woodlawn;

Bloomington, Indiana’s Harmony School (Goodman & Kuzmic, 1997); and Charlotte, North

Carolina’s Irwin Open Elementary School (Dunn, 2000).

Barr (1981) believed that alternative schools have been successfully used to assist in

the desegregation of urban schools.  They have been used to reduce school violence,
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vandalism, and disruption.  They have served as a way of increasing parent and community

involvement in public education.  Alternative schools have been used to explore the demand

of effective learning and accountability. Both gifted students and school dropouts have been

shown to learn better in alternative schools than they did in conventional schools.  I think the

merit of this statement depends on optional conditions. If a school is properly staffed with

well-trained caring teachers, administrators, and counselors, students will be successful.  A

plan must be in place to meet the students’ educational needs.

Barr (1981) also noted that alternative schools have been used as experimental

laboratories for field-testing and validating new educational concepts.  It is here that public

schools have experimented with written evaluations instead of letter grades and have

perfected the concepts of peer tutoring, social internships, and a variety of out-of-school

learning programs.  Alternatives have, in fact, been instrumental in moving education out of

the classroom and into businesses, social agencies, museums, and government offices.  The

concepts of a school without walls, a school-within-a- school, the Walkabout, and Challenge

Education were all developed in alternative school settings.  Alternative schools have been

used to develop experimental curricula for gifted and talented students, pregnant students,

disruptive students, students from different cultures, and students interested in a multitude of

careers.  Alternative schools have also experimented with the development of a number of

different learning models: Summerhill education, open education, individualized continuous

progress education, fundamental education, experiential education, and behavior

modification.

Alternative schools have been as carefully evaluated as any other idea in American

education; important research projects have been conducted in alternative schools (Barker,
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1964).  While I do not know the first part of the statement to be true, I think it is imperative

that alternative schools be carefully evaluated.  Alternative schools have come a long way

since their inception. When the concept was first developed and tried in public schools by

groups of parents, teachers, and students who were willing to experiment, there was little or

no research and evaluation to support their ideas.  Yet these pioneers were willing to take the

risk.

Far from being passing fads, alternative-school philosophies and practices continue to

flourish in private-and public-school settings.  According to Raywid (1994), alternative-

school formats are being adapted to many purposes: reducing juvenile crime and

delinquency, preventing school vandalism and violence, deterring dropouts, desegregating

classrooms, and enhancing school effectiveness.

Although educational philosophies, purposes, and facilities vary widely, alternative

schools share certain characteristics.  They are usually smaller within a larger school, and

have a greater staff to student ratio than conventional schools (Koetke, 1999).  There is

generally more opportunity for individualized instruction, use of unconventional approaches

and organizational structures, and a sense of community and personal caring  (Koetke 2000;

DeBlois, 2000).  Alternatives are typically student centered, have a noncompetitive learning

environment that measures improvement and shuns interstudent comparisons, and have

instructional programs stressing a specific philosophy or school culture (Koetke, 1999).

We now know that people learn in different ways; when schools are able to develop

programs designed to meet individual needs, impressive gains occur. Some students learn

best in individualized learning carrels; others learn best outside of school;  some students
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need a desk, visual aids, dictionaries, and libraries; others do not.  Some students need

rigorous structure to learn; others demand maximum flexibility.

Although alternative schools for disruptive youth are sometimes viewed as a way to

eliminate problem students from the regular classroom, these programs, if effective, more

properly serve real student needs (Kellmayer, 1998). As a principal of an alternative school

for disruptive students, Kellmayer suggested that the perceptions many educators have about

these programs illustrate the controversial nature of alternative programs.

For example, alternative programs for disruptive students are described as dumping

grounds for bad kids, warehouses for problem students, environments without appropriate

discipline or standards, costly programs that reward inappropriate behavior, and havens for

outcasts, misfits, and losers. Kellmayer (1998) found that many alternative programs have a

negative reputation because these programs are alternative in name only, but in reality are

“soft jails” (p. 31) designed to isolate difficult students from the mainstream.

Shannon (1990) stated that, for the most part, the vision of alternative education has

remained on the fringes of American education and society, but given the crisis in modern

education, a progressive social and educational movement that draws inspiration and

substance from its own rich heritage could have a profound impact on our thinking about

schooling and learning.

Theoretical Perspective

It is my belief that good alternative schools should be a part of every school district.  I

agree with Kellmayer about alternative schools. Kellmayer (1998) indicated that there are

many ways for students to become educated.  There are alternative programs that serve

students at any level, serve suspended or expelled students, serve students whose learning
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styles are better served in an alternative program or provide individualized programs outside

of a standard classroom setting in a caring atmosphere in which students learn the skills

necessary to redirect their lives.  Kellmayer (1998) continued by stating that, since the

establishment of alternative schools, two consistencies have remained that define alternative

schools. They have been designed to respond to students that appear not to be optimally

served by the regular school program.  This characterization has led to alternative schools

being associated with unsuccessful students.  The second consistency is that alternative

represents some degree of departure from standard schools; this tends to link alternative

education with innovation and creativity.

Avrich (1980) stated that alternative education has been identified as either

continuation schools which provide options for dropouts, pregnant students, teenage parents,

students with continuous discipline problems, and other students who may experience

difficulty attending regular school; or a school within a school that represents an option for

organizing large schools into more manageable units.

As Kellmayer (1998) stated earlier, the main purpose of alternative education

programs is dropout prevention and giving students a second chance in a small setting.  Many

of the students served by these programs would have been expelled from public schools or

would have dropped out because of their inability to succeed in a traditional classroom

environment.  Alternative schools offer these students a way to continue their education in an

environment geared to meet their physical, intellectual and emotional needs.

Koetke (1999) noted that a significant number of children are getting by--but

certainly not prospering or developing their full talents--in a mainstream that seems to

recognize only one way to learn. However, when we set up pedagogical alternates it is
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imperative to avoid creating a high-status mainstream and then several low-status alternatives

for those who don’t fit into the mainstream.  An organizational goal of an equitable school

system should be to create an appreciation by all members of the school community for the

diversity of learning modalities.  Every student, regardless of the program he or she is

enrolled in, should be given regular opportunities to collaborate with peers, particularly those

whose learning modalities are different and who posses different strengths.

Although students with behavior problems in my school district are

disproportionately directed out of the mainstream to alternative programs, it is incorrect to

assume that everyone who remains is being well served.  A great number of the young people

who find themselves locked into a rigid mainstream setting with restricted instructional

methodologies, do not receive the education they need.  Not infrequently, supporters of

alternative schools argue persuasively that alternative programs have value because all

children do not learn in the same manner.  The consequences of a mismatch between learner

and learning system are clear to a casual observer.  Such red flags as failing grades, acting

out, chemical abuse, and delinquency are just a few of the signals that tell us when a young

person is not fitting into a certain system.  But, we shouldn’t fool ourselves.

McMillen (1997) stated that one in eight students does not complete high school.

Minorities, the poor, and the disabled often fare worse.  Over 50 % of students in a quarter of

the nation’s poor urban high schools fail to graduate.  Braddock and McPartland (1993)

indicated that suspension, expulsion, retention, chronic failure, and alienation all contribute

to unacceptable dropout and incompletion rates. Yet rather than take a systems approach to

improvement, many states have created alternative schools for the problem individual that is

not being successful in the traditional school setting.
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Are classes or schools so large that students don’t get personal attention, fall behind,

and become alienated?  Braddock  & McPartland (1993) stated that, when Baltimore’s

troubled Patterson High School subdivided its student body into five small academies

featuring personalization and career-focused curricula, student behavior, attendance, and

achievement improved dramatically.

Do schools’ leadership and organization define and support high standards for

behavior and achievement?  Gottfredson’s (1986) research showed that improved school

organization--management, governance, culture, and climate--could reduce overall student

disruption as effectively as individual treatment programs.

Kershaw and Blank (1993) concluded that some students are so hostile to authority

that they need an alternative setting for their education.  But at some point, a nonselective

school must stop rejecting difficult cases and start finding ways to adapt school to the diverse

needs of its students.

A focus on problem students may threaten system equity by segregating poor,

disabled, and minority students in alternative programs.  Who is being sent to alternative

schools?  It is important to ensure that alternative schools do not become dumping grounds

for undesirable or unwanted students.  Because minority students are more likely to be

suspended and expelled, they may be disproportionately shunted to alternative schools as

well.

Arnove and Strout (1980) investigated the contributions of alternative schools to

efforts to deal with disruptive youth.  They found that these programs could have a

significant positive impact.  Research suggested that characteristics of the learning and

interpersonal environment of alternatives will contribute not only to a diminution in
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aggressive behavior but to the development of emotionally healthy individuals.  They also

noted, however, that there may be negative aspects to many of the programs which must be

avoided or controlled, including such things as labeling, tracking, discrimination, and using

them as dumping grounds.

Butchart (1986) stated that individual alternative programs in a variety of rural and

urban communities in California, Michigan, New York, and Oregon also reported student

improvement on several academic measures, including attendance, dropout rates, grades and

test scores.

Smith, Gregory, and Pugh (1981) indicated that, in addition to such academic

indicators, behavioral and emotional measures also reveal encouraging results for students in

alternative education programs.  Students in alternative schools reported in 1981 higher

levels of satisfaction with their school and confidence that the school will meet their needs

than  students in traditional schools.  Butchart (1986) concluded that alternative schools also

report reduced discipline problems and violence.  The effects of alternative education seem to

extend beyond the school years.  Morley (1991) reported that a 1990 survey of dropouts who

had returned to school and graduated from an alternative education program in Iowa

suggested that alternative school graduates do tend to become productive citizens after

graduation.

Alternative schools are designed for students who do not succeed in conventional

schools, act out their frustrations and resentments, and impede the learning of other students.

These students have been described as disruptive.  Frequently, they have been expelled or

suspended.  They are likely to be truant and eventually drop out of school.  Many have

already had contact with the juvenile justice system.
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It seems evident that alternative learning programs are becoming a response of

schools and school districts to the increasing rate of disruptive students. As such, the

programs are commonly seen as a second opportunity for students who are academically at

risk or who might otherwise be suspended or expelled for disciplinary infractions. However,

Gregg (1998) identified some issues relative to legislative efforts to create separate,

alternative schools for students with behavior problems. In the first part of his brief, Gregg

identified the following problems with placing disruptive students in alternative schools:

1. A focus on problem students may obscure or ignore real problems in the

educational system.

2. Programs that target individuals divert resources from everyone else.

3. A focus on problem students may threaten system equity by segregating poor

students, students with disabilities, and minority students in alternative programs.

In addition, Gregg examined the focus of three different types of alternative schools:

educational, disciplinary, and therapeutic. He stated that educators need to understand what

they are trying to accomplish in alternative schools in order to plan and implement effective

program strategies. He warned practitioners that a punitive purpose

may cause schools to adopt ineffective models for improving learning or behavior and

jeopardize system equity and excellence.

Disruptive Students: Who Are They?

Ogden and Germinario (1988) stated that every school population has disruptive

students who consistently demonstrate an unwillingness to use their intellectual, emotional,

and social skills to take complete advantage of the educational opportunities that surround

them. This dysfunctional segment of the student population typically has educational
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deficiencies and needs due to poor basic skills attainment, learning problems, low grades,

disciplinary problems, poor attendance, or multiple combinations thereof. These students

may have been referred to a student support team, assigned to special education classes,

placed in remedial programs, or referred to an alternative education program as a result of

their continuous behavior problems.

Lehr and Harris (1988) described disruptive students as those whose behavior

problems interfere with the teaching and learning process for themselves and their peers.

They do not work up to their potential, and their unacceptable behavior requires them to have

multiple referrals for disciplinary action. Slavin, Karweit, and Madden (1989) stated that

disruptive students are those who, on the basis of identified characteristics or needs, are

likely to graduate or leave school without basic skills. Therefore, the term disruptive includes

many groups of students who have characteristics or needs that require additional learning

alternatives due to retention in grade, expulsion from school, dropping out of school,

behavior problems, or other factors.

The concern for disruptive students today reflects the nation’s concern about grade

retention, school expulsion, and dropouts within society (Sangor, 1997). Throughout the

research literature, interventions for disruptive students included identification of students

who as teenagers began to exhibit characteristics leading to school failure such as behavior

problems resulting in suspensions, low achievement, and absenteeism. Richardson,

Casanova, Placier, and Guilfoyle (1989) interpreted disruptive students’ problems as

manifestations or symptoms of psychosocial problems they bring to school.

Characteristics of Effective At-Risk Alternative Programs
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Kellmayer (1998) offered a 10-point checklist of effective alternative programs for

disruptive youth. Such characteristics can be identified as follows:

1. Size. Classes should have no more than a 15:1 student:teacher ratio in order to

provide for a great deal of small group and individual activities.

2. Site. The facility should strive to establish a full-day program in a rich and

supportive environment. At a minimum, students should have access to computers and other

forms of technology, science laboratories, counseling and employment services, and

recreational facilities. Cost per pupil should be about the same as for students who attend a

traditional school in the same school system.

3. Voluntarism. Participation in the alternative program for disruptive students should

be voluntary for administrators, teachers, and staff. Employees should not be assigned to a

program in which they do not wish to work.

4. Participatory decision making. Students and staff members should have a real voice

in the day-to-day operation of the alternative program. Parents and members of the

community should be involved in programs planning and operation.

5. Exemplary alternative schools. Successful alternative programs attempt to achieve

many of the same academic goals as do traditional programs. It is how alternative and

traditional programs attempt to achieve these goals that differentiate them in relation to

curriculum. The alternative program for disruptive students should be student centered, and

instruction should be related to students’ academic and personal concerns.

6. Separate administrative unit. Effective alternative programs should have a separate

administrative unit.
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7. Distinctive mission and family atmosphere. Alternative schools for disruptive

students should have a clear mission, a sense of community and commitment, and shared

values. Characterized by a culture of concern and caring, alternative programs for disruptive

students should strive to develop a sense of family among all participants: students, teachers,

counselors, support staff, and administrators.

8. Flexible teacher roles and program autonomy. Because of the distinctive mission of

alternative programs for disruptive students and the concept of school as a family, teachers,

counselors and administrators who work in successful alternative programs accept a much

broader and more flexible role than do teachers in traditional programs.

9. Access to social services. Because alternative programs for disruptive students

serve disaffected as well as disruptive students, arrangements should be made to provide

students with access to social services on an as-needed basis. These social services should be

available to students at the school site, if possible.

10. Use of technology. Students who are placed in alternative schools for disruptive

students should have the same level of access to technology as students who attend

traditional schools.

Kellmayer’s (1998) advice to principals who work in alternative programs for

disruptive students was not to let the pressure of working with difficult students shake the

principal’s professionalism or commitment. Kellmayer said, “No matter how difficult their

behavior may be, try not to become upset or angry. Hold students accountable for their

behavior, but do not become punitive. Always go back to the theory, do what quality

literature suggests as appropriate, and be a professional” (p. 28).

Studies of Alternative Schools
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Yager (1997) stated that school districts nationally have created alternative schools in

an effort to address the problem posed by disruptive students. In his study, Yager attempted

to identify the perceptions of students and the perceptions of administrators and lead

teachers. The population of the study included 31 alternative schools in Indiana identified by

the Indiana State Department of Education during the 1995-1996 school year. The research

questions related to six key components: climate, educational needs, governance, instruction,

class size, and staff. The six key components were also studied in relation to the size of the

alternative school, its geographical location, the student:teacher ratio, and the amount of

general fund money expended per student at the alternative school.

Based on the findings, two conclusions were drawn. First, administrators were more

positive than students about the educational opportunities presented in alternative schools.

Second, the amount of money expended per student was relatively stable. Furthermore,

students in alternative schools with large student-to-teacher ratios identified more concerns

with educational needs, governance, instruction, and class size than students in alternative

schools with small student-to-teacher ratios (Yager, 1997).

Jafar (1994) investigated the characteristics of students who had successfully returned

from an alternative school to their home schools and characteristics of students who were

attending a high school vocational program. Student characteristics that were assessed

included self-concept, motivation to work, career awareness, attitude toward school, and

student-anticipated learning outcome.

In this study, 82 students attended vocational education classes at a high school and

66 students attended the alternative school. Data were collected from a battery of instruments

and interviews. Six hypotheses were tested, and a simple correlation and an analysis of



44

variance were used. The results indicated that students with a positive attitude toward school

have a higher self-concept. Anticipated learning outcome was a key factor in student attitudes

toward school. Also, most students at the alternative school were determined to earn their

diplomas and go on to college. Finally, the alternative school had a positive reputation and

excellent teachers who were making a difference in retaining students enrolled in their

classes (Jafar, 1994).

Although the Yager (1997) and Jafar (1994) studies were about perceptions and

characteristics of alternative schools, the researcher’s study was about an alternative school

in a rural area of North Carolina.  The school district has been identified as low wealth.  The

school system does not have resources to equip schools with the latest technology.  In the

study, students from grades 7 to 12 attended the alternative school.  Data were collected

through interviews and observations on their perceptions of their experiences. Students had

opportunities to talk about why they were assigned to the alternative school, the

administration and staff, the curriculum, facility, and their experiences away from their base

schools.  Students discussed their base schools and areas that could change to better meet

their needs.  Students talked about their relationships with teachers, guidance counselors, and

administrators in their base schools.  Administrators and teachers expressed their concerns

about teaching in an alternative school, supplies, equipment, teaching tools, technology, and

support from the Central Office and the base schools.  Teachers discussed their perceptions

on preparation for classes, demands, and expectations from teachers in the base school and

the community.  Students and staff shared their perceptions about their experiences in an

alternative learning program in a rural area.
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Case Studies Conducted in North Carolina

From 1995 through 1999, teams of observers under direction of the NCDPI (2000)

made visits to 10 alternative programs representative of those operated by school systems

across North Carolina.  The primary purpose of the visits was to identify and report features

and practices that appeared to make these programs more effective with students as well as to

identify needs and issues that require resolution.  These programs were documented to have

positive outcomes for students.  Sites were selected on the basis of geographical diversity (

i.e., rural, suburban, or urban) and the nature of the program.  These ALPs represent the

range of program types employed throughout the state.

Program A.  An alternative program with a mission to provide a continuation of

education for students who are dismissed from the regular education because of discipline

reasons. Students are sent here after a formal hearing in their home school. The hearing

usually addresses one or more major infractions. Although there is an intake process once the

students arrive, the school must accept them. The intake process is designed to clarify rules

and expectations that the school has for the students. The goal of this alternative school is to

modify behavior in order that students can return to their home schools.

Many of the students who attend this alternative program have been suspended for

carrying weapons, fighting, attacking authority figures, or for having some type of

connection with drugs. This ALP can be characterized as the last place a student can go

before a permanent expulsion. Few of the students work at grade level. Most of them do

remedial and catch-up work while they are in the program.

Most of the students stay at this school for 6 to 8 weeks, during which time their

school lives are rigorously structured, their behavior is monitored, and inappropriate behavior
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yields immediate consequences ranging from a poor daily assessment to suspension.

Although suspension is always an option, the goal is to help students develop a series of

coping skills to avoid getting into similar crisis situations in the future.

Small class sizes (no more than 10 students per teacher) facilitate individual attention,

emotional and academic needs, and the behavioral monitoring necessary for any significant

changes. A student is permitted to leave the school when there is an agreement between

Program A and the home school that the student has met the behavioral requirements and is

likely to succeed if placed back in a traditional public school setting.

Although Program A is specified as an alternative learning program, it is focused on

behavior management and modification. It functions on a daily basis as a traditionally

structured school (schedule, classroom structure and instructional methodology, parental

involvement, and budget). In addition to the basic curriculum, students must complete social

skills classes twice a week. A behavioral management technician and the school counselor

teach these classes, dealing strictly with right and wrong behaviors, determining how to

assess a situation, and how to do what is right.

Evidence of success is drawn from three areas: (a) student outcomes; (b) annual

surveys of parent, student, teacher perceptions; and (c) student success after returning to his

or her home school. The major goal of students at Program A is to leave. Therefore, at some

level, the program gets evaluated positively each time a student leaves and does not return.

Program B.  This program serves students in Grades 9-12 who are referred for

discipline problems in class, trouble working with others, not completing homework,

disruptive behavior, or major academic problems. Students who are considered to be hard

core or repeat offenders are not referred to Program B.  This school approaches the
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curriculum in a variety of ways, allowing students to study various courses at any time. Field

trips are a core activity, and the trips are planned by the whole class. On days that do not

include a field trip, the students work in the classroom on academics, study skills,

communication skills, or interpersonal skills. Each day begins and ends with group meetings

in which students discuss how to deal with issues and plan activities for the next day.

Although the academic environment is not structured in a traditional manner, there

are clear rules for expected behavior. Absences are limited to no more than five days per

semester, and fighting is not tolerated. The focus of the program, however, is on problem

solving. Discipline is a process with a focus on positive reinforcement aimed at eliciting

desired behavior rather than imposing penalties. Thus, students have permission to make

mistakes because the staff and teachers do not expect perfection but an effort toward

excellence.

Program C.   This Alternative High School Program, established in 1996, provides a

short-term intervention program that offers a highly structured learning environment

designed to address the academic and social needs of at-risk students. In addition to

instruction in the core subjects (English, mathematics, science, and social studies), students

also receive instruction in managing anger, communicating, setting goals, building positive

self-concept, resisting the temptation to use alcohol and drugs, accepting responsibility,

making decisions, and working with others in a cooperative manner. Of the 35 students

served in 1997, 10 successfully completed the program requirements and returned to their

home schools. These students continued to experience success for the remainder of the

school year.
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Program D.  This Alternative Program served 697 students during the 1997-1998

school year. Of this number, 82% remained in the program, returned to regular day school, or

enrolled in an appropriate educational program when they completed their requirements in

Program D.  Students who were placed in this program had an option to enroll in four core

courses or in the pre-Graduation Equivalency Diploma program.

Program E.  This is a behavior modification program geared to long-term suspended

students. The program is available to students in Grades 6-12, with placement decisions

based on prioritized criteria as follows: (a) priority 1, adjudicated students; (b) priority 2,

students deemed dangerous, violent, or disruptive, but not adjudicated; and (c) priority 3,

students consistently in violation of school policies and on the verge of suspension.  Weekly

review of progress is monitored with a minimum stay of 45 days to determine the

appropriateness of students returning to their home schools within the school year.

Program F.  This program provides academic, behavioral, and social skills instruction

to students in Grades 7-10.  Students with behavioral difficulties are referred by the six

secondary schools in the school district.  Students must progress through a four-tier system

that requires them to demonstrate and maintain appropriate behavior, maintaining passing

grades in all subject areas, and maintain regular attendance.  Western Vance Secondary

School provides a variety of support services by professionals in the school and community.

Program G.  This program is open to any student in Grade 9-12 who is eligible for

regular school participation, including dual enrollment. Student may enroll in basic academic

courses from 4:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. on Mondays through Thursdays to earn two credits per

semester.  Flexible scheduling for time and work missed is also provided.  Instruction is

individualized, with emphasis on the development of self-respect and self-reliance. School-
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to-work transition is also incorporated through career counseling, the apprenticeship

program, and community involvement. It is the goal of the program to help students return to

the regular program, graduate with a high school diploma, and become productive citizens in

the work force.

Program H.  This program is held in an off-campus center that serves students in

kindergarten through Grade 12.  Students are referred for placement if they exhibit behaviors

or attitudes that interfere with their academic success in the regular school setting.  The

educational program is remedial, if necessary, and is closely related to the North Carolina

Standard Course of Study.  Assignment to alternative school is contingent on the student’s

progress in achieving academic, behavioral, and social goals with the ultimate goal of a

successful return to the home school.

Program I.  This program has been specifically designed for students who have

difficulty functioning in the traditional school setting.  The goals of the program are to

promote lifelong learning; to improve academic performance, attendance, and social skills; to

provide cultural enrichment; and to encourage community involvement. Academic success is

improved through a variety of methods such as computer-assisted instruction and one-on-one

daily instruction in language arts, mathematics, science, social studies, and social skills.

There is a focus on developing self-esteem, decision-making, and peer mediation.

The large number of students being placed in these schools and programs in North

Carolina and in my school district kindled my interest in conducting this study.  My school

system’s alternative learning programs were being implemented to help reduce the dropout

rate.  If students were given an opportunity to choose between being suspended and attending

an alternative school, this option kept them in school.  The local attendance policy indicated
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that students could miss only 12 days per year.  If students were suspended from school, they

could experience considerable difficulty meeting requirements for graduation.  By providing

alternatives, students were able to meet their academic requirements.  If students were having

problems, additional counseling could be provided during their stay in the alternative school.

Hawthorne Secondary School is different from the above alternative school programs

in North Carolina.  Hawthorne Secondary School was designed to provide educational

opportunities for students who had dropped out or who were at risk of failing within the

traditional high, middle, or elementary school settings.  It was designed to assist students in

the development of academic, social, and prevocational skills.  The objectives focused on the

development of positive self-esteem, student self-reliance and responsibility, and

development of academic skills students needed to earn a high school diploma or to return to

their base school.

The faculty at Hawthorne created a sense of family for students.  Ways of

accomplishing this included helping students identify their individual strengths, encouraging

them to recognize and build on each success they experienced, and assisting them in

overcoming personal problems that may have played a part in their past failures.  Provisions

were made for individualized instruction and hands-on learning by maintaining small class

sizes and utilizing community volunteers to contribute to classroom instruction.

Programs Outside North Carolina

These programs are examples of effective alternative learning programs in other

states.  Examples of non-punitive alternative schools for at-risk disruptive students are

located in the Dalton City and Whitfield County (Georgia) public school systems. In these

systems, educators were concerned that suspending students from school interfered with
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students’ educational opportunities and exposed them to more problems. The two school

systems decided to create a disciplinary alternative that would also promote learning

objectives.

According to Davis (1994), the staff believed that many antisocial behaviors were

symptoms of underlying social or emotional conflicts; therefore, they chose a therapeutic

approach for the Gateway Program. At-risk students in the program come from 11

surrounding high schools. A few students choose to drop out of school instead of enrolling in

the Gateway Program, but if they decide to return to the home school, they must first

complete their assigned time in the Gateway Program. The surrounding school systems do

not enroll any student who has been suspended from either of the school systems

participating in the Gateway Program.

Students are motivated to follow rules and practice behaviors that will keep them out

of trouble by allowing them to earn privileges that will enable them to enjoy a less restrictive

routine. The rules are simple and easy. Students earn one point per hour for each rule

followed during the period. The rules Davis (1994) identified are as follows:

1. Work for the entire period,
2. Complete all assignments,
3. Remain in your assigned seat,
4. Maintain a respectful attitude toward adult supervisors, and
5. Remain quiet. (p. 18)

Level 1 is the entry level and has no privileges. These students sit in their built-in

study booths all day, including lunch, except for restroom breaks and group counseling (one

of the major strengths of the program). After 2 or 3 weeks, a student usually earns enough

points (300) to move to Level 2. Level 2 students follow much the same routine but may

work on cooperative learning activities and may bring completed work to the teacher. After 4
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to 6 weeks in the program, students usually achieve Level 3 (600 points). At this level,

students may move to a regular student desk, may assist with distributing lunches, and may

occasionally take a short break outside under direct supervision. Davis (1994) said:

With serious discipline problems on the rise in schools, educators are facing tough

challenges. The Gateway Program is striving to provide a therapeutic alternative to current

measures being used to intervene with disruptive students. It is but one response to the

troubled child. (p. 19)

Karlin and Harnish (1995a) reported results of a focus group evaluation of the first

year of Georgia’s CrossRoads program, an alternative public school program designed to

provide chronically disruptive, committed, and poorly attending students (Grades 6-12) with

the social services and individualized instruction they require and to make the public schools

more secure by removing chronically disruptive students from the regular classroom. The

program served 3,400 students across the state during its first year. Eighteen focus group

meetings were held with students, administrators, and teachers (in separate groups) at

CrossRoads programs at six sites. The focus group data revealed one theme: the importance

of community, including the properties of program as community, program connections to

perceptions of the outside community, and academic changes. Recommendations urged that

criteria be developed for defining and indicating program effectiveness; that program

information clearly define mission, goals and purposes to be disseminated; that possibilities

for staff development be investigated; and that issues of transmission and integration be

investigated.
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Karlin and Harnish’s (1995b) second report described an exploratory evaluative

assessment of the first year of two alternative public schools for 117 chronically disruptive

and poor attending students (Grades 6-12) in Georgia’s CrossRoads program. Qualitative

case study methods were used in both data collection and analysis. The observational data for

each school were presented individually and then discussed together in terms of

characteristics of successful programs; roles, perceptions of participants; factors to which

participants attribute program effectiveness; and identifiable outcomes such as improved

attendance, return of 64 % of high school students to their home schools, and academic gains.

Recommendations focused on the importance of a team approach to teaching and learning,

the importance of community involvement, and the value of a prevention rather than

punishment.

Hastings High School, 20 miles north of New York City, is a comprehensive

secondary school with 300 pupils that attend Hasting Alternative School Program (HASP).

HASP was launched in 1985 to provide a school-within-a-school for students who have poor

attendance, low motivation, and low achievement.  Part of the mainstream high school

program, it provides flexibility, small classes, and personal attention for both academic and

social support.  HASP had 17 students in grade 11 in 1985.  The addition of the twelfth grade

in 1986 raised the total to 27; the tenth grade was added in 1988.  The program now includes

30-34 youngsters (Fazio & Rossi, 1991).

Promising Practices in Alternative Programs for Disruptive Students

Chalker (1996) stated that effective alternative schools for disruptive students around

the nation use practices that are not used by other school personnel who share the same

common problems. Chalker suggested that school personnel who are new to the field, or
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existing alternative educators searching for new methods and strategies, can benefit from an

organized comprehensive description of best practices in the field of alternative education.

Smink’s (1997) review of best practices by the Executive Director of the National

Dropout Prevention Center began with a focus on state legislative mandates that have spurred

the creation of alternative programs. The review provided a simple outline of the different

types of alternative schools, best practices in key areas, and a summary of recommendations

for creating the most effective alternative school possible. Smink  provided a descriptive

listing according to type that includes reform schools. These alternative schools are designed

to provide continued education program options for disruptive students. Second-chance

schools are also designed for students who are judged to be troubled and are placed in the

school by the courts or the school district as a last chance before being expelled.

Smink (1997) concluded that it is not possible to boil down into a single, neat recipe

for success the educational practices that make up for an effective alternative school for

disruptive students. However, there is a consistent profile of characteristics common to the

most successful school.

In keeping with Smink’s (1997) profile, the most successful alternative school had (a)

small classes (no more than a 10:1 pupil:teacher ratio) and no more than 250 students in the

entire facility, (c) clearly stated mission and discipline code, (d) a caring faculty that receives

continued staff development, (e) a school staff that has high expectations for students, (f) a

learning program specific to the students’ expectations and learning styles, (g) a flexible

school schedule with community involvement and support, and (h) a total commitment to

each student’s success. Smink noted, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if each traditional school

could share these characteristics and operate using the practices outlined above? Maybe then,
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there would be no need for alternative schools” (p. 68).  At present, public schools are much

more committed to having each student succeed.  However, I think we will always need

some alternative schools.

Several delivery models were used for alternative education programs. One of these

models serves as an individual segment of alternative education programs, based on the

facility and the type of intervention being offered. Other programs can be classified as

generic because these programs are designed to impact a number of different problematic

situations. Successful models that were designed to address behavior or discipline-related

problems are included as promising practices.

McLaughlin and Vacha (1992) documented the effectiveness of behavioral

procedures as intervention strategies with disruptive students. Within this model, educators

use the basic principles of learning, institute effective and systematic procedures, state

precise goals, and collect data to determine student progress. Behavioral intervention helps

disruptive students gain the survival skills required for school success.

The reduction or elimination of chronic behavior problems in the classroom with

disruptive students has achieved some success. Short (1988) described three models used in

alternative programs in which behavioral intervention is the focus. These models can be used

independently or in conjunction with one another.

1. In the academic model, discipline problems evolve from learning difficulties and

the ensuing frustration students feel when they do not experience success in academic work.

The model is based on the belief that student behavior improves with growth in academic

achievement.
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2. In the therapeutic model, student misbehavior is assumed to be the result of a

particular problem that the student is experiencing. Therefore, it is believed that assisting the

student in developing problem-solving skills leads to problem resolution and development of

behavior.

3. The punitive model is based on the belief that students misbehave because they

want to cause trouble. As a result, programs within this model operate on the assumption that

punishment serves to deter or eliminate misbehavior (Short, 1988).  I can see this as being

effective in some cases.  Still, I doubt it would deter the hard core for long.

In addition to alternatives for disruptive students with behavior problems, two other

interventions seem to have possibilities as promising practices. They are the dropout

intervention model and the school-community partnership model. Bearden, Spencer, and

Moracco (1989) reported that dropout intervention programs have evolved out of descriptive

studies on the characteristics of high school dropouts. These programs usually include

tutorial activities, alternative classes, counseling and advising, and work-related activities.

School-community partnership programs go beyond the school system to encompass

the larger community or city. As an alternative philosophy, this approach reflects the idea

that the problems that cause students to drop out affect a much larger group than the dropouts

themselves. As an alternative approach, this strategy is designed to stimulate interest in

improving the organization of schooling and the incorporation of community services. The

alternative practice draws on the resources of businesses, universities, and other social

agencies (Bearden, Spencer, & Moracco, 1989).

Bucci and Reizammer (1992) outlined the need for community intervention in school

problems that stem from poor home environment, poor health, and poor nutrition.  They
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concluded that students who have access to community service experts at the school are

referred to other agencies more quickly.  Many of these disruptive students can benefit from

getting special attention and support from adult significant others, mentors, and role models

from the local community.

Issues and Challenges of Alternative Schools

Alternative education is becoming a big issue. Kellmayer (1998) indicated that

resolution of this issue is fundamental to America’s future. If school personnel are interested

in producing lasting, positive effects from alternative schools for disruptive students, they

need to develop comprehensive reform strategies that influence students’ opportunities and

motivation to learn. To affect opportunities and motivations, a comprehensive strategy must

promote academic success, relevance of the school program, positive relations within

schools, and supportive conditions beyond school.  I feel this needs to be done in any school

regardless of whether its traditional or alternative.

Unfortunately, even when promising reforms contain these elements, they may have a

fade-out effect because the programs are short term. The learning gains achieved in many

intervention programs may dissipate unless these gains are supported and built upon when

the student returns to the home school (Kellmayer,1998).

Also, policy makers need to be aware that different kinds of assistance and support

may be important at different stages of development. The nature of a disruptive student’s

problems changes as the student moves toward maturity. For example, whereas a parental

support intervention may be successful for a disruptive student in middle school, a high
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school student may need further assistance from a drug abuse or teenage pregnancy

intervention counselor.

In addition, Kellmayer (1998) suggested that policy makers recognize that both case

management approaches for students with severe behavior problems and schoolwide reform

plans for all students are necessary to improve the entire educational system. Schoolwide

reforms must be attended to first, especially in schools with a large number of disruptive

students, since poor instructional environments will not support student learning even for

those provided with extra assistance.

Black (1997) and DeBlois (1994), researchers from the Northwest Regional

Educational Laboratory, identified three areas of challenges that may cause successful

alternative schools to have trouble surviving long term. Inappropriate placement is one major

challenge. Inappropriate placements are considered to be the beginning of the end for at-risk

alternative programs. Providing appropriate options with limited resources is a continuing

challenge for school districts, but an alternative school should not be considered to be an all-

purpose solution for every at-risk student with behavior problems. If the alternative school

becomes a dumping ground for students it was not intended to serve, it is likely that the once-

enthusiastic staff will become frustrated and begin to search for other employment

opportunities. These teachers may then be replaced with others who do not share the original

vision of the school, thus causing the program’s reputation to suffer, enrollment to decline,

funding to cease, or the school to close.

The second challenge is a lack of stable funding. DeBlois (1994) explained that,

although grants can be helpful in getting a school off the ground, applying for grants and

doing other annual fund-raising activities are time consuming and tiresome. Once
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established, an alternative school for at-risk disruptive students should have a secure place in

the school district budget.

The third challenge is the loss of a charismatic leader (Amenta, 1997; DeBlois, 1994).

Some alternative schools for disruptive students are administered by visionary leaders who

possess the personality to inspire the staff and students and attract community involvement.

When this type of leader moves to another job, such a school may lose its momentum. An

alternative school for disruptive students must be based on more than the charisma of one or

two of its leaders. While having a well-defined mission and a way of carrying it out are

important factors, a school must also be able to change and grow in response to new ideas

and new people.

The fourth challenge includes political and economic changes. Amenta (1997) stated

that some alternative schools for disruptive students may be forced to close when the political

make up of a school board changes or when political interest groups oppose it. If the

economy takes a downturn and funding for education is limited, the alternative school for at-

risk students may be the first program to be deleted in the school district.

Equally important, Ingersoll and LeBoeuf (1997) concluded that successful schools

for disruptive students not only boost achievement and graduate students, but these schools

also send students into the world better prepared for employment, parenthood, community

participation, further education, and training. In doing so, they serve the student, the

community, and the wider world.

DeBlois (1994) stated that educators need to acknowledge that there is nothing

inherently problematic about alternatives. Alternatives are a necessary and exciting way to

recognize that disruptive students are individuals with different needs. In addition, the best
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educational environments are those that make alternatives available to everyone, regardless

of disruptive characteristics. Schools should be places that address diversity rather than

homogeneity.

Sangor (1997) believed that what is harmful about alternative schools, under almost

every circumstance, is segregation. Segregation is particularly insidious when it is based on

one’s status of being in need. The harm is not just that these programs are incapable of

meeting those needs but that, in many cases, they further weaken these disruptive individuals

by stigmatizing them as unfit people.

Educators need to examine the rationale for pursuing policies that separate disruptive

students from the rest of the student population. If the proponents of such policies believe

their approach is in the best interests of these children, then they should seek and collect data

to support their contention that these students can be equally served in a separate

environment. If alternative education centers are being established merely to put the

disruptive student out of sight and out of mind, then such intents should be public knowledge

so that taxpayers and members of society can debate their obligations to those students who

are falling through the cracks.

Summary

The literature review highlighted issues related to alternative school programs for

disruptive students.  There is a focus on violence in schools and zero tolerance.  It appears

that there will be a growing number of alternative schools for disruptive students who

chronically disturb the educational environment.

Although educators strive to meet the needs of all students, large numbers of students

continue to drop out of school. For the population of chronically disruptive students,
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alternative schools are a popular solution. Alternative schools are designed to channel

disruptive students out of the mainstream (Raywid, 1994). In many of these programs, the

need for behavior modification is considered equal to or more important than academic

achievement. Alternative schools usually emphasize academic and social rehabilitation in

order to place students back into mainstream schools after successful intervention occurs.

After providing a historical perspective of alternative schools, the characteristics of

alternative schools, findings from major studies and promising practices in alternative

schools were explored. Trends in alternative schools for disruptive students, issues, and

challenges in implementing alternative schools were identified.

Will alternative educational placements alone solve the problem? Sangor (1997)

indicated that alternative educational placements are not the solution for all discipline

problems. They are used as a necessary component of a system to minimize discipline

problems and are designed to support learning for both the few students who are dangerous

or disruptive and the many regular students who can function in the traditional classroom.

The literature did not reveal information that discussed the perceptions of students

assigned to an alternative school in a rural school district in North Carolina, a district that has

been classified as low wealth.  As alternative schools are started in rural school districts, the

concept is to get students who exhibit disruptive behavior out of the schools to a separate

location.  When this occurs, teachers, counselors, and administrators must also be selected to

participate in the alternative setting.  The alternative school must have ample space, books

and supplies, a media center, and up-to-date technology.  The literature review did not reveal

information on students’ perceptions about being placed in an alternative program nor their

perceptions of leaving their peers, using outdated technology, how their self-esteem was
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affected or their perceptions of being prepared academically to meet requirements for

promotion to the next grade or graduation from high school.

Teachers, counselors, and administrators work with these students during the time

they are assigned to the alternative school.  It is very important that their perceptions are

given credence because they are a primary source of influence on these students. The

literature did not provide information on the coordination and communication between the

base school and the alternative school, full-time counselors, staff qualification and training

needs, and teacher burnout and stress relief. The literature did not provide information on

administrators’ training needs in creative fiscal management, working with suspended and

expelled students, recruiting effective staff, working with community agencies, involving

parents, accountability for alternative schools, and development of procedures to assess the

effectiveness of alternative schools.
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CHAPTER 3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This chapter includes four major topic areas. First, a discussion of the research design

is presented. This section restates the purpose of the study, identifies the research questions,

and discusses qualitative research methodology as it is used in this study. The second topic

area includes a description of the research population. The third topic area focuses on the

interviews and observations as the major and secondary data collection techniques. Related

subtopics include trustworthiness, triangulation, and transferability. The fourth topic area

includes the data analysis procedures and a discussion of related issues, such as analysis

during data collection, intensive analyses, devising themes, and ethics.

Research Design

The purpose of this intrinsic case study was to investigate the perceptions of students,

teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators regarding the experiences of students in an

alternative learning program in a rural (agricultural) school district in North Carolina. I had

an interest in this study and wanted to learn more about the strengths and weaknesses of the

school and the impact that the school was having on the students.     Three research questions

guide this project:

1. How do students in an alternative learning program experience schooling, and what

meanings do they attach to these experiences?

2. What do students perceive as the impact of an alternative learning program on their

academic achievement, self-esteem, and social behavior?
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3. What do teachers, guidance counselors, and school administrators perceive as the

impact of an alternative learning program on student academic performance, self-esteem, and

social behavior?

4. How do students relate to each other in the alternative school setting?

This intrinsic case study includes interviews and observations. The study makes use

of the elements of qualitative research set forth by Bogdan and Biklen (1992) : (a) the

research was conducted in a natural setting; (b) the data consisted of words instead of

numerical values; and (c) the data gathered were processed inductively, focusing on the

perceptions of students, teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators who were involved

in the alternative program.

I tried to acquire an understanding of what students thought about being assigned to

the alternative school and their perceptions of the classroom environment, curriculum,

faculty and staff, and being removed from their peers. In addition, I was interested in

developing a better understanding about what the faculty thought about teaching and working

with disruptive students in an alternative learning program.

Site Selection

Hawthorne Secondary School (HSS) is located in a rural school district in North

Carolina.  Hawthorne Secondary School is a pseudonym.  HSS was selected because it is

located in a rural school district similar to my school district.  The social complexion of the

district was similar along demographic lines such as race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic

status.  The school was located less than 10 miles away from my school district.  The school

district is classified as low-wealth, it has a large enrollment of Black males, and it was

recognized as an Exemplary School by NCDPI. The state superintendent came to the school
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and presented the award.  It had all the components of a base school including principal,

assistant principal, guidance counselor, and certified teachers.  The academic subjects taught

at the base school were taught at HSS.  HSS had an outstanding physical education program.

The students were experiencing a lot of success academically, and there were few discipline

problems.  Several articles had been written in the local newspaper about the innovative

programs being implemented at HSS.  The superintendent supported the study and was eager

to read the findings.  The principal enjoys outsiders coming into his school to see all the

innovative programs taking place.

Because an alternative program was being implemented in my school district, it was

important to me to get a better understanding why HSS was so successful.  I wanted to

understand students’ and staff members’ perceptions and experiences attending and teaching

in an alternative learning program.  This was very important to me because a large number of

students in my school district were being suspended or expelled from our schools. School

board members and administrators felt that these students should be in school but in a

separate location.  I believed that the schools should take a closer look at the causes of

behavior problems.  It could be the schools’ problems instead of the students. It was very

important to me to get a better understanding about students’ perceptions of their experiences

in an alternative learning school.

Participants in the Study

In this study, one alternative school was investigated. The participants included 20

subjects from HSS, including one principal, one former principal, one assistant principal, one

guidance counselor, seven teachers, and nine students.  Teachers were randomly selected by

me or referred by the principal.  Most teachers were eager to participate in the study.  I did



66

not observe any reticence from any of the participants.  Several were unclear about the nature

of the research and asked for clarification of my goals and objectives before agreeing to be

interviewed.  These teachers expressed concerns about how the research would be used and

in what publications it would appear.  None of the teachers selected declined to participate in

the study.  This same assessment generally applied to the former principal, principal,

assistant principal, guidance counselor, and students.  I randomly selected the students who

participated in the study.  This process took place in an Awards and Recognition program.

During the assembly, the principal introduced me to the student body and told them about the

study and how the findings would be used.

Data Collection Procedures

The data collection techniques used in this study were interviews and site

observations.

Interviews. The first method for data gathering and the one considered most

important for this study was the interview. Interviews were conducted with individuals,

including administrators, guidance counselors, teachers, and students.  The interviews were

conducted during the teacher’s planning period or after school.  Several teachers were

interviewed a second time for additional information.  In each case, the interviews were

conducted in a private location.  I believed that 20 interviews were a feasible number that

would enable me to gain sufficient insights into the school to satisfy the purpose of the study.

When the interviews were transcribed, the 20 interviews alone yielded over 275 pages of

typed text.  Most of the interviews ran a little over an hour in length, with the shortest lasting

50 minutes and the longest running a full class period, 90 minutes.  Students’ interviews were

conducted in a room selected by the principal.  Most of the students’ interviews ran 45
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minutes. Students were a little shy at the beginning of the study.  After seeing me around

school in the classrooms, cafeteria, halls, gym, playground, offices, and lounge on a regular,

basis the interviews went extremely well.  Several students wanted to know when were they

going to be interviewed.

Interview questions. As described by Patton (1990), the open-ended or semistructured

interview questions (see Appendix A) used in the study were designed to stimulate extended

conversation with the participants in order to encourage them to provide the types of details

the researcher needs to address the research questions. The goal was to generate data and to

provide an authentic insight into the participants’ experiences.

Transcripts. The interview sessions were taped (permission was granted by the

participants; see Appendix C). These taped sessions were transcribed verbatim by a third

party. From these written transcriptions, of the interviews with each participant, I identified

themes and categories and then drew conclusions regarding the research questions.

Observations. The second data gathering technique was observations.  Merriam

(1988) noted that each participant observation experience has it own rhythm and flow.  The

duration of a single observation or the total amount of time spent collecting data in this way

is a function of the problem being investigated.  There is no ideal amount of time to spend

observing nor is there one preferred pattern of observation.  For some situations, observation

over an extended period of time may be most appropriate; for others, shorter periodic

observations make the most sense given the purpose of the study.

Merriam (1988) continued by saying that the process of collecting data through

observations can be broken into three stages of entry, data collection, and exit.  Gaining entry

into a site begins with gaining the confidence and permission of those who can approve the
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activity.  Once entry has been gained, Taylor and Bogdan (1984) stated that observers should

be relatively passive and unobtrusive, put people at ease, and learn how to act and dress in

the setting.  They continued by stating that collecting data is secondary to becoming familiar

with the setting, keeping the first observations fairly short to avoid becoming overwhelmed

with the novelty of the situation, and being honest but not overly technical or detailed in

explaining what you are doing.  Researchers seek in varying degrees to blend in with the

individuals they are studying and take part in their regular activities (LeCompte & Preissle,

1993). When this occurs, the researcher can establish closer links with the individuals or

group under study and utilize this relationship to glean greater understanding from events.

Observation can enhance the investigator’s awareness of motives, beliefs, concerns, interests,

and behaviors by perceiving phenomena as they unfold in their natural environment.  It

affords the investigator an opportunity to enter more harmoniously into the time frames of

the participants and view more intimately the world as they see it (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Merriam (1988) stated that participant observation is a major means of collecting data

in case study research.  It gives a firsthand account of the situation under study and, when

combined with interviewing, allows for a holistic interpretation of the phenomenon being

investigated.  It is the technique of choice when behavior can be observed firsthand or when

people cannot or will not discuss the research topic.  LeCompte and Preissle (1984) indicated

that participant observation is usually combined with other means of gathering data.

Sometimes these methods are so enmeshed with one another that researchers cannot say

where the interview leaves off and the participant observation begins.

     In this study, observations were made at the school sites to get a general impression

of the school climate, instructional setting, teaching strategies, classroom management,
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student involvement and participation, student-staff interaction and communication, and

interpersonal relationships among students. I made observations to get a sense of how the

alternative school program operated.  I conducted observations and interviews for 4 to 9

weeks starting in August 2001.  My observations were largely conducted in individual

classrooms but included other school settings, team meetings, and lounges.  All of the

students and staff members were told by the principal that I would be visiting until the

completion of the study, about 9 weeks.

Most observations took place in the classrooms of teachers who participated in the

study, and individual sessions lasted anywhere from 3 to 5 hours.  In addition, observations

of the principal, assistant principal, teachers, and staff were carried out in corridors,

administrative offices, eating areas, and lounges.  This process extended the length of each

site visit.  Because I paid a series of visits to the school over a period of 9 weeks, teachers

and students came to recognize me, and with recognition came an increase in comfort.  The

comfort enabled them to inquire into the nature of my research project.

Data from my observations consisted of detailed descriptions of the daily activities of

students and staff members at HSS.  I observed their behaviors and actions and the full range

of interpersonal interactions.  During my firsthand observations of activities and interactions

of students and staff members, I engaged personally in those activities as a participant

observer.  I talked with them about their experiences and perceptions.  Extensive field notes

were collected through these observations.  Patton (1990) stated that the validity and

reliability of qualitative data depend to a great extent on the methodological skill, sensitivity,

and integrity of the researcher.  Systematic and rigorous observation involves far more than

just being present and looking around.  The data presented will enable the reader to
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understand what occurred and how it occurred.  The notes that are collected during the

observations should be the eyes, ears, and perceptual senses for the reader.  I made

descriptions factual, accurate, and thorough without being cluttered by irrelevant minutiae

and trivia.  The data collected during observations described the setting that was observed,

the activities that took place in that setting, the people who participated in those activities,

and the meaning of what was observed from the perspective of those observed.

Some of the middle school students openly inquired who I was and what I was doing

in their corridors, cafeteria, classrooms, and gym.  The teachers understood my goals and

objectives and did not inquire about my presence in their classrooms. The students became

very friendly toward me and did not cause discipline problems during my visits to their

classrooms.

During the data collection process, I took notice of what was happening. Field notes

were used to describe the setting, noting changes as they occurred. The field notebook was

the primary recording tool. All notes were transferred to the computer and analyzed for

patterns that may have emerged. Notes on participants in each alternative setting included a

description of the setting and demographics on subjects, such as gender and race. Descriptive

comments on the nature of conversations, interactions between students, and interactions

between students and adults were recorded. The guidelines by Stake (1995) were used during

on-site observations and included reviewing notes at the end of the day and filling in

remembered descriptions, clarifying and expanding briefly on noted events or actions. Then I

reflected on the day and recorded my observations. Notes were also taken from casual

encounters.
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Trustworthiness. To satisfy trustworthiness, I described specifically how this process

of tentative identification and detailed exploration was conducted. Three techniques were

used in this case study to ensure credibility of findings, including prolonged engagement,

persistent observation, and triangulation. Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined prolonged

engagement as “the investment of sufficient time to achieve certain purposes” (p. 300)

including learning the culture, testing for misinformation introduced by distortion either of

the self or of the respondents, and building trust. Prolonged engagement also required that I

be involved within the site long enough to be able “to identify and take account of possible

distortions” (p. 301). Distortions referred to any information or activity that did not present a

true picture of HSS.  Spending 4 to 5 hours a day for 9 weeks interacting with students and

staff members enabled them to trust me more.  Building trust is a time-consuming process. It

is important to understand that trust can be destroyed in an instant.

As an investigator, I had to be an accepted member of HSS or distortions could never

be overcome.  Prolonged engagement made it more likely that credible findings and

interpretations were produced during my research.  Johnson (1975) indicated that it is a

developmental process to be engaged in daily to demonstrate to the respondents that their

confidence will not be used against them; that pledges of anonymity will be honored; that

hidden agendas, whether those of the investigator or of other local figures to whom the

investigator may be beholden, are not being served; that the interests of the responsible will

be honored as much as those of the investigator; and that the respondents will have input

into, and actually influence, the inquiring process.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that the

purpose of prolonged engagement is to render the inquirer open to the multiple--the mutual

shapers and contextual factors--that impinge upon the phenomenon being studied.  The time
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spent at HSS enabled me to get enough credible information from participants for me to get

an understanding of students’ and staff members’ perceptions of their experiences in an

alternative rural setting.

Triangulation. Triangulation was used to improve the probability that findings and

interpretations of this research were credible. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that the

probability of findings being credible is relative to the inquirer’s ability to demonstrate a

prolonged period of engagement that provides evidence of persistent observation, using

different sources and different methods.  This study combined observations carried out in the

alternative school setting, interviews conducted across a range of participants, and analysis of

documents.  The analysis of documents provided information on the background of the

participants.  Marshall and Rossman (1989) stated that each type and source of data has

strengths and weaknesses.  Using a combination of data types increases validity as the

strengths of one approach can compensate for the weaknesses of another approach.  Patton

(1990) indicated that multiple sources of information are sought and used because no single

source of information can be trusted to provide a comprehensive perspective on the program.

By using a combination of observations, interviewing, and document analysis, the

investigator is able to use different data sources to validate and cross check findings.

By using a variety of sources and resources, I built on the strengths of each type of

data collection while minimizing the weaknesses of any single approach.  A multimethod

triangulation approach to fieldwork increases both the validity and reliability of data

collected.  The information generated substantially increased the validity of my study.

Transferability. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that it is not the naturalist's task to

provide an index of transferability. It is his or her responsibility to provide the data that
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makes transferability judgments possible on the part of potential applications of findings. The

naturalist can only set out working hypotheses together with a description of the time and

context in which they were found to hold.

Descriptive means that the end product of a case study is a rich, "thick" description of

the phenomenon under study (Geertz, 1973).

[ Thick description is a term from anthropology and means the complete, literal

description of the incident or entity being investigated. It also means interpreting the meaning

of demographic and descriptive data in terms of cultural norms and mores, community

values, deep-seated attitudes and notions and the like ]. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) (p. 125)

This intrinsic case study provided a sufficient amount of the so-called thick

description to enable other persons to form their own informed judgment about the

appropriateness of any transfer.  Lincoln and Guba (1985), indicated that the descriptions has

specified everything that a reader may need to know in order to understand the findings

(findings are not part of the thick description, although they must be interpreted in the terms

of the factors thickly described).

Data Analysis Procedures

During this case study, I had each interview tape transcribed after the actual meeting,

and read the transcripts as they were produced. After the transcripts of the taped interview

sessions were generated, I studied the transcripts and field notes, seeking to organize the data

topically, going back to the original research questions in order to devise a list of appropriate

themes for sorting out the findings. My interpretation of the data became a part of the process

at this point. Conclusions for the findings followed the interpretations.
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Analysis during data collection. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) offered nine specific

suggestions for analysis of data collected. I made considerable use of these suggestions, such

as (a) making decisions that narrowed the focus of the case study to reduce the amount of

data gathered, (b) developing analytical questions in the initial phase of the case study, (c)

using what was learned from previous sessions for data collection, (d) writing observer

comments to generate critical thinking about what was being observed and studied, (e) taking

notes about personal learning in the process, (f) exploring and utilizing related literature, and

(g) experimenting with “metaphors, analogies, and concepts that offered insight for

processing the data being gathered” (p. 154). Some of the above suggestions were used

because I could not anticipate what would be discovered, what or whom to concentrate on, or

what the final analysis would be like. The data that were collected and the analysis that

accompanied the entire process shaped the final product of this case study.

Intensive analysis. Making sense of the data that were collected was obviously the

most important aspect of the research project. Intensive analysis involved a careful study of

the data collected, including consolidating, reducing, and interpreting the findings (Merriam,

1988).

Devising themes. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that the process of theme

generation involved noting regularities in the setting or people chosen for study. As

categories of meaning emerged, I searched for those that had “internal convergence and

external divergence” (p. 115).  Participants did not respond the same on all questions asked

during the interview. That is, the categories were internally consistent but distinct from one

another. Quinn’s (1998) method was to exploit clues in ordinary discourse for what they tell

us about shared cognition, i.e. to glean what people must have in mind in order to say the
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things they do.  The transcripts were read carefully verbatim.  I discovered and linked themes

together.  Many hours of interviews were analyzed to discover concepts underlying students’

and staff members’ perceptions of alternative schools.  Therefore, I studied the transcripts

and notes to identify themes to use in sorting the data. As themes were discovered, they were

underlined and then coded in the margins of the interview transcripts.

Ethics. Merriam (1988) stated that interviewing for a case study, whether it is highly

structured with predetermined questions or semi-structured and open-ended, carries with it

both risks and benefits. Merriam also indicated that in-depth interviewing may have

unanticipated long-term effects. She stated that observation, a second means of collecting

data in a case study, has its own ethical pitfalls, depending on the researcher's involvement in

the activity. Observation conducted without the awareness of those being observed raises

ethical issues of privacy and informal consent.

The aim of the investigator was communicated to all informants (who remained

anonymous). There was no exploitation of individual informants. Whenever I went into the

alternative school to collect data, the identities of all informants were protected so that

information collected would not harm or embarrass the participants in any way. I did not

relate specific information about participants to others and was particularly watchful when

sharing information with people at the research site who could have used the information in

political or personal ways. Throughout the research, informants were treated with respect,

and participants’ cooperation was expected. I did not use hidden mechanical devices or lie to

informants during the collecting of data. I made it clear during the negotiation for permission

to do a study what the terms of the agreement were, and I followed the contract agreement.
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CHAPTER 4: DESCRIPTION OF THE ALTERNATIVE SCHOOL

Overview

The mission statement of this school is as follows:

Hawthorne Secondary School serves students whose needs have not been met in the
traditional school setting.  It is based on the belief that there are many ways to
become educated as well as many types of environment and structures within which
learning may occur.  Therefore, the focus of the entire school program is the
development of positive self-esteem, behavior, social skills, and academic
achievement.  The faculty and staff are committed to being supportive of students,
giving them quality time, communicating clearly as often as necessary, and listening
well. (HSS, 1995, p. 4)

This intrinsic case study was conducted in an alternative high school in rural North

Carolina. HSS is located about eight miles beyond the city limits. The school building

consists of 15 classrooms, office space for administrators and counselors, a cafeteria, and a

gym. The school building is located on a small hill.  The 72-years-old brick building is clean

and neatly painted. This school is located in what appeared to be a very well-kept

neighborhood with upper-income homes on well-tended lawns. The driveway to the school is

paved.  All staff members’ cars are parked in the parking lot. The entrance to HSS is well-

kept with neatly trimmed shrubbery and flowers. In the center of the front lawn is a flagpole

flying the United States and North Carolina flags.  There are three separate buildings.  The

gym and cafeteria are separated from the main building.  Another separate building houses

the boys’ and girls’ bathrooms.  The gym is one of the main facilities at HSS.

The main entrance is located in the middle of the two-story structure.  Upon entering

the building, the receptionist’s office is located to the immediate right.  Across the hall is the

principal’s office.  There is a waiting room with three beautiful color- coordinated chairs.

The assistant principal’s office is located on the main hall to the left.  The guidance
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counselor’s office is located on the first floor.  In front of her office is a large conference

room.  The bulletin board in the counselor’s office is very colorful and displays a lot of

information for the students. Classrooms are located on the first and second floors. The

ceilings in the building are high, and hardwood floors are shining.  Large air conditioners are

in the windows.  The bulletin boards in the hall display students’ work and pictures taken

during special projects.   There are several pictures of staff and students.  Motivational

posters are displayed in the halls.

The teacher’s lounge located across the hall from the principal’s office is decorated

with pictures and motivational posters.  The lounge is spacious with large tables and chairs.

A sofa is located on both sides of the lounge.  Three vending machines, a microwave, a

refrigerator, and a copier are also located in the lounge.

Hawthorne Secondary School Alternative Program

HSS is an alternative program that serves students in Grades 7 through 12 who had a

history of poor academic performance, irregular attendance, and serious behavior problems.

A limited number of sixth graders were admitted to the program.  The student population for

the 1999-2000 school year was 96 students, which included 55 Black males, 26 Black

females, 10 White males, 4 White females, and 1 Hispanic. In 2000-2001, the 62 members of

the student population included 41 Black males, 15 Black females, 5 White males, and 1

White female.

In North Carolina, for both middle and high school alternative learning programs,

there are more Black students enrolled (54% and 49% respectively) than in the general

student population (29%).  In the high school grades (9-12), Black and White students

comprise about equal proportions of enrollment. In the middle grades (6-8), Black students
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compose slightly more than half in alternative learning programs (54%).  However, the

percentage of Black students has declined each year, and the White student percentage has

increased (NCDPI, 2000).

Students are more likely to be male and Black in alternative learning programs

overall than in the general student population.  These data continue to support concern for the

academic performance of selected gender and ethnic groups.  Other information indicates the

high level of risk factors for students in the alternative learning programs.  Students in

alternative learning programs are more likely to live with a single parent than are students in

the general student population.  Based on parent education level and single parent status

indicators, alternative learning program students appear more likely to live in lower income

families than students in the general student population.  Thus, alternative learning programs

do appear to be serving students who are most at risk of school failure (NCDPI, 2000).

Entrance into the school was mainly through the referral of students from the two

high schools and two middle schools. Referrals were carefully screened based on established

criteria to determine which students could best be served in an alternative environment.

Classes included no more than 8 to 10 students and were designed so that individual

academic and personal needs could be addressed. Students entered the alternative program at

any time during the school year but could exit the program only at the end of a grading

period. Readiness to return to the regular program was determined by the special service

team at HSS.

The instructional program focused on the four core areas of communication skills,

mathematics, science, and social studies, as well as health, physical fitness, and vocational

education. An integrated approach was designed and suggested for teachers to use in the core
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subject areas, and provisions were made for individualized instructional attention through the

development and use of personal education plans (PEPS).

The instructional program was organized to allow for the application and

internalization of classroom work by enhancing and extending learning through the use of

media technology, hands-on and enrichment activities, and experiential learning

opportunities. An incentive program Students Taking Academics Responsibly and Seriously

(STARS) was available for teachers to use to recognize and reward academic excellence.

Behavior, attitudes, and self-esteem constituted a second program component. This

component was addressed by encouraging students to assess their current status, set goals for

themselves, and practice appropriate social skills. Through the daily advocacy program,

Adults Involved in Molding Students (AIMS), faculty and staff worked with students on

areas to help them become successful in the academic environment. Students had the option

to take a course that reinforced the AIMS activities, taught important life skills, and made

provisions for a community service project.

Each student and a parent signed a contract upon entrance to HSS. The contract

addressed areas such as behavior, attendance, attitude, and commitment. The contract served

as a companion to the personal educational plans and integrated parent participation and

community service into the program. Students who made progress in these areas were

rewarded through the incentive program, Supporting Achievement in Learning (SAIL).

In a third program component, students who were having problems that interfered

with their academic success and social adjustment were considered on a case-by-case basis

by the entire staff during a regularly scheduled meeting. The staff suggested intervention

activities geared toward the specific needs of each student. The staff collaborated with the
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central office support staff, community agencies, and volunteers to access appropriate

services. The school counselor, nurse, and psychologist worked with individuals and small

groups, contacted parents, assisted families in getting help from community agencies, and

provided other services as needed.

Community agencies personnel worked with the students on an on-call basis. By

providing a place and time at the school site for consultation, consistent service delivery was

maintained. Agency personnel also worked with school staff as they defined strategies to

help students become successful in school.

Students pursued an academic program based on the North Carolina Standard Course

of Study in the core areas of communication skills, mathematics, science, and social studies.

These courses were taught using an integrated instructional approach, thus designed to

impact student learning by emphasizing the connection among subject matter, skill areas

(within and across grade levels), and the real world. By planning together during the first

hour of the day, teachers made an effort to integrate subject matter and provided a team

approach to teaching and learning. In addition to the core subjects, students had the

opportunity to take health and physical education, life skills, and vocational education. In

explaining the goals and expectations for student academic performance, one teacher who

was interviewed said:

Student strengths, weaknesses, and goals are addressed in a personal education plan.
Students follow an instructional schedule that consisted of three 90-minute periods.
Each block provides time for intensive work in the core areas of communication
skills, social studies, mathematics, and science. However, time is provided for daily
reading, writing, listening, speaking, viewing, and using math concepts, especially
problem solving. (names withheld for confidentiality)

Health and physical education, life skills, and vocational education were also allotted

90 minutes, giving instructors time for use of off-campus facilities for physical fitness and
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lengthy projects in vocational education. In health and physical education, students practiced

skills necessary to participate in a variety of recreational sports such as racquetball,

swimming, golf, tennis, rock climbing, archery, badminton, and shuffleboard.

Life skills classes and vocational education courses were designed to provide time for

students to work on areas critical to their success as students and as community members,

such as communicating effectively, exploring health-related issues, conducting self-

assessments, setting personal goals, learning good study skills, managing anger, resolving

conflict, and managing stress. Vocational education courses offered exploration in a variety

of career areas. Each student had an option to create his or her personal career development

plan. In addition, hands-on experiences included carpentry, gardening and other outdoor

work, and building and repairing a rock wall.

Students were assessed using end-of-course and end-of-grade tests where appropriate.

However, the major evaluation measures for each course included demonstrations, projects,

portfolios, and teacher-made tests. Assessments and evaluation were ongoing processes, and

results were articulated frequently to both students and parents.

STARS, the incentive program that was designed for teachers to use to recognize and

reward academic excellence, honored students each week based on a point scale in all subject

classes. The local businesses in the school district contributed items to be used as incentives.

Regular student assessment and progress reporting were designed for monitoring

program effectiveness. The following procedures were an ongoing part of the program at

HSS.
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1. Reading assessment. Each student entering HSS took the Stanford Diagnostic

Reading Test to determine reading level. Results of this test determined the level of the

student’s classroom activities.

2. Mathematics assessment. Informal mathematics inventories were used for all

seventh and eighth graders and high school students taking mathematics courses. Results of

the inventory determined each student’s basic skills level.

3. Progress reports. Student progress reports were sent home on a nine-week basis.

Interim reports were prepared for every student, and weekly reports were sent home for

students who were experiencing difficulties in academics subjects or who were

demonstrating inappropriate social behaviors.

Progress reports included grades and behavioral evaluation accompanied by teacher

comments. Parents were given an opportunity to respond with comments regarding their

child’s status and to request a conference with one or more teachers. The grading scale was

as follows:

A = 93-100
B = 85-92
C = 77-84
D = 70-76
F = Below 70

Assessment was made up of a comprehensive evaluation; therefore, other measures

such as portfolios, projects, tests, class assignments, and homework were considered as a part

of each student’s grade. Special assessments included health and psychological tests. Vision

and hearing screenings were conducted on each student entering HSS unless such screenings

had occurred within the previous calendar year. The school nurse made referrals for other

health assessments as needed. The school psychologist conducted evaluations on those
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students referred for possible exceptional children’s services and for possible referrals to

community agencies.

The second component of the HSS program addressed those behaviors, attitudes, and

feelings that enabled students to be successful in both academic activities and in social

interactions. Without the strategies developed for this component, students would have little

chance to redirect their lives and complete high school.

AIMS was the advocacy program that assigned each student to an adult in the school.

Small groups of students met with their advocate for 30 minutes daily for developmental

guidance. The HSS Program Manual included the following seven goals of AIMS:

1. Improving self-esteem.

2. Improving attendance and academic achievement.

3. Avoiding disciplinary problems and confrontations.

4. Improving home-school relations.

5. Providing an advocate for the student and parent in all school situations.

6. Helping connect the student and parent to community services.

7. Ensuring that the student stays in school until graduation.

The behavior/discipline program at HSS was both consistent and positive, setting

high expectations for all students. These expectations were made clear from the time a

student enrolls, taught as part of advocacy and life skills, and reinforced with rewards and

recognition. Student/parent/school contracts addressed specific behaviors and attitudes that

the students were expected to practice daily. There was no tolerance for behavior that could

cause danger to students and staff.
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Although the behavior/discipline program at HSS had clear goals and high

expectations, there were the usual behavior problems.  Students were referred to the

principal’s office if they acted up in class.  They were placed in the Intensive Learning

Center (ILC) or suspended from school. There were some difficult days at HSS just as in the

base schools.  The behavior/discipline program was important at HSS.

Students who were enrolled in HSS were expected to comply with the county

schools’ Code of Student Conduct and the provisions outlined in their contracts. Other

expectations fell into three categories: attendance, behavior, and commitment.  Attendance

included coming to school daily, being prompt, and following the daily schedule. Behavior

included displaying a positive attitude, following instructions, and refraining from verbal and

physical confrontations. Equally important, appropriate behavior meant being alcohol, drug,

and tobacco free and refraining from possessing weapons.  Commitment included

participating in school activities, dressing appropriately, respecting self and others, being

prepared for classroom and school activities, being accountable, and being dependable.

Overall, in the area of commitment, students were expected to be trustworthy and to exercise

sound judgment at all times.

These student expectations were posted throughout the building in prominent places

such as bulletin boards in building entrance, halls, and walls of classrooms, library, and

lunchroom. Teachers referred to the expectations during advocacy and life skills in a

systematic manner, just as other subject matter was taught. Merits were awarded for good

behavior, and demerits were given for poor behavior.

Students attending HSS had to accept the fact that certain standards of conduct and

behavior were reasonable expectations of any learning environment, including an alternative
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school. The HSS staff was expected to recognize and accept the challenge of dealing with

disruptive students, but ultimately each student was expected to be accountable and accept

responsibility for his/her own actions. Students attending HSS had to be willing and able to

put forth an effort to achieve success.

The Student Success Program was a system for which specific behavioral standards

were established, and students violating these standards were issued demerits. The following

were levels of consequences for accumulated demerits.

1. After accumulating five demerits, a student was counseled, and the parent was

notified through a telephone call or in writing of the student’s behavior status.

2. Upon reaching eight demerits, a student forfeited the right to participate in special

Friday activities, and his or her parents were expected to come to the school for a conference,

at which time the student’s contract was revisited.

3. After accumulating 12 demerits, the principal assigned a student to the (ILC) for 3

days. Another parent conference and referral for additional services and/or evaluation

followed.

4. A second accumulation of 12 demerits could result in a 5- to 10-day out-of-school

suspension with the possible recommendation for long-term suspension.

In addition to demerits, teachers and other staff members had the option to use other

disciplinary measures, such as time out in or out of the classroom and taking away privileges,

such as snacks and free-time activities. Isolated lunch and other consequences could be used

at the discretion of the school administration.

Students could earn merits for good behavior and positive actions. One merit point

could be given for any of the following:
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1. Performing special duties or assignments approved by teachers or other staff

members.

2. Completing all assignments in a class for 3 consecutive days.

3. Participating in extracurricular activities as deemed appropriate and approved by a

teacher or principal.

4. Performing a school activity as designed by a school staff member.

5. Three days with no demerits.

6. Five consecutive full days of attendance with no tardiness.

Merits could be exchanged for demerits at the rate of three merits to cancel one

demerit. Merit slips were issued by teachers and other staff as appropriate and forwarded to

the principal or assistant principal for recording in the student’s folder and on the display

board.

The ILC was designed to provide a program for students who refused to follow

school rules and displayed inappropriate behavior. Students in the ILC had to go straight

from the bus to the ILC upon their arrival in the morning, and they boarded the bus in the

afternoon under the supervision of the ILC teacher before the dismissal bell rang. These

students were isolated from the rest of the student body from the time they arrived on campus

to dismissal for the duration of their stay in the ILC. Lunch and bathroom breaks were at a

different times from other students.

Students were assigned to the ILC only by the principal or his designee; however, a

teacher could recommend a student’s placement to the principal. The amount of time spent in

the center depended on the type of behavior that had been exhibited. The ILC could be used

in the following ways:
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1. For brief period of time out.

2. For several days at a time.

3. For a one-day orientation for a new student.

4. For transition into the regular program following an out-of-school suspension.

5. For counseling students who had accumulated five demerits.

6. For conferences with parents of students accumulating eight demerits.

Return to the regular classes from ILC represented a joint decision between the ILC

teacher and the principal or designee. The guidelines used for assigning students to the ILC

included the following:

1. Accumulation of 12 demerits results in 3 to 5 days in ILC.

2. Patterns of refusing to do work, not following directions, disrupting class, poor

attendance, tardiness to school/class, and so forth, resulted in 3 to 5 days of suspension from

school.

3. Returning from an out-of-school suspension could result in 1 to 3 days in ILC.

4. The ILC could be used for time out to cool off, to deal with anger, or simply to

have some necessary quiet time (1 or more hour).

The ILC teacher spent from 50% to 75% of the day working on improving behavior

and attitude and the rest of the time on academic activities. Upon request, teachers were

expected to respond promptly with appropriate assignments in a quantity sufficient to last for

the length of time the student was assigned to the ILC. Also, classroom teachers checked and

gave credit for the work their students completed while in the ILC.

From 8:30 a.m. to 12:15 p.m., students were involved in activities from the behavior

skills curriculum, attitude, self-esteem, public relations, interaction skills, decision-making,
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anger management, conflict resolution, attendance issues, and leadership skills development.

Following lunch, 12:25 to 12:45 p.m., academic activities were conducted, including

assignments provided by classroom teachers.

Students in the ILC program had to follow seven specific rules, including

1. No talking at any time without permission from the ILC teacher.

2. No profanity allowed at any time.

3. No eating or chewing gum in the ILC classroom.

4. No slacking (waist of pants falling below the waistline).

5. No joking, jesting, or calling names.

6. No pushing, shoving, or fighting.

7. No skipping or cutting (skipping or cutting the ILC resulted in either additional

days in the ILC or out-of-school suspension).

Students were expected to come to the ILC ready to work their way back to the

regular classroom. They were expected to come to the ILC to work on controlling their anger

and behavior. All students were expected to memorize the motto: “Reach for the moon, and

if you fall, fall among the stars.”

The HSS program had a system of support for students who needed special services

to achieve success in their assignments. The major vehicle for managing the support system

was the Special Services Team (SST). School services staff and agency involvement

complemented the work of the team.

The SST was composed of the school staff that met at least once a week to review

referrals and reentry and to discuss concerns about individual students. The team made

decisions about what strategies should be tried to address specific problems and what
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services should be accessed for individual students. Progress reports were a part of the

weekly meeting so that other strategies and services could replace those that were not

working. Teachers could ask the team for suggestions for working with students who were

having academic and/or behavior problems. The SST also monitored student attendance

carefully.

The school’s social worker/counselor worked with individuals and small groups,

made home visits, and assisted families in getting community services. Focus groups targeted

students who needed help in working through problems, such as divorce, grief, family

substance abuse, and teen parenting.

A school nurse and a school psychologist worked with students once a week. They

offered assessment, counseling, and information on community services. The nurse did

health screening, developed health care plans, and accessed medical treatment for students as

necessary. The nurse served as a resource for teachers who wanted information on health

issues or who had concerns about specific health needs of students. The psychologist

provided direct service to students in need of short-term counseling and/or crisis counseling.

She also assisted in the referral process for identifying students who needed exceptional

children’s services and served as a consultant to staff members concerning the psychological

needs of students.

Community agency professionals were frequently on site to work with individual

students receiving agency services. These professionals also provided information, resources,

and suggestions to the school staff about specific needs of students. Volunteers were also on

site during the school day and after school to work with students on projects, to mentor, to

serve as role models, and to offer assistance to teachers.
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While some students could remain at HSS until graduation, most students returned to

their base schools. In such cases, when the SST believed that a student was ready to reenter

his or her base school, documentation of such readiness was shared with the advisory board,

the principal, and other staff at the base school. Documentation included academic,

attendance, and behavioral reports, along with strategies that worked in redirecting the

student’s life. If it was determined that the student needed to return, there was a

parent/student/school conference held to discuss reentry expectations. A contract was used

for some students to outline these expectations. An HSS staff member monitored the

student’s progress after he or she returned to the base school.

My First Day at HSS

On my first day at HSS, I was met at the front entrance by the principal.  It was a very

warm greeting.  He invited me into his office and began talking about his students.  We

talked in general about meeting the needs of all students.  I had an opportunity to discuss my

goals and objectives and why I had selected his school for research.  He indicated that he

made the staff aware of my visitation.  He summoned the staff to the teacher conference

room to meet me. Whenever the announcement was made about the meeting, all staff

members reported to the conference room shortly thereafter.  The teachers were in their

planning period.  He introduced me to his staff and gave me an opportunity to explain my

goals and objectives.  At the conclusion, staff members indicated to me that they were happy

I had come to HSS, and they were willing to assist with the research. Whenever the meeting

was over, I had an opportunity to talk with the staff.  They were eager to share their

experiences with me.
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At the end of the second period, the principal called an assembly for all students.

During the assembly, he introduced me to the HSS student body.  I had an opportunity to

share with them my goals and objectives.  One of the 12th graders welcomed me to HSS and

gave me a copy of the student handbook, a pencil, and a notepad.  He indicated that the entire

student body was happy to have me come to do my research.  Students were not selected to

be a part of the study during this assembly.

Following the assembly, I was permitted to move about the school, visit classrooms,

the cafeteria, the teachers’ lounge, and talk to students.  During class change, the setting was

similar to class changes during my administration at Henry Grove Middle School.  Students

moved briskly, talking with each other, playing, and trying to get to their classes on time.

Students had books and backpacks.

The halls were decorated with students’ work, including pictures, poems, and quotes.

In the classrooms, students’ desks were in rows or circles.  Between classes, student

movement in the halls appeared to be normal with teachers monitoring and occasionally

speaking to students about behavior and getting to their next class on time.  There were

posters on the walls in the halls, “Our School … A Place Where Hope Begins and Dreams

Come True” and  “Think Straight A’s; Attitude, Attendance, Achievement.”

Teachers at HSS appeared to be very excited about the study being done at their

school.  They showed a great deal of concern for their students and seemed to enjoy working

at HSS. They felt secure in this situation because the administration did not apply a lot of

pressure.  The teachers felt free to implement innovations that enhanced their performance as

teachers while they met the educational needs of their students.  The staff involved in the

study appeared eager to provide information.  They did not appear to be hesitant during my
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first days on campus.  Teachers indicated to me that they did not feel threatened during my

observations and note taking during their classes.  If I scheduled an interview for 60 minutes

and more time was needed, they did not have a problem with rescheduling for a later date.

The administrators indicated that the teachers were dedicated and competent in the

areas of instruction.  It was evident that they really cared about the students.  Whenever

flexibility was needed, they could make the adjustment to their lesson plans.  The teachers

used a variety of strategies while teaching.  One teacher was assigned to HSS by the

superintendent to organize the physical education program. This particular teacher was well

liked and respected by his students.  His interview revealed that his expectations far exceeded

those of his fellow co-workers, and the students responded favorably.

Lunch was served daily in the cafeteria.  The meals were prepared at a nearby school

and transported to HSS.  Students sat with friends during lunch just as in their base schools.

The menu consisted of a variety of items each day. During lunch, I ate with a different group

of students each day.  At first, they were not comfortable with me, but after a few days, they

began talking to me about why I was at their school.  This was before my interviews had

started.  Some of the teachers purchased and ate lunch with students in the cafeteria, and

other teachers brought bag lunches from home.

On-Site Observations

The on-site observations during the day were an interesting experience.  In all classes

observed, the teachers were well prepared to teach.  In fact, a great deal of teaching took

place.  In many classes during student participation, the feedback provided by students to

teachers was outstanding.  I tried to capture what these teachers were doing differently from
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the teachers in the base schools.  I constantly wondered why these students were at HSS.

Students remained on task during their class time.

The teachers aligned daily and weekly lesson plans with the North Carolina Standard

Course of Study.  As educators, we know that there is no single resource or strategy that

should be used to improve student performance. Rather, teachers used a variety of

appropriate ones to meet the particular needs of their students. The administrators and staff

made sure that resources were aligned with the curriculum. It was observed that there was a

focus on the keys to motivation, success and usefulness. Students attending HSS must be

successful and must see the usefulness in what they are doing. They need to know when,

why, and how they will use the skills.

During my continued visits into classrooms, I observed teachers teaching

comprehension strategies and skills using a variety of texts across the disciplines. They

incorporated reading, writing, and discussion in all content areas.  One of the most important

strategies was teaching students how to relate reading and writing to everyday life situations.

In math classes, teachers incorporated the use of manipulatives into their daily

instruction.  Calculators were accessible, and students were encouraged to use them when

appropriate.  Teachers attempted to make sure students mastered the skills.  They also wanted

the students to be able to apply math skills to everyday activities. The teachers indicated that

it was very important for them to incorporate End-of-Grade Test vocabulary and test format

into daily instruction.  In fact, assessment of students’ work was an integral part of teaching.

Teachers used various types of ongoing assessment.  In all the classrooms, teachers displayed

student work reflecting the North Carolina Standard Course of Study goals and objectives.
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HSS is a place where everyone is working hard.  The principal stated that HSS is

students’ employment.  Increasing student responsibility was an important strategy for

increasing student proficiency.  Teachers at HSS used a number of ways to foster greater

student responsibility:

1. They provided students with clear and focused feedback on their performance.  Feedback

informed students about strengths of their work, areas that needed clarifying, and mistakes.

2. They fostered students’ ability to self-assess and provide feedback to their peers.  They

taught students how to compare their work with models and criteria of excellence.  Students

were given opportunities to observe diverse approaches to solving problems and hear

different ways in which peers solved the same or similar situations.

3. They provided students with rubrics that clarified criteria for quality performance for

large, important assignments.  Teachers developed the rubrics through conversation with

students.

4. Teachers initiated student-led conferences.  They developed and used portfolios, planned

for student-led conferences to create a different interaction between students and teachers,

one in which teachers and students are more likely to become partners in the learning

process.  Just as educators come to fully understand the content when they have to teach it,

students more deeply understand what they have learned when they have to explain it to

significant adults.

HSS has built a foundation for many instructional strategies and special programs that

are currently being used to foster and support student achievement.  The teachers worked

together to examine their classroom assessment and grading practices.  HSS was very

proactive in identifying ways to support greater student responsibility.  The principal
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indicated that working smarter involves everyone--parents, students, and teachers working

together to create a learning environment that includes high expectations and support

strategies for student accountability and achievement.

HSS has a strong instructional program that incorporated the goals of the North

Carolina Standard Course of Study.  The program enabled students to develop conceptual

understanding, master specific knowledge and skills, and apply their learning to create

products and perform real-world tasks. The staff at HSS paid attention to both the up-front

planning and the resulting student achievement.

Staff Member Participants in the Study

The following are individual narratives of participants in the study.  All names are

pseudonyms.  Information provided by teachers, guidance counselor, and assistant principal

have been very rewarding and helpful.  Individual narratives of students are included.

Mr. Bennett has been a member of the staff at HSS for 5 years.  He was a member of

the staff when the doors opened.  He came by choice.  He had 10 years of teaching

experience.  Students enjoyed his classes because of the hands-on activities.  He has always

been a strong advocate for at-risk students.  He had a very good relationship with all of his

students.

Mrs. Clemmons was the assistant principal.  She has been a member of the faculty at

HSS since its beginning.  She had been an elementary teacher for more than 15 years before

going into administration.  She decided to go into administration because she believed that

she would be able to help more students achieve academic success.  She was well respected

by all of her peers at HSS. They felt comfortable going to her for assistance when needed

with discipline or curriculum.  She holds certification in Educational Administration.  She
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stated that we must find ways to connect learning to individual student interests, to break

learning down into manageable units, and to combine direct instruction of the content with

hands-on demonstrations of learning.

Mr. Haskins has been a member of the staff for 4 years.  He motivates his students by

allowing them to view a video on Fridays.  He believed that students’ academic performance

was improving because the students received the one-on-one attention that they needed.

They received a lot of remedial assistance.  For example, there were students who had gone

to the seventh grade who were deficient in basic mathematical facts and processes, so a lot of

remedial assistance was provided.  Reading was another area where students had many

problems.  Some of these students had been taught whole language, and others had not.

Therefore, teachers had to spend time on phonetics to improve fluency, articulation,

pronunciation, and enunciation.

Mrs. Gaither, the counselor, has been at HSS for 2 1/2 years.  She had worked in

another school system for 25 years and had applied to work in the alternative school simply

because it was a new program.  Even though she thought that the school had some very

positive features, she had some major concerns. One of the biggest concerns was for better

transportation.

Mr. Covington, vocational teacher, has been a member of the staff at HSS for 5 years.

He chose to become a member of the staff when the doors opened.  He had 10 years of

teaching experience.  He had a very good relationship with all of his students.  From the very

first day of school, he let the students know that they were special and that he expected them

to do their very best.
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Mrs. Macon, the social studies teacher, was in her 4th year at HSS.  She would like to

see the curriculum include more vocational courses such as carpentry, bricklaying, auto

mechanics, electronics, and other hands-on courses.  She also believed that the school should

not be a dumping ground for disruptive students.

Mrs. West, the language arts teacher, was in her 3rd decade as a teacher.  She

understands that HSS population is more diverse than ever and meets this challenge by

implementing cooperative learning and using technology.  She holds a Bachelor of Science

degree in Elementary Education.

Ms. Lewis, who teaches science, was in her 23rd year of teaching, the last 3 of which

have been at HSS.  She holds a Bachelor of Science degree in Middle School Education.  She

recognizes that each child brings a unique set of strengths and talents to the classroom and

knows how important it is to care about them as individuals.  She makes the curriculum look

like fun by integrating it into meaningful activities.

Miss Spencer, the reading teacher, attributes her success in the classroom at HSS to

her ability to work cooperatively with students and teachers as well as a willingness to share

ideas.  She welcomes creative ideas from others. She believes that, in creating a positive

learning environment for students, it is important that everyone work together as team.

Always seeking new and innovative instructional practices, she has incorporated the use of

literature circles and thinking maps into her instruction.  She has taught for 18 years, 4 of

those at HSS.

Student Participants

Sonny is a 14-year-old boy who antagonizes his teachers and classmates at school.

He refuses to follow the teachers’ instructions and acts like a bully towards other students.
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He is in the ninth grade.  His grades are falling because of his behavioral problems.  He had

been suspended from his base school for aggressive and noncompliance behavior.  He lives

with his parents, a sibling, and maternal grandparents.  There is a lot of tension in the home

between his father (who recently got out of jail) and the rest of the family.  The father works

12-14 hour days and is not often available to the student and his mother.  The mother also

works a second-shift job.

Bobby is a 15-year-old boy living with his father and extended family.  They have

lived in the area only a couple years.  This eighth-grade student is very bright but has been

suspended for smoking at school on numerous occasions.

Daisy is a 15-year-old girl with a much older boyfriend.  Although she is very smart,

she is a year behind because of excessive absences the previous year.  The same pattern is

repeating itself, and she is very unmotivated now.  Several sessions with Daisy and her

mother helped work out some of their issues at home, and the school counselor included the

student in her peer-helping groups.  This combined home-school effort seems to have helped

this student greatly improve her attendance so that she might be able to return to the base

school with her friends next year.

Eddie is a 15-year-old boy who lives with his grandfather and older brother.  He

would like to be a “real man,” someone of significance, among his peers.  Over the past 3

years, he had had numerous fights, some with serious results; he has sold B.C headache

powder as cocaine; he has brought various weapons to school; and he has been accused of

theft on several occasions.  All of the infractions that he committed were an effort to

demonstrate to his peers what he believed to be masculine and adult behavior.

Jasper was sent to HSS because of a disturbance he caused over not being allowed to
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go to the bathroom when he wanted to at school.  While in attendance at HSS, he was

observed frequenting the bathroom a lot.  A phone call to the mother alerted her to the need

for a check for diabetes, which runs in the family.  We understand that the results were

positive.

Casey was on the verge of being put on long-term suspension for the 2nd year in a

row.  Although very intelligent and likable, he was continually in the wrong place at the

wrong time.  Fighting and arguments were major problems for him.  He came from a rough

neighborhood and suffered the humiliation of having a mother who was addicted to drugs.

He was living with his loving grandmother, however, who wanted very much for him to

succeed in life.  At HSS, he received help in learning the social skills he would need upon

graduating from the local high school.  He is currently on the A-B honor roll.

Smokey came to the HSS program because of skipping class, fighting, and suspected

drug abuse.  He was observed at the program to be a harmless, intelligent young man, yet

standing little or no chance of graduating from high school this year.  During orientation, his

parents seemed very concerned about his poor grades, suspensions from school, and choice

of friends.  They seemed to feel powerless, however, to bring about any changes in the areas.

Bishop, a 13-year-old boy, came to HSS because of a fight with another student.  His

previous school year was also difficult for him, and he was suspected of drug use.  His

motivation to continue in school was very low.  During orientation, his mother revealed a

strained relationship and lack of hope on both their parts that he would be able to finish out

the school year successfully.

Richard came to HSS because of minor infractions at school.  He had been involved

in several altercations.



100

CHAPTER 5: INTERVIEW AND OBSERVATION RESULTS

The purpose of this intrinsic case study was to investigate the perceptions of students,

teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators regarding the experiences of students in the

HSS alternative learning program and observe their interactions in a rural school setting in

North Carolina in order to understand the internal dynamics of an alternative program.

Observations of the interaction between students, faculty, and staff were made in order to

understand the internal dynamics of HSS alternative learning program.  Student observations

were made before class, during class, class change, lunch, and interviews.  Teacher

observations were noted throughout the study to understand their teaching techniques,

motivation skills, and their relationships with students.  It was also important to get a better

understanding of the administrators in their role and relationship with students and teachers.

Specifically, the interview questions were designed to determine students’

perceptions of HSS (classroom environment, curriculum, faculty, and staff) and their

perceptions of being removed from their peers in their home schools. An equally important

goal was to develop a better understanding of how faculty and staff members perceived their

roles and responsibilities in teaching and working with disruptive students. Findings from the

interviews and observations were used to answer the three research questions. In this chapter,

interview and observation results are included, followed by answers to the research

questions.

Verbatim interviews constituted raw data that needed to be organized, analyzed,

consolidated, and summarized to avoid excessive repetition.  Observations provided
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information that help get a better understanding of the internal dynamics of the HSS

alternative learning program.

In this chapter, the historical background of HSS, along with the first year challenges

and successes, and modifications will be discussed.  This is to provide an overview on why

the school was established and present some of the problems the faculty, staff and

administration encountered during the beginning years.

This chapter will also discuss administrators’ perceptions, teachers’ perceptions and

students’ perceptions followed by categories explaining findings from interviews and

observations.  It concludes with a summary.

Historical Background of HSS

The former principal provided the most useful historical background of HSS. He

classified himself as an expert on alternative schools and assured me that he was the most

knowledgeable individual about alternative schools in the school district. His response was

quite thorough, and he seemed excited about sharing his experiences and giving all the

details possible about his activities as the first principal of HSS.

The school was established in 1995 in response to an intensive study that indicated a

rise in the number of high school dropouts. HSS was designed to provide educational

opportunities for students who had dropped out or who were at risk of failing within the

traditional high, middle, or elementary school settings. HSS was designed to assist students

in the development of academic, social, and prevocational skills. The objectives focused on

the development of positive self-esteem, student self-reliance and responsibility, and

development of academic skills students needed to earn a high school diploma or to return to

their base schools.
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During the school’s first years of operation, the faculty attempted to create a sense of

family for students. Ways of accomplishing this included helping students identify their

individual strengths, encouraging them to recognize and build on each success they

experienced, and assisting them in overcoming personal problems that may have played a

part in their past failures. Provisions were made for individualized instruction and hands-on

learning by maintaining small class sizes and utilizing community volunteers to contribute to

classroom instruction.

The former principal had been in the education field for more than 25 years.  During

those years, he served as classroom teacher, coach, assistant principal, and principal. He

indicated that his most enjoyable years were spent at the middle school.  His faculty and staff

felt that he was an outstanding educational leader.  The former principal said:

When I took the job over there, the superintendent had a keen sense of what
alternative education should be. He envisioned having the students in uniforms,
wearing fatigues and operating in a military mode. Well, we didn’t want to be quite
that drastic. The superintendent was the type of person that was difficult to persuade
because if he wanted something, it was difficult to convince him to follow another
course of action.

One thing the superintendent did before we started the first year was to delay the
beginning date of school for HSS. He delayed the beginning date for students to give
the entire staff time to visit other alternative schools to observe them in operation.
These school visitations enabled the staff to bring back suggestions that could be
implemented in the HSS.

We visited an alternative school in Hickory, North Carolina, operated by a female. It
is the oldest alternative school in the state, and they are doing all kinds of things.
Then we went down to Wilmington, North Carolina, to visit one that was called
Leake Street School. This school had a good program with all kinds of useful ideas
that prevented us from having to invent the entire “alternative wheel from scratch.”

The former principal served HSS for 4 years. Every year, the superintendent

determined the population of students who would be served. When the former principal

realized HSS would be serving students from middle and high school, he and the staff
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thought that the appropriate name should not be Hawthorne Elementary School, Hawthorne

Middle School, or Hawthorne High School. They thought that the term secondary would

cover middle and high school. Therefore, the name Hawthorne Secondary School was

approved for the alternative facility.

In order to serve students from sixth grade through high school, services had to be

diversified. During the first year, the 13 staff members at HSS had no more than 95 students

who ranged from elementary through high school. The former principal explained that, if he

had his preference, the school would be limited to serving elementary students. It was his

perception that, if the school staff could reach disruptive students early enough, then they

would have a better chance of effecting some change rather than delaying intervention until

the disruptive students were older in middle or high school. The former principal said:

One of the best ways educators can make a difference in alternative schools is to
lower class sizes. If we could do that in every school or class, we wouldn’t need an
alternative school. We never had more than nine students in our classes in the whole
four years that I was at HSS, but it was a struggle. If you try to operate an alternative
school by traditional school methods, you are going to get traditional results, which
are not good. One of the biggest problems that face an alternative school principal is
being creative enough to figure out how to make for low pupil-teacher ratios.

Another problem is mixed aged groups. A lot of times when you have 16-year- olds,
the alternative school is only a stop off before they quit school, go to training school,
or prison or something. It was a good experience to be the first principal, and I
volunteered to go there.

Hawthorne’s First Year

The first month of the school year was used for planning the HSS program. The staff

had to get the building prepared because it had been an elementary facility prior to becoming

an alternative school. The administration and staff chose a location outside the city limits in a

rural area with no stores nearby to entice students to skip classes. The former principal said:
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We didn’t have any students to skip class during my entire four-year tenure. Nobody
left school. They chose not to leave campus to walk five miles back to town. So
location that far out in the rural area was perfect. The neighborhood dwellers, when
they found out that there was going to be an alternative school in their midst did not
like the idea because they thought the school would represent a trouble spot for
disruptive children and youth. They envisioned wild kids running around like “bats
out of hell,” terrorizing the community. Of course, that did not happen. As far as
noise, the neighborhood did not know we were there. Once we got going, the
neighborhood dwellers saw that the school did not pose any threat to the community,
they began to warm up to us. When a positive activity got underway, a lot of people
in the community wanted to assist us, give input, and offer resources. We made a
concerted effort to clean up the place and prepared the building for the students. This
included trimming trees, cutting bushes, and cleaning and beautifying the campus.

Two ponds in the back of the school were made a part of the science and physical

education curriculum. The staff developed projects around these two ponds. In addition, the

ponds were used for positive reinforcement such as fishing trips and physical education

activities. The population of the alternative school was primarily Black males and females.

The former principal said:

A lot of inner city kids had never been fishing. We also had a garden out back to
provide gardening experience. We had a small shop where we did some woodwork.
On holidays, students built birdhouses or things for their mother. The physical
education program, I think, was one of the best ones I have seen anywhere. The
teacher who ran the PE program was a retired colonel from the United States Air
Force and the athletic director for the school system. This staff member was one of
the two teachers assigned to the alternative school to ‘ride out retirement.’ He still
had a lot of pride, expertise, creativity, and efficiency. He put a rope course in the
gymnasium, taught archery, took the students swimming at the community center,
took them to the golf course and involved the students in all kinds of activities that
one does not normally think could fit into a PE program. This teacher indicated that
he wanted his PE program to be more than rolling a basketball out on the floor just to
shoot hoops because most students came to school knowing how to shoot hoops.
They also knew baseball and football, but they need to know how to do other
things—things that they can keep on enjoying throughout adulthood and their senior
years.

The state mandated that each school district implement an alternative school or apply

for a waiver. Sangor (1997) stated that one of the mistakes districts have made is attempting

to implement an alternative school without having a principal to serve as administrator.
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Without a principal, he warned, the school has no authenticity. Broadus (1997) stated that, in

North Carolina, school districts have tried using directors, teachers, and even teacher

assistants to operate alternative schools. No successful examples of these schools were

evident. He stated that the principal lends credibility to the concept of an alternative school,

and when a principal can be identified with an alternative school, people will believe that it is

a school.

The former principal indicated that he volunteered to go to the alternative school

because he enjoyed taking a risk and facing a new challenge. He also volunteered for the role

of principal because the assignment resulted in being responsible for a smaller school facility

and a smaller staff.

Accepting the job as principal of a smaller school resulted in a decrease in salary for

the former principal. He said:

Probably, I was the only principal in the school district that would volunteer to start
an alternative school. Now I am the expert on alternative schools in the school district
because no one else has had any experience with the concept. I don’t know what the
school will look like in the future, but I am pretty sure that HSS will remain an
alternative school. I have suggested, however, that if we could make HSS an
elementary alternative school, I think that we would have a much better chance of
being more successful. We have had kids who have been placed in HSS, and nothing
worked because they were too deep into trouble when they enrolled, and we could not
turn them around.

Challenges and Successes at HSS

The former principal indicated that HSS had students who had graduated from high

school. There were very few students whom the program did not seem to help because these

students were young enough still to be impressionable and malleable. The three rules for

returning back to their base school included (a) staying in school,
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(b) abiding by the rules and regulations, and (c) maintaining the best academic performance

possible. The former principal said:

Most of the students who were served at HSS are smart, but they are street smart.
They are not smart in the academic area. Some are unfocused, some are hyperactive,
and some are basically angry at the world. Once we can get them in a situation where
they are peaceful and quiet and work with them individually, they can demonstrate
how smart they can become.

In 1997, HSS was cited by NCDPI as an Exemplary School based on the performance

of students on the end-of-grade tests. The school was awarded $1,500 per teacher for

excellence. One of the major battles that the principal had to fight was the issue of accepting

exceptional students in HSS. His major concern was that if exceptional education teachers

were placed in the HSS facility, the school would likely become an all- exceptional education

school, over time. He said:

If the Superintendent sees the alternative school as a place to get everybody out of
sight, out of his hair, it is not going to be a successful alternative school for disruptive
students. If the superintendent and the principal believe in the same concept relative
to the nature of the alternative school, then the program has a better chance to
succeed. We did well with HSS because I was in agreement with the superintendent’s
philosophy on alternative schools. We believed that students should do their job and
do it well, keep themselves safe, and follow rules and regulations. Many students who
are placed in HSS do not want to leave when they earn the right to go back to their
school. The idea is to get them in HSS, fix what is wrong, and get them back into
their base school as quickly as possible because the alternative school is not a part of
the real world. We cuddle and pamper them, let them sit on the floor, couches. The
first year I allowed them to use the teacher’s lounge, buy snacks, and so forth. They
seemed to love it. So when some students went back to their base school, they would
invariably get into trouble so that they could come back to the alternative school.

Alternative schools for disruptive students should not be distasteful and punitive.

Rather, the atmosphere should be conducive to what the students need. When their needs are

truly being met, they may choose not to return to their home school. This problem created a

back-and-forth situation as the former principal described. In order to eliminate this type of
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patterned behavior, the former principal stressed the importance of having a committed

superintendent, principal, and staff that believe in the same alternative school concept.

The former principal was very complimentary about the physical education program,

suggesting that this program was an effective tool in the alternative school for disruptive

students. He indicated that many of the students were athletically inclined. They could do

gymnastics, climb walls, and all kinds of acrobatic activities. HSS had an effective physical

education program, so students had an opportunity to do physical education activities after

lunch. They used 5 or 10 minutes of their 30-minute lunchtime to eat, and during the time

they had left, they participated in physical education activities and social interaction.

The school also utilized an advisory committee to which HSS staff reported and gave

updated information in terms of progress reports at each grading period. The superintendent

did not want to use an advisory committee, so that part of the process was eliminated and

replaced with a process that allows students to be rated on academics or behavior. The

process was described by the former principal:

The principal of the sending school would complete an application on each student.
The principal and staff of the alternative school would review the application and
decide if HSS could do anything to help the student. We would get our decision back
to the referring school and decide on the date that we could meet with the parent and
the child. We would have an orientation with the parent and the child and have both
of them to sign a contract. We wanted to guard against HSS becoming a “dumping
ground.” I made a lot of noise for my students because if the principal does not
defend the students and the school, people will send students to HSS and forget about
them. Once they sent a student to HSS, they did not consider the student as theirs
anymore. They seemed to forget that every student that came to HSS had a right to
return to the base school.  There were principals in the system that would try to
circumvent the process by going straight to the Superintendent to get a disruptive
student enrolled. Then I got to the point and said, “Okay, if these people had a
particular concept of the child before they came to the alternative school, when I send
them back to the same school that concept is going to be right there, which is usually
negative.” Then I started saying if I can keep students here at least until they reach the
next level, they would be better prepared to return to the base school. This is when we
tried transition. We tried to track the kids with our guidance counselor and physical
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education teacher. We wanted to know what happened to the students when they left
HSS. We would go over to the school and visit the students from time to time and talk
with their teachers. In high school, we had to make sure that the courses the students
were taking moved them along toward graduation. We wanted to make sure that the
courses they took at HSS counted toward graduation.

Some Modifications at HSS

Some of the variations the former principal put into place included eliminating the

180 hours of required seatwork. Students were able to make a grade and a half each year.

This was a positive aspect of the HSS program because students responded favorably. The

attendance rule was restructured to encourage students to show up; if they did not show up,

someone from the school would call home to find out why the students were not in school.

A deputy was on security patrol at all times. The Sheriff or deputies who were off

duty would take turns signing up for the month, coming out to work for the alternative school

each day. That was another way for the students to find out and understand the roles of the

police and other law enforcement officials.

Interviews and Observations

This section provides information from interviews and observations of administrators,

teachers, and students.  Categories were used to provide answers for the three research

questions.  The categories are academic achievement, social behavior, and self-esteem.  Data

gathered provide brief background information on administrators, teachers and students.

The Administrators’ Perceptions

The current school principal was in his first year at HSS.  He had volunteered to serve

as principal of HSS. He had served as principal for 10 years at a middle school with an

enrollment of over 750 students.  He believed that he needed a change and could be more

effective with a smaller student body.  He had implemented several outstanding programs at
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the middle school for disruptive students.  His staff did not want him to leave because of his

effective leadership skills and ability to communicate with students, staff, and parents.

The assistant principal indicated that she was at HSS because of the students.  She

related to many of the problems that students are facing.  She had to face serious family

problems as a child growing up with two sick parents, both of whom died while she was in

school. She had to push hard to make it through school and through college.  She believed

that, because she had been where some of the students are now, she was able to understand

their problems, empathize with them, and help them to overcome the barriers that are

impeding their progress.

Academic Achievement

The administrators wanted teachers at HSS with strong content knowledge and who

were creative and persistent to the extent necessary to find the way needed to teach each

child effectively. They needed teachers who were strong in teaching the basic skills including

reading, mathematics and writing.  As instructional leaders, they needed to be  appropriately

prepared in academic, behavioral, and leadership areas.  This included training in systems to

provide consistency, high expectations, and instructional strategies for diverse learning style

were needed.  Some of their training needs were in the areas of creative fiscal management,

working with suspended and expelled youth, recruiting effective staff, working with

community agencies, and involving parents. The goal of this school was to prepare the

students to graduate or return to the regular school. This was a difficult process because

students are from several grade levels and come with different assignments and expectations

in terms of their placement. The biggest problem was trying to get students into groups

because so many age and grade levels were represented. Students were scheduled in grade-
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level groups so that they could work on meeting the requirements of the North Carolina

Standard Curriculum.

One issue described by the administrators that they were confronted with daily was

making sure students were prepared for work and had completed their time on task. Another

problem was the lack of motivation for academic learning. The school staff attempted to

combat this lack of motivation by taking the students on field trips to develop their awareness

of how people work and live in a free society. The staff encouraged students to set academic

and life goals for themselves during their stay in the program. A major problem, however,

was trying to get all of the students together so that they were able to go to various training

activities to gain new experiences and learn how these experiences could affect their lives.

The administrators believed that individuals working in alternative programs should

let students know where they are, and that the school could be their last opportunity for a

public education. The school staff should let them know where they are performing

academically and let them see test data. Teachers should expect them to take end-of-course

or end-of-grade tests so that they can see that they are simply regular students in an

alternative school. The current principal said:

I don’t feel that students are making the progress they should be making because the
grading policy is a big issue now. Schools are requesting grades in terms of what
students are doing, and how these grades can be transferred to the regular school.

One change the current principal considered necessary was restructuring the

school and making the grading system more flexible in terms of overall expectations

of the students. Then, referred students would understand what is needed to get to the next

level of promotion. This would enable the students to be more curriculum oriented, and

parents could become more involved in their child’s daily progress. Parents would know
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from the beginning what the expectations are and what it would take for their child to get out

of the alternative program and back into the regular school. The barrier the administrator

indicated that he faced daily was the belief that the school was like a building without walls,

no rules, and all fun. If the program is going to be successful, there must be rules. The

administrator wanted these students to know that this school was governed by rules just like

their home school and society at large. Therefore, the administrator’s basic concept was

trying to teach students about life in terms of what to expect outside the walls of this school

in the real world. To remove this barrier, the administrator would approach this issue by

involving parents in developing a proposal and presenting the proposal to the central office

and let them review our goals, expectations, and expected outcomes for the school.

All in all, the principal felt that the facility had potential, but the school staff needed

additional computers for the students because, when students are placed in an alternative

setting for disciplinary reasons, they should get the same quality of materials and instruction

that they receive in the regular school.

Social Behavior

Changing inappropriate social behavior was the most difficult task in the school in

that most students were placed at HSS because of discipline problems, poor attendance, and

academic problems. The strategy was to get these students on a one-on-one basis or in a

small group setting and make an effort to turn the negative aspects around to positive goals

for these students. Most of the students who were referred here were referred for a long-term

stay. Long term meant that they could stay at HSS a whole year as a result of long-term

suspension or expulsion for 1 year. The process was as follows: First, the students were

recommended by their building principal. The principal and teachers filled out an application
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for HSS. Once the application process was completed, the counselors and parents came in

and talked to the HSS staff. At this point, they were given the goals and expectations of this

school. Once the students and their parents completed the application process, the students

were enrolled in the program. The administrators tried to stay in touch with parents by means

of telephone calls and letters to let them know about the progress their children were making

and how much help was expected from them as parents. They wanted parents to help them

try to make the program successful for the students and also for the staff. Some parents had a

very positive view of the program because they viewed it as a second chance for their child

who was suspended from school. There were, however, other parents who seemed to want

administrators to provide “baby sitting” service for their children because many of these

children exhibited the same problems at home that they demonstrated at school. Other

parents looked at the alternative school as a second chance for their children because students

with long suspensions would probably be out on the street with a high likelihood for getting

into trouble and eventually falling into the hands of the legal system. It was their greatest

hope that the alternative program would be a deterrent to some of the problems that

confronted students on a regular basis.

The one-on-one individual attention that students received was a positive aspect of

the program. An administrator could pull a student into his or her office and talk with him or

her in private. Even though they might use this time to review their expectations, they also

had a chance to relate to some of the problems the student might have had to cause him or

her to be in the alternative program.  Another thing that teachers liked is having the freedom

to take these children on many field trips, such as trips to Polk Youth Center, C. A. Dillion

School, and the federal prison. Taking them to the morgue so that they could see the list of
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students who were killed in gang riots and street encounters was a real eye opener. This trip

served as a deterrent so those students could see what would happen if they did not try to get

their lives in order while they were in the alternative school.

The assistant principal stated that the success of the students attending HSS depended

on the individual student’s attitude.  She stated that students who admitted their mistake and

took responsibility for their action came into this program, worked hard, did well, and

returned to their base school never to be seen again.  Then there are those who came to HSS,

worked hard, earned the GED, and moved on into the world of work.  There were students

who were like swinging doors, coming and going all the time.  They had problems in the

base school and had problems at HSS.  The administrator indicated that success depended on

the attitude of the student.

The administrators wanted to increase the number of adults on the staff.  They

believed that it would be better to have two teachers in every content area to provide more

time for individualized instruction and team teaching.  A higher level of funding to purchase

more computers and instructional materials for the classrooms was needed.  They wanted to

have lunches catered so students could get a hot, balanced meal each day. They wanted to

have an adult mentor for every child to come into the school at least once each week.

The turnover among teachers was great at HSS, and this problem affected the entire

program.  The first thing the administrator told people about working in the alternative

school setting was that those who worked in the alternative school needed to have a high

tolerance for interruptions and change.  They needed to be very patient and realize that

students have problems.  The students were placed here because they were disruptive, so they

would disrupt classes.  The important thing was to try to help disruptive students change their
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behavior.  The administrator stated that he would be the first to tell people, however, that

some of the students would never change.  Thus, working at HSS means having love for

students and coping with all situations.

Another problem was lack of funding.  Sometimes the funds for specific aspects of

the alternative programs did not last.  For example, some programs that the Board of

Education discontinued were not given a chance to develop.

Summary

Strong administrative leadership was observed throughout my stay at HSS. That

stable and supportive administrative leadership was a determining factor in the effectiveness

of the total program at HSS. I observed each day that the administrators played an important

leadership role in establishing school discipline, both by effective administration and by

personal example.  They were highly visible models.  They engaged in management by

walking around, greeting students and staff, and informally monitoring possible problem

areas.  They were always visible in the corridors during class change and in the cafeteria

during lunch.  It appeared that the administrators were liked and respected, rather than feared,

and communicated caring for students as well as a willingness to impose punishment when it

was necessary.  They were very interactive with the students, faculty, and staff.

I found that teachers’ satisfaction with the school discipline policy was related to their

relationship with the administrators.  It was noted that good communication and shared

values were important elements in their relationships.  The administrators at HSS had a very

positive working relationship with the staff and students.  They believed that the whole

process should be a team effort.  Input was sought from teachers and staff about needed

changes and on things that were positive.
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The principal stated that, if the essential gains in academic areas were to continue,

appropriately trained grade-level and subject-matter teachers had to be available.  He wanted

the brightest teachers in every classroom.  He continued by saying students who performed

well academically usually had materials and supplies our students did not.  Many, though

certainly not all, had the capacity to learn in regular classrooms in less than ideal conditions

and had parents who provided educational support and experience outside of HSS that most

alternative learning program students did not receive.  The administrators stated that the

students who were referred to HSS lacked motivation to learn, had very different learning

styles and did not have the same types of educational support from their families and

communities.  They wanted and felt that appropriate reading assessments and a reading

specialist should be a priority for HSS, regardless of the age of the student served.  The

administrators believed that it was essential that every student be given the opportunity to

learn to read by being taught at the appropriate level of instruction and with a variety of

appropriate instructional strategies.

Administrators stated that they had to continue to work to find ways to connect

learning to individual student interests, to break learning down into manageable units, and to

combine direct instruction of the content with hands-on demonstrations of learning.  They

wanted the teachers to implement enriching units of instruction with experiences to bring the

essential learning outcomes alive.  They also wanted the teachers to integrate exploratory and

problem-solving strategies that would make content and concepts more meaningful.

Administrators emphasized the concept that alternative programs must be flexible.  Small

enrollment, availability of extra counseling from teachers, adapting different teaching
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techniques, and the flexible use of time were seen as unique but necessary features of an

alternative learning program.

Administrators felt that they were appropriately prepared in academic, behavioral,

and leadership areas.  They felt good about accountability, evaluation, and program

improvement.  Like teachers, administrators felt that they needed professional development

specifically designed to meet their needs.  They firmly believed that, unless their students

met the academic standards, they would be less successful in resolving other life problems

and improving their self-esteem.

It was observed that administrators had a personal relationship with most students.

They said the students were good kids; they just came from bad situations.  They tended to

act out for attention.  They noted that the success of the program stemmed largely from

caring staff and their ability to develop close, trusting relationships with the students.  The

expectations were very high for students in the program.  The only differences between the

base school and HSS were that students moved at their own pace and there was flexibility in

scheduling in order to meet the individual needs of students. HSS attendance policy was

stricter, and the chances of a student getting kicked out were greater than in the base school.

The administrators indicated that the staff had to trust students as people and learn to look at

their needs, not their faults.  If a student was kicked out, they were out unless or until they

decided they wanted to act in a responsible manner.  As important as teaching academics,

staff at HSS taught students how to be responsible and tolerant and served as models for

them.
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 Teachers’ Perceptions

Interviews with classroom teachers were conducted to gain insights about their

experiences at HSS. The same interview guide was used to generate information from each

of them.

Academic Achievement

Teachers working at the alternative school had a major concern for high academic

achievement.  Instructional staff varied in their expectations for student outcomes.  Several

expected the same personal outcomes and behaviors as they would from regular students in

their base school or their own children (e.g., courtesy, goal orientation, and good

performance on end-of-grade tests).  Other teachers felt it would be unrealistic to expect the

same level of performance and outcomes from all students and that a demonstration of

student effort was a hallmark of success.  All instructional staff agreed that the need for

consistency of approach in dealing with students was important.  In general, it was felt that

the administration provided consistency.

High expectations were communicated in a number of ways.  The curriculum at HSS

matched that of the regular high school, the state Standard Course of Study.  Students were

also expected to perform well on the End of Course Tests, and the staff felt that their

standards were at least as rigorous as those in the base middle and high schools.  Interviews

with teachers who taught in the regular classrooms validated these descriptions of program

standards.  Students who failed to meet the state competency requirements worked with a

computer program that was available for both the reading and mathematics tests.

The teachers indicated that the program at HSS improved over the past 5 years.  They

focused, almost exclusively, on individual accomplishments rather than on class growth.
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They described the work they did as relying heavily on patience and the ability to see

goodness in a student when no one else did. They struggled with the outside reputation that

the school had within the larger educational community.  Every teacher commented on how

HSS was seen as a “dumping ground.”  Teachers were associated with doing only the most

remedial work.  “The regular schools want us to fix the kids and they have more resources

than we do.  It’s a mind thing. You have to care,” commented one teacher.  “We don’t fix

kids here,” another teacher commented, “We modify behavior and give kids strategies.”

In spite of the external and systemic problems, the faculty saw the program as

successful.  Their idea of a success story was a student who was able to survive well, either

by returning to his base school and moving on to high school or eventually getting a GED

and a solid job.  All stories they told had to do with students who, with HSS’s help and the

student’s hard work, were able to create a safe environment for themselves outside the walls

of the school.  It was “a kid who reaches the point of breaking … someone who takes

responsibility for his actions and knows when to ask for help.”  As one teacher, who had

been at the school since its inception, said, “I keep saying this is my last year … But each

year I think I could save three more kids.  You find yourself getting involved because we

wanted to make a difference.”

The teachers felt that they must find ways to connect learning to individual student

interests, to break learning down into manageable units, and to combine direct instruction of

the content with hands-on demonstrations of learning.  Thoughtfully enriching units of

instruction with “experiences” to bring the essential learning outcomes “alive” would also be

effective.  The teachers agreed that exploratory and problem-solving strategies would make

content and concepts more meaningful.
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Seeing students achieve academically and socially and excelling above and beyond

expectations made the staff of HSS feel that the program was effective and successful.  The

school was filled with numerous success stories ranging from a juvenile on probation getting

straight A’s and graduating to students academically succeeding and influencing other

students to behave, cooperate, and excel academically.

Social Behavior

Students who admitted their mistake and took responsibility for their own action

came into this program, worked hard, did well, and returned to their base school. Then there

were those students who were like swinging doors, coming and going all the time. They had

problems in the base schools, and they had problems at HSS.  As for progress, the teachers

said it depended on the attitude of the student. The teachers’ perceptions were that, from

morning to afternoon, they saw progress, but when they returned back to their home

environment, some of the students came back the next day doing the same thing that they did

wrong the day before.  After holidays and suspensions, they came back forgetting everything

they were supposed to do and got right back into trouble again.  Staff members indicated that

progress could be noted in the students, and it seemed as if, in the next week or so, the same

students reverted back to the behavior that caused them to be placed in the alternative school.

Staff members felt that progress was obvious in some students, whereas a small number were

not making progress.  Some students came to HSS and spent a semester, and they were not

seen any more.  Others came in and stayed for a whole year, and some students have been at

HSS for nearly 3 years.  There were students who made enough progress to return to their

base school, and before their names were removed from the class roll, like a pendulum, they

would swing back and forth between their base school and HSS.
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The staff felt that HSS’s calm orderliness was striking to all visitors.  Students moved

about the halls quietly.  Classrooms were focused centers of learning, and everyone seemed

very clear as to what their role and function was.  I observed that there was an obvious sense

of care and belief in the students there.  One did not get the sense that these were students

who once frightened adults and students in another setting.  They were not menacing in this

environment, nor were they anomalies.  Thus, one responded to them as one might a typical

student who did not have the record most of these students had.

The program was effective for students in ways that the base school was not.  One

teacher said, “I like the response from the kids.  I have seen do-nothing kids become happy.

We try to maintain a caring environment here.”  The small size of classes enabled the staff at

HSS to provide education based on the individual needs of students.  Some of the most

exciting programs were small and provided individual and intensive interventions in both

academic and behavioral/emotional areas.  Because students assigned to HSS typically had

multiple problems, including poor decision-making and problem-solving skills, individual

counseling and small group work was part of the educational program.   The HSS staff’s

attitude was that, unless the students met the academic standards, they would be less

successful in resolving other life problems and improving their self-esteem.

Self-Esteem

The staff indicated that an incentive program was in place to enhance all students’

self-esteem.  Students were given awards for being selected student of the month and were

awarded points for improvement in academic achievement and being observed doing

outstanding things in class such as showing acts of kindness, courage, or concern, and

performing unassigned school citizenship chores. Students were given praise for any
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improvement that was observed.  The staff called home and shared good news with the

parents.  When assistance was needed, the parents were also called.  The staff kept a log of

calls made to parents or guardians.  At the end of the month, students were given certificates

for achievement.  Incentive programs included a period to relax on Fridays and watch

educational programs.  Students were allowed to listen to rap music, and some of the students

developed their own rap poetry.

When students were assigned to HSS they spent 3 weeks in orientation.  This time

superseded their academic classes.  The 3 weeks in orientation played a major role in the

transition of students because the staff experienced a great deal of difficulty with behavior in

their classes. During this time, they tried to get the students oriented and aware of what was

expected at HSS.  The orientation program provided strategies with a focus on academic

concerns and social behavior.  Once each month, students assembled in the gym for an

awards program.  During this time, every student received an award.  Recognizing every

student was an excellent way to build positive self-esteem.  Students were recognized for

improvement in attendance, academic achievement, and special behavior.  The principal

allowed students to participate in the presentation of awards and certificates.

Classroom teachers had several kinds of award systems in their classes that were

operated individually over and above what was done as a school each month.  Students who

had not been suspended during the month were awarded field trips.  Students were taught

how to solve conflicts by talking through their problems and making the better choices.  A

student’s self-esteem was enhanced by this process. Teachers believed that making the right

choices was the core of the self-esteem program.  For example, if they failed, they chose
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failure.  If they fought, they chose to fight.  If they were disrespectful, they chose to be

disrespectful.

In the base schools, students participated in award programs, but the large number of

students prohibited all students from being recognized.  Usually, only a small number of

students received an honor.  Many students went unrecognized.  So the administration and

staff tried to implement programs that enhanced the self-esteem of all students.  Praise,

encouragement, and motivation were everyday occurrences at HSS that were heard at the

beginning of the school day, during class changes, during classes, and during lunch.

The staff avoided using any language of failure.  For a student to be less successful

translated into multiple returns to HSS from the base school.  “I had one student who

returned twice in one year,” explained a teacher.

Then we had to regroup and figure out what happened and help the student help
himself while still in the program. There is a striking unwillingness to give up on a
child.  The staff tried to focus not only on bad things, but on good qualities too.  They
did not threaten the students. If they were off task, they had the patience to tell him
so. At some level, the program was evaluated each time a student left and did or did
not return.

Guidance Counselor’s Perceptions

For 45 years, the counselor worked with students who were disruptive in their classes.

Many of them came from single family homes.  She believed that the greatest reward

anybody got from working in this situation day in and day out was to see these students

succeed.  She also believed that there were too many people in the community and even

some in education that wanted to put these kids somewhere, get them out of the schools, get

them away from society.
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Self-Esteem

The counselor spent a great deal of time helping develop positive self-esteem and

acceptable social behavior.  She accomplished this by sitting down with the child and

meeting him or her on his or her level to see what the problem was. They were encouraged to

think about outcomes no matter what the problem was.  When students had problems, the

counselor welcomed them to come in for conferences. She had to establish trust.  She

indicated that students had to establish trust before that would really open up to her.  The

one-on-one experiences enabled her to conduct small group sessions and role-playing

activities that really helped change their attitudes.  The support from administrators, teachers,

and staff were outstanding.  She indicated that there was money to purchase much needed

materials and supplies to support her programs.

Social Behavior

The counselor observed a tremendous change in the students’ social behavior from

day to day at HSS.  The counselor stated that she took problems as they arose.  If a

disciplinary problem happened during the day, that problem was addressed individually, in

small group settings, or however it best fit the student’s needs.  Most of the students realized

that it was their problem.  The first step was to help them see that they could deal with the

problem.  “We want them to be in charge of what they can do with the problem.  We want

them to be able to eliminate it, make it smaller, or if not careful they can make it bigger.

They have that responsibility.”  The counselor observed students getting themselves into

certain situations and being able to solve it themselves.  When they first arrived at HSS, they

brought only one solution: “Sock him in the nose.”  After extended counseling, they were
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observed being able to step back out of a problem and find a different way.  They realized

that there was a different approach.

When students were referred to HSS, the administration and counselors emphasized

the need for the parents’ continued support and involvement during the students’ stay.  It was

very important that there was consistency in dealing with a student’s disruptive behavior.  All

the responsibility could not be placed on the child.  Although the students had the problems,

the counselor, teacher, administrators, and parents had a responsibility to help students solve

their problems.

Academic Achievement

The counselor felt strongly that more progress was being made academically with

students at HSS.  She attributed the progress to having in place a strong transitional program

linking the base school to HSS. The administrators, teachers, and staff were unique to this

school.  Their patience, understanding, love of children, caring attitudes, preparation, and

hard work were evident.  She stated that, if an educator cannot convey to students a caring

attitude, academic progress will not occur.  Differentiated instruction enabled the teachers to

reach more students and help them understand the concepts being taught.  The small ratio

enabled the teachers to provide more individualized instruction.  The small number of

students also allowed the counselor more time to spend one-on-one with students.  The

weekly conference with teachers may have played a major role in students’ academic

achievement.

Additional Perceptions

The staff expressed concern about the lack of creative and fine arts (art, music, dance,

and drama), alternative methods of learning, and self-expression beyond traditional academic
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realms.  Fine arts were often areas where students who were struggling in school could strive.

Also, many of these students were from low-income homes and would not have many

opportunities for an artistic pursuit on their own.

The teachers indicated that the principal has done a great job keeping the label

“dumping ground” away from the public.  He helped other schools in the district to have an

improved understanding of the kinds of things that alternative programs were designed to do.

Misconceptions made it more difficult for the alternative program to negotiate with the base

school’s claim on any individual student, even if that student who was failing in a traditional

setting were finally seeing both academic and personal success in the alternative program.

As one teacher said, “We just need to keep some kids for the entire year.  When students go

back many get targeted, when what they really need is a lot of forgiveness.  Some students

need a program like this year round, with individual attention, a small school, and small

classes.”  While teachers admitted that “some students have left alternative programs and

have come back that never should have left … still, to label all students from an alternative

program is not right.”  Another teacher added, “All teachers need to do time in a school like

this.  Some of these students have been written off for life.”

One of the strengths of HSS seemed to lie in the entire staff’s unwillingness to see

these students as problems.  As one teacher put it, “Failure stories we take to heart.”  They

saw the students as young people whose lives kept them from learning some basic social

skills that most others acquired at a young age.  “Students here have a lot to deal with,” one

teacher commented.  “Some of the things these students have done that got them placed here

are part of being a kid – they make mistakes.”  Their goal was always to increase self-esteem

while improving behavioral self-control.  Yet HSS’s success with the students depended
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heavily on the unity of the staff and the focus on the student rather than solely on increased

structure.  Many aspects of HSS worked effectively because of the individual implementing

them and could easily be abused in another setting with a different staff.

The dedication of these teachers was impressive, but the intensity of efforts required

to work effectively with inadequate curriculum, instructional materials and equipment--along

with some of the most challenging students--made teaching extremely taxing.  Very few of

the teachers had formal training to work with students who had so many academic,

behavioral, and social needs.  Yet they negotiated these hurdles with both dignity and

dedication.  Thus their own assessment of a need for more training and guidance was

significant.  The teachers believed that the most important quality was having the capacity to

care about students who were not always easy to love.  Staff needed to see students’

potential, even among those who were the most difficult to reach.  They had to understand

the balance of structure, high expectations, and flexibility required to keep these students in

school and learning.

Students’ Perceptions

The interviews with students provided insights that further enabled the researcher to

understand the day-to-day operations at HSS.  Most of the comments from students seemed

to apply to the way things were rather than the way they hoped things would be.

When asked what they liked about HSS, students made the following comments:

1. Hawthorne teachers can give help when we need it.

2. Before I came to Hawthorne I was out of school a lot, made bad grades and didn’t
understand the work.  In Hawthorne, teachers explain the work to me.  They call and
check on me if I am absent and come and pick me up if necessary.  If I don’t finish my
work in class, I can make it up.  In my other school, when I came back to school after
being out, I was sent to another room to make up the work I missed.  While I was in the
room, I was missing what was going on with my class, so I was still behind.
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3. Whenever somebody gets into a fight, we stop and talk about it. We learn to keep cool
and to be honest, respectful, and responsible.  We learn to use words instead of action to
solve problems.

4. We don’t just sit around. We are always busy.

5. We get to make a lot of choices.

6. Before I came to Hawthorne, I hated school.  Now I understand more about the way
school is, how to make friends, and how to make decisions.

7. People here don’t shun you.  They help you.

8. We get more attention from teachers here because there are fewer students.

9. Students help each other.

10. Even when we have family problems, we can get help from teachers.
Teachers care and try to help, even with problems at home.  They don’t gossip, so
students can develop a real friendship relationship. Teachers at Hawthorne have a sense
of humor … every once in awhile you just have to laugh.  The sensitivity, friendship, and
personal attention teachers at Hawthorne offer to students is highly valued.

Academic Achievement

The students cited the school’s atmosphere as a major contributor to their success.  The

students noted that their attitudes toward school had changed markedly.  Most students felt

they were learning more and identified the “friendliness” and “family-like” atmosphere of the

school as contributing to their educational development.  The willingness of faculty to work

with students in their efforts to master difficult subject matter also was appreciated.  In the

words of one student, “I don’t have to be scared about not doing homework or not

understanding the material.  Teachers take the time to work individually with students.”  One

student said, “I would recommend this program to other friends. I would say, ‘It’s a good

program. Teachers take the time to help you and tell you how to do something if it’s real hard

to do.”  When asked what he would change about Hawthorne, the student replied, “Nothing.
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I would keep it the same.  It is a good program now.  Why would I want to change

anything?”

The students reported that, although some base school classroom teachers were like those

in HSS, some did not care about students. The students continued by saying that some

teachers required students to take notes while they sat behind their desks not helping.

Teachers in the HSS program would put notes on the board, explain what they meant, and

then ask students questions to check for understanding.

Another student said,

They care about us and help us a lot. If we have trouble with a course, they give us their
full attention.  If I am out, they call, and they trust me when I am out to tell them the
truth.

Another student talked about how one of the teachers on staff kept after him to come

back to school.  He had dropped out and was working in a fast food restaurant. He had

learned by then that, in order to get a good job, he needed a diploma.  He said he had nothing

growing up and now he had a chance to have something one day.  He said many of his

friends were dropping out, working in a mill, working in construction, or selling

drugs.  He said he learned from his brother’s mistake.  He remarked that he was graduating

and planning to go to a community college in the fall, but he still remembered things about

himself 5 years ago.  He did not think about the future then. He did a lot of things like

smoking and drinking beer that he did not do any more.

Students reported they benefited more from HSS than they did from their former

school.  All but one of those interviewed said they were making better progress and were

learning more.  Reasons for improvements, they said, were “better grades,” “good feedback

from teachers,” and “just feeling it.”  Most students reported that their attitude toward school
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and teachers had changed since being assigned to HSS.  They expressed the feeling that their

experience at HSS was much better than they had anticipated prior to enrolling.  In the words

of one student,

It’s not like you’re really in school, it’s like you’re coming to school, but it is not like
other schools.  You do not have teachers on your back all the time.  It’s a lot easier.
It’s quiet – you don’t have to worry about kids running up and down yelling, like at a
regular school where they’re running down the hall and other stuff.

The presence of committed administrators, faculty, and staff was repeatedly

mentioned by students as a critical element in HSS success.  As one student said,

It makes me feel pretty good knowing that there are people who take time to help me
do something or pass something.  I am learning.  Here it is quieter than in my base
school, and teachers can say, how are you doing? And give you help if you need it.

  In pointing out differences between her base school and a particular alternative

program, one student said,

The teachers are different.  They care and try to help you, even with problems at
home; . . . .  students can develop a real friendship relationship, and they have a sense
of humor . . . . every once in a while you just have to laugh . . . .  Teachers bond with
us, support us during difficult times, and are sincere.  We recognize sincerity.

Students felt that HSS teachers “are all cool.”  Students’ perceptions were that HSS

teachers were easier to get to know than teachers in other schools, many of whom they

perceived to be “on a power trip.”

The HSS program allowed students a second opportunity to get an education they

otherwise might not have been able to get.  Until this program existed, students who could

not make it in the regular classroom were put out of school with no other options.  The

strength of HSS is that teachers taught in whatever way each student needed to learn.  A

student could ask questions without being embarrassed, and the classes were more informal.
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Students felt that the curriculum enabled them to continue their progress.  They were

able to get help, and the work seemed easier.  Students felt that the organizational structure of

the school enabled them to continue the same curriculum as their base schools.  Their

perception of the curriculum was excellent.

Students’ perceptions of the presence of caring and committed administrators, faculty,

and staff were repeatedly mentioned as a critical element in the success of programs at HSS.

The students felt that administrators were there for them.  They made the school inviting for

all students.  The students felt that the staff had high expectations for all students attending

HSS.

Social Behavior

Students stated that the staff tried to talk them into improving their behavior and class

work.  They would not give up on the students.  To the students, the messages communicated

by teachers translated as, “We believe in you; we care about you; you are a valuable person;

we want you to have a good life and we believe you want that too; school matters. It works.”

Another student indicated that the staff at HSS helped her, whether she got stuck on

academic or personal problems.  She had been getting into all types of trouble in the base

school.  She said the program was like a big family and everyone in it got along. She said the

program taught students that they could get along with all kinds of people.  In the base

school, this student said she experienced too many conflicts and that it was difficult for her to

concentrate on her work.  She said that most students in regular classrooms only did enough

to get by.  She said, at HSS, one of the teachers had really taken her problems to heart and

worked hard to see her graduate.
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Another student, who said she was placed at HSS as a sophomore, said she got behind in

school largely because she associated with the wrong crowd. She said the staff worked better

with her, even calling her if she was absent to see why she was not in school.  She said it was

easier for her to concentrate on her schoolwork in the program because there were not so

many students as in a regular classroom.  She said another thing that helped her is that “ it is

stricter, more structured, and there is love.”

The school’s atmosphere was viewed as congenial by students. The differences of

opinion that did arise were mostly “just normal high and middle school stuff.”  According to

students, few fights occurred, and those that did take place were dealt with swiftly. Students

noted that parents generally liked the school and their enrollment in it; however, one student

reported his parents disliked the “alternative school” label when it was attached in a

stigmatizing way to both the school and its students.  Most students said they would

recommend HSS to other students, but one student resisted recommending it to “too many

others, because then the school might become overcrowded.”

Self-Esteem

Most students interviewed reported that their attitudes toward school and teachers had

changed since being assigned to HSS.  They expressed the feeling that their experience at

HSS was much better than they had anticipated prior to their assignment there.

Students perceived teachers as people they could trust and talk to.  Students felt that

they could trust their teachers with confidential information.  If something personal was

shared, teachers at HSS would not discuss it with other teachers.  Teachers would call to

check on students if they were absent and would pick them up if necessary.  If work was not

completed during regular class, it could be made up. Students indicated that, when problems
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occurred, they could stop and talk about it.  They reported that they learned to keep cool and

to be honest, respectful, and responsible.  They learn to use words instead of actions to solve

problems.

The students perceived the school as being a small environment where they could get

to know and interact with everybody.  They felt that more learning took place because of the

small teacher-pupil ratio.  They received more individualized assistance in their studies.

They were pleased that, when disruptions occurred, the teachers kept them from getting out

of control.

Some students indicated that leaving old friends was acceptable because they saw

them every day on the bus or at their base school while waiting for bus transportation to HSS.

Others said they missed a lot of their friends and did not get to see them every day, but they

saw a few of them after school.  Students were happy to be at HSS because it provided them

a second chance to complete high school and earn their diplomas.

Students’ Perceptions of Needed Improvements

The students felt that the entire school needed to be remodeled.  The school was a

two-story building that was in good condition, having large rooms with hardwood floors.

Window air conditioners were used to cool the building.  However, the bathrooms were

located in a separate building.  Many of the students expressed concern about having to go

outside when the weather was inclement.  The students felt that the entire school needed to

be equipped with the same facilities as their base schools.

It was the perception of the students that the current child nutrition program served

leftover food from other schools that was transported to HSS.  The building contained a

cafeteria, but it was not equipped for cooking meals for the students.
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The perception of the physical education program was that it was better than that of

the high schools.  This was attributed to all the equipment that had been donated to the

physical education department and the organization of the activities by the physical education

teacher.  They felt that the program was challenging and enjoyable.  The class exposed them

to activities that they could use through their adulthood.

Students cited that the alternative school was lacking in computers, science

laboratories, and equipment in the industrial arts class. Computers were available but not for

each student in the class.  Books and other materials were plentiful.

Summary

During my study at HSS, students appeared to be focused and happy.  They seemed

to be very enthusiastic about being in the program.  Students were observed working

individually, in small groups, and in teams.  They were engaged in the educational process.

Students were allowed to make a lot of decisions at HSS and received more attention because

of the small population.

Students reported that the conditions in the program were different from what they

experienced previously in regular classrooms.  The involvement of staff with students was

much more intense than in a typical school. However, they reported that the staff set high

expectations for them.  Even when students failed to meet these expectations, they were

treated with the same respect, caring, and concern they received when things went well. It

was during this time that teachers worked with them individually to understand what went

wrong and what they needed to do to improve.  Students reported that the staff encouraged

them to do their personal best and discouraged talking about failure or not being able to do

the work.
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Students seemed to be accustomed to being expected to show respect toward their

teachers and administrators.  What stood out about HSS was the number of students who

respected their teachers and administrators.  It was evident when students were seen

interacting with teachers and administrators throughout the days I spent at HSS.

Additional On-Site Observations

I noted that a lack of coordination and communication between the base schools and

HSS was a major problem.  The base school assumed no accountability and limited if any

responsibility for students once they left. They provided little if any transitional support when

students returned to the base school.  Therefore, students who were assigned to HSS and

improved their behavior and caught up academically often returned to the same conditions in

their base schools that caused them to have problems and be assigned to HSS.  It was no

surprise that many students either did not want to return to their base school or, if they did,

they continued to have disciplinary and academic problems, and failed again, returned to

HSS, or dropped out of school entirely.

Although HSS teachers and administrators expressed concern about the lack of

communication, support and coordination with the base schools, some middle and high

school teachers and administrators expressed concerns about lack of communication from

HSS. One teacher who was interviewed stated that teachers from the base school felt that

students had a lot of fun at HSS.  HSS staff and students felt that many base school educators

perceive them negatively and often resented the students having an opportunity to continue

their education.

Administrators should continue to work with their referring schools and HSS to

develop structures and procedures that will lead to better communication and collaboration
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among all schools in meeting the needs of all students assigned to HSS.  Administrators at

HSS should communicate with the referring principals when students were not admitted to

HSS about the reasons why they were not admitted.  Standards and academic expectations

for HSS students should be clearly communicated to all educators of the feeder middle and

high schools in an effort to ensure that academic rigor, with appropriate support, are built

into the program.

The principal at HSS attracted fully licensed teachers.  The teachers’ content

knowledge was strong.  Although the staff was licensed in the grade levels and subjects

taught, finding and retaining teachers who were prepared to work with the student population

continued to be a challenge for HSS.

Feedback provided by HSS staff indicated that their effectiveness centered on their

ability to teach diverse learners, to manage student behavior, and to be patient caring persons.

A focused mission and program philosophy enabled HSS to have a strong program in spite of

persistent and difficult obstacles. The presence of caring and committed administrators,

faculty, and staff was repeatedly mentioned by students as a critical element in HSS’s-

success.  Many of those interviewed specifically cited the leadership of the school’s

principal.

School leadership was recognized as an important aspect of HSS. Staff members

pointed to the enthusiasm and commitment of the leadership that enabled the program to

address its mission.  From the many visits to HSS, it was observed that the staff and students

had a close relationship.  Students and staff respected each other.  There were many

programs in place that helped bring the group together and foster a family-like atmosphere.

An important priority in the classroom was creating a sense of belonging. At times during the
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day, there were group meetings around a big table.  Sometimes the discussion was necessary

to process inappropriate behavior, and other times academic work was conducted in small

groups.

Instructional staff varied in their expectations for student outcomes.  Several staff

members expected the same personal outcomes and behavior they would from base school

students.  Other teachers felt it would be unrealistic to expect the same level of performance

and outcomes from all students and that demonstration of student effort was a hallmark of

success.

Students’ misperception of HSS was cited as an ongoing concern. Students said that

the program did not turn out to be what they expected when they first started.  By reputation,

the school was supposed to be the “bad school” with “bad kids.”  Students pointed out that

the teachers were different.  “They care and try to help, even with problems at home.  They

do not gossip, so students can develop a real friendship relationship.  Teachers at HSS have a

sense of humor … every once in a while you just have to laugh.”

The students at HSS were seriously at risk of academic failure and dropping out of

school before being assigned there.  Helping these children to turn their circumstances

around into more successful directions took intensive interventions.  Even those who

considered the HSS program expensive admitted that students like those in the program

would never receive the help they need in large, regular classes.  Because of the severity of

students’ needs, a minimum of 1 year in the program was a realistic requirement.  It took

years of harmful circumstances and experiences to produce the needs these children had.

Turning their lives around would happen quickly but would take time and skillful caring and

deliberate action.
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Students reported that the conditions at HSS were different from what they

experienced previously in regular classrooms.  The involvement of staff with students was

much more intense than in a typical school.  However, they reported that the staff set high

expectations for them.  When students failed to meet these expectations, they reported being

treated with the same respect, caring, and concern they received when things were going

well.  It was at such times that HSS staff members worked with students individually to help

them understand what went wrong and what they needed to do to improve.  Students

indicated that staff members encouraged them to do their personal best and discouraged their

talking about failure or not being able to do the work.

The staff involved themselves in the student’s lives both inside and outside of school.

Numerous examples were given of staff being available when students needed some support.

While there was a strong academic component, there was also attention to the social and

emotional needs of the students.  Numerous instances were described where HSS staff

searched out young dropouts by locating them on the streets, at church, at recreation

facilities, and at their places of employment in order to talk them into coming back to school.

They would not give up on these young people.
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CHAPTER 6. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS, CONCLUSION, DISCUSSION

AND IMPLICATIONS

Summary of Findings

This study investigated the perceptions of administrators, faculty, staff, and students

regarding their experiences and observed conditions in an alternative school for disruptive

students in a rural school district in North Carolina. To determine patterns and themes from

the interviews and observations, three research questions were used to guide the flow of the

study:

1. How do students in alternative learning programs experience schooling and what

meanings do they attach to these experiences?

2. What do students perceive to be the impacts of the alternative learning programs on

their academic achievement, self-esteem, and social behavior?

3. What do teachers, guidance counselors, and school administrators perceive to be

the impacts of the alternative learning programs on student academic performance, self-

esteem, and social behavior?

A review of the transcribed interviews revealed specific findings from the study.  The

findings from the research are discussed below.

1. How do students in alternative learning programs experience schooling and

what meanings do they attach to these experiences?

Finding 1. The students noted that their attitudes toward school had changed

markedly.  Most students felt they were learning more, and cited the “friendliness” and

“family-like” atmosphere of the school as contributors to their educational development.  The
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willingness of the faculty to work with students in their efforts to master difficult subject

matter also was appreciated.

Finding 2. Students repeatedly mentioned the presence of committed administrators

and teachers as a critical element in their success at HSS.  The students perceived the school

as being a small environment where they could get to know and interact with everybody.

Students perceived teachers as being people they could trust and talk to.  Students felt that

they could trust their teachers with confidential information.  If something personal was

shared, teachers would not discuss it with others. The students stated that the counselor

assisted them with solving their problems.

Finding 3.  The HSS program allowed students a second opportunity to get an

education they otherwise might not have been able to get.  Until this program existed,

students who could not make it in the regular classroom were out of school and had no

option.  The strength of HSS was that teachers taught in whatever way students needed to

learn.  A student could ask questions without being embarrassed, and the classes were more

informal.

Finding 4.  The students identified small class sizes as one of the positive features of

HSS.  Small class sizes enabled teachers to provide individualized instruction as a basic

strategy for teaching.  In addition, small class sizes enabled teachers to create a sense of

family for students, to provide a wide variety of hands-on learning experiences and to get to

know each student as an individual with unique capabilities as well as needs.

2. What do students perceive to be the impacts of the alternative learning

programs on their academic achievement, self-esteem, and social behavior?
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Finding 1.  Students reported they were benefiting more from HSS than they were

from their base school. Students said they were making better progress academically and

were learning more.  They were making better grades and receiving good feedback from

teachers about their academic performance. They expressed the feeling that their experiences

at HSS were much better than they had anticipated prior to enrolling.

Finding 2.  Students continually cited the presence of committed administrators as a

crucial element of their academic achievement at HSS. The students felt that administrators

were there for them.  They made the school inviting for all students.  The students felt that

the staff had high expectations for all students attending HSS.

Finding 3.  The major focus of HSS was academic achievement.  Students were

expected to follow the same curriculum as their peers in the base school.  In addition, all

students had to work toward the goal of passing the end-of-year test required for all students

in the state. The students felt that more learning took place because of the small teacher-pupil

ratio.  They received more individualized assistance in their studies.  The school’s

atmosphere was viewed as congenial. The students indicated that very few fights occurred,

and those that did take place were dealt with swiftly.  They felt that the faculty and staff

believed in them.  The staff sought to talk students into improving their behavior.  They

would not give up on the students.  Students noted that they were treated as young adults,

they had more interesting things to do, and they were not always being watched.

Finding 4.  For many of the students attending HSS, leaving friends was acceptable

because they saw them every day on the bus or at their base school.  Others said they missed

a lot of their friends because they did not get to see them every day. Students were happy to
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be at HSS because the atmosphere provided them with a second chance to complete high

school and earn their diplomas.

Finding 5.  Students had mixed perceptions about being placed at HSS.

3. What do teachers, guidance counselors, and school administrators perceive to be

the impacts of the alternative learning programs on student academic performance, self-

esteem, and social behavior?

Finding 1.  Flexible teacher roles and program autonomy were evident. Because of

the distinctive mission of the HSS programs and the concept of school as a family, teachers,

counselors, and administrators played a broader and more flexible role than did teachers in

traditional programs.

Teachers served as advisors to small groups of students. In addition to teaching basic

academic subjects, teachers worked with students in whatever area of need they brought with

them to HSS. For example, some teachers assisted with counseling to help students with

anger control. Some teachers provided extra tutoring to assist students with deficiencies in

reading. Some teachers worked with students to help them understand the importance of

developing appropriate social behavior because inappropriate behavior would keep them

from progressing when they returned to the regular school program.

Finding 2. The major focus of HSS was academic achievement. Students followed the

same curriculum as their peers in the base school. In addition, all students had to work

toward the goal of passing the end-of-year test required for all students in the state.

Finding 3. Class sizes reached a maximum of a 8:10 student:teacher ratio in order to

provide for a great deal of small-group and individual activities. Administrators, teachers,
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staff members, and students indicated small class sizes as one of the unique and positive

features of HSS.

Finding 4. HSS was established as a full-day program in a rich and supportive

environment.

Finding 5.  Building positive self-esteem was an integral part of the HSS program.

Teachers made a concerted effort to build positive self-esteem. Students who progressed

academically, socially, or emotionally were rewarded frequently for their progress toward a

specified goal. The use of praise was the strategy used most frequently to encourage self-

esteem.

In addition to praise, students were rewarded for doing positive deeds such as

showing acts of kindness, demonstrating courage, or showing concern for others. Unassigned

acts of citizenship, cooperation, sharing, and helping were also recognized and rewarded.

Classroom teachers routinely awarded certificates and special treats for positive behavior or

improvement in specified areas.

Classroom teachers used a variety of strategies to foster positive self-esteem. For

example, one teacher indicated that once each month students were rewarded for improved

attendance, high academic achievement, and positive social behavior. Another teacher

developed a system whereby students could earn merit points for positive behavior. All in all,

the focus on self-esteem was designed to help students develop a feeling of self-importance

and learn how to make the right choices.

Finding 6. Teachers noted that students were making progress academically and

socially as expected. However, they believed that some students who were sent back to the

base school did not get the reinforcement they needed to maintain their change of behavior.
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Therefore, these students were recycled back and forth through HSS until they became

dropouts.

Generally, administrators and teachers noted that the difference between progress and

no progress was the individual student’s attitude. Students who took responsibility for their

own actions were progressing because they set high goals for themselves and worked hard to

achieve their goals. These were the students who really wanted to return to their base school.

Findings 7.  Students moved quietly about the halls. Classrooms were focused centers

of learning, and everyone seemed very clear as to what was their role and function.  There

was an obvious sense of care and belief in the students at HSS.  One did not get the sense that

these were students who historically frightened both adults and other students in another

setting.  They were not menacing to this environment, nor were they anomalies.  Thus, one

responds to them as one might a typical student, who did not have the record most of these

students had.

Finding 8.  The dedication of the teachers was impressive. However, the intensity of

efforts required to work effectively with an inadequate curriculum, inadequate instructional

materials and substandard equipment, along with some of the most challenging students,

made teaching at HSS extremely taxing.  Very few of the teachers had formal training to

work with students who had so many academic, behavioral, and social needs.  The teachers

stated that the most important quality was having the capacity to care about students who

were not always easy to love. Staff must see student potential, even among the most difficult

to reach.  They must understand the balance of structure, high expectations, and flexibility

required to keep these students in school and learning.
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Finding 9.  Administrators, teachers, and staff had a wide range of recommendations

for the improvement of restructuring of HSS. These recommendations for improvement were

evident. The need for an increased budget for New Standard equipment and supplies was

identified. A change in course offerings to include some additional, vocational courses was

recommended. Improving testing procedures, providing more flexibility in the instructional

setting, purchasing more computers, and maintaining a more experienced staff were other

recommendations.

Additional recommendations included opening the doors of HSS as an alternative

setting to disruptive students in the lower grades, providing more time for communication

among staff members, and recruiting teachers who had a genuine love for students with

special needs and the experience required to work with these students.

Conclusions

The study investigated the perceptions and observations of students and staff

regarding their experiences in an alternative learning program in a rural school district in

North Carolina. Data were gathered from interviews with administrators, students, and staff

and from observations made during routine visits to the school. Results revealed nine major

findings from the perceptions of staff and students. Based on these findings, the researcher

concluded that certain features associated with effective alternative schools for disruptive

students were present at HSS. These features were supported in the literature review and in

the interviews with administrators, faculty, staff, and students at HSS, including:

 1. A clear mission.

 2. A smaller student:teacher ratio than that of the base school.
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 3. A more informal, personal relationship between teachers and students, and a family

atmosphere.

 4. A committed staff who counsel, mentor, and tutor the students.

 5. High standards for behavior, attendance, and performance along with an emphasis

on individual accountability and responsibility.

 6. A curriculum that was described as “hands-on,” that made connections between the

disciplines and between the school and the community or the world of work.

7. A flexible schedule that allowed students to work at their own pace.

In addition, HSS was cited for an award as an Exemplary Alternative School by the

North Carolina Department of Education. A review of field notes of observations made

during routine visits to the school supported the findings from the interviews with

administrators, faculty, staff, and students. Therefore, I concluded that the goals of HSS as an

alternative school for disruptive students were met and that the school was operating at a

level commensurate with guidelines and recommendations found in the review of literature

on alternative schools.

I would recommend that the staff at HSS continue developing an accountability plan

and document all outcomes from the time students enter HSS until they leave.  These

students deserve the same kind of accountability from educators as other students.  As an

educator, I recognize that these students are among the most challenging to educate and to

keep in school.

Valuable instructional time is lost each time a different teacher has to begin with a

new student and figure out where to start.  Each student needs well-designed, individualized

interventions, plans that are used to guide educational decisions, and HSS needs to stick with
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each student until he or she makes a specified amount of progress.  The principal indicated

that, the longer students are enrolled, the better their school-related outcomes.  Student

progress needs to be stabilized before they are returned to the regular school setting.  Some

students may need to remain at HSS.  When students are returned to their base schools they

need appropriate supports so that they may continue their progress instead of throwing them

back into the same conditions in which they failed the first time.  We will never solve the

problem of improving outcomes for at-risk youth until we address the joint responsibility that

is needed between base schools and HSS for each student to succeed.

I recommend that maximum times be set for lengths of bus rides for students and that

strategies be developed to work within those limits so that students do not have to cut their

school day short or exhaust themselves with excessively long bus rides.

I was impressed with the exciting program being offered disruptive students at HSS.

They had programs that provided individuals intensive interventions in both academic and

behavior/emotional areas.  Since students at HSS had multiple problems, including poor

decision-making and problem-solving skills, individual counseling and small group work

played a major role in the success of the educational program.

It was noted that most of the students at HSS were below grade level.  The

administrators and staff had excellent programs in place to help meet the needs of these

students.  Any hope of future success in work or post secondary education setting is best

assured by academic success and high school graduation.
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Discussion

Disruptive students were considered to be a major problem facing the classrooms in

this North Carolina school system. Disruptive students exhibited many kinds of behaviors

considered inappropriate, from talking back to the teacher to fighting and other serious,

disturbing and potentially violent behaviors. According to teachers’ perceptions, a small

number of students were disrupting many classrooms so that the learning of other students

was suffering. Even if disruptive students were not considered as a threat to the safety of

others, their disruptive behavior forced many teachers to spend an inordinate amount of time

dealing with the behavior of a few students, often to the detriment of the majority of the

class. Suspending or expelling the more serious disruptive students was not an answer to the

problem. Although it eliminated them from the classroom, it also meant that the students

were lost to the educational system. It also meant that they were lost to a secure future and

were put into a position of being additional problems for the society at large.

HSS served high school students and a limited number of students in the middle

grades. Throughout the interview process, it was clear that many participants perceived that

programs needed to be developed in the elementary and middle schools as well. There are no

state grants for such programs, and the cost for implementing such interventions are

substantial. Equally important, at the time of this study, there were no state support groups

that could provide assistance to any school system that desired to develop such programs for

disruptive students.

  Implications

This study has implications for districts wishing to implement alternative schools for

disruptive students. Alternative schooling for disruptive students meets the variety of
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students and family needs and the social behaviors required for youth in today’s world.

Alternative schooling for disruptive students offers school and community leaders the

opportunity to fulfill their legal responsibility to provide equal access to education for all

students.

Defining the school’s goals is one of the first and most important aspects of

implementing an alternative school for at-risk students. In defining goals, it is important to

determine, ideally, what students are expected to accomplish. Some of the common goals for

students at HSS included mastery of grade-level basic academic skills, reentry in a base

school, acquisition of job skills, ability to stay drug and alcohol free, and ability to become a

contributing member of the community.

Establishing specific enrollment criteria is a second concern. Alternative schools for

disruptive students make provisions for students who are historically disruptive. In addition,

students who are considered a threat to the safety of others may also be enrolled, even though

they may have only one offense or referral. Like other schools, it is important for the

alternative school to have a certain age and grade range for students to be enrolled.

Specific entry procedures are necessary and should include specific steps to be

followed, including teacher referrals, recommendations from counselors, or

recommendations from other administrators. An assessment for drug and alcohol use should

be a part of the process. Each student should be tested to determine his or her academic level

and other specific academic needs.

The staff should be committed individuals who have training in such areas as

behavior management, anger control, and adult education. Training for teachers and staff

should be an ongoing aspect of the alternative school program.
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Consideration should be given to the location of the school. A separate location may

help the school establish its own culture and identity. Students who find it difficult to survive

appropriately in the base school setting may feel more comfortable in a nontraditional setting

such as a small, rural building in an isolated location far away from any shopping centers or

convenience stores.

Parents should be involved in the daily operations of the school through letters sent to

homes, parent conferences, and other parent involvement strategies. Alternative schools may

also benefit from connecting with business and community groups for funds, involvement,

and career-related opportunities such as donating cash, in-kind goods and services, speaking

to classes, demonstrating trades and skills, and offering job shadowing opportunities.

Most importantly, documenting and publicizing results from the alternative school

may decrease chances that the school will become stigmatized. The more support school

personnel can generate from others outside the school, the better off it will be. The public

should be made aware of the success rate of all aspects of the school.
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Appendix A

Interview Guide for Staff

1.  How long have you been at this school?

2.  What are the goals and expectations for student academic performance at this school?

3.  Please describe the major techniques that are being used to encourage students to develop
positive self-esteem and acceptable social behavior?

4.  What progress do you see in your students during their stay at this school academic
performance, behavior, and relationships with peers?

5.  What provisions are made for working with parents in this setting?

6.  What do you like best about working at this school?

7.  What changes would you make in this school if you were given an opportunity to do so?

8.  How would you remove the barriers that impede your progress?

9.  Based on your experiences as a teacher in this school, what recommendations would you
offer other educators about working with at-risk students?

10.  Is there anything else that you would like to tell me relative to your work satisfaction or
students’ progress in your school setting? Please add any information that you feel might
be pertinent to this study.
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Appendix B

Interview Guide for Students

1.  How long have you been at this school?

2.  Why did you come to this school? (Probe questions: Was there an event or specific
problem that forced you to leave your base school? If you dropped out of your base
school, why did you decide to return to this school?).

3.  Please tell me about this school? How is it different from your base school?

4.  Tell me about your teachers. Who is your favorite teacher and why?

5.  What types of interactions have you had with the guidance counselor?

6.  How would you describe the principal at this school?

7.  You have already described the situation that brought you to this school. How do you
     feel about how your teachers, guidance counselors, and your principal have helped you
     deal with your problems?

8.  How have you progressed personally during your time at this school (probe: academic,
self-esteem, social relationships)?

9.   How do your parents feel about your being at this school?

10.  Please describe your best experience at this school.

11.  Please describe your worst experience at this school.

12.   How would you change this school to make it better?

13.   Is there anything else that you would like to add?
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Appendix C

North Carolina State University
INFORMED CONSENT FORM

Title of Study STUDENTS’ AND STAFF MEMBERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF AN
ALTERNATIVE SCHOOL FOR DISRUPTIVE STUDENTS IN A RURAL
SCHOOL SETTING IN NORTH CAROLINA: A CASE STUDY

Principal Investigator Abram Liles Faculty Sponsor      Dr. Paul F. Bitting

You are invited to participate in a research study.  The purpose of the study is to
investigate the perceptions of students and staff regarding their experiences in an alternative
learning program in a rural school district in North Carolina.  The research will involve two
data gathering techniques: onsite interviews and observations.  The researcher wants to know
(a) how students and staff in the alternative learning programs experience schooling and what
meanings do they attach to these experiences: (b) what disruptive students perceive as the
major impact of the alternative learning program on their self-esteem, and social behavior,
and (c) what staff members perceive as the major impact of the alternative learning programs
on students’ self-esteem, and social behavior.  Findings from the study will be used to answer
three research questions relative to the alternative education programs for disruptive students
and to make recommendations for program improvements.

INFORMATION
1. List procedures, preferably in chronological order, which will be employed in the

study.
• Researcher will get permission from the Superintendent to do the study in his

school district.
• Researcher will get permission from the Principal to do the study in his school.
• Students and staff will volunteer to participate in the study.
• The Researcher will interview students.
• The Researcher will interview staff members.
• Researcher will use tape recorder and onsite observations to collect data.
• The Researcher will transcribe all tapes.

2. State the amount of time required of the subject per session and for the duration of
the study.

• Students and staff’s interviews will last no more than sixty minutes.
• Students and staff will be interviewed once.

RISKS
There are not any risks or discomforts from the procedures or measures used in the study.
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BENEFITS
Findings from the study will be used to answer three research questions relative to the
alternative education programs for disruptive students and to make recommendations for
program improvements.

CONFIDENTIALITY
The information in the study records will be kept strictly confidential.  Data will be
stored securely and will be made available only to persons conducting the study unless
you specifically give permission in writing to do otherwise.  No reference will be made
in oral or written reports which could link you to the study.

COMPENSATION
Compensation will not be provided for participation in this study.

EMERGENCY MEDICAL TREATMENT
“N/A”

CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact
the researcher, Abram Liles, at Granville County Schools, 101 Delacroix Street,
Oxford, North Carolina 27565, or 919-693-4613.  If 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 if 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 (919/515-7856) or Mr. Matthew Ronning, Assistant Vice Chancellor,
Research Administration, Box 7514, NCSU Campus (919.515-2148).

PARTICIPATION
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 and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you
withdraw from the study before data collection is completed your data will be returned
to you or destroyed.

CONSENT
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 ______________

Investigator’s signature __________________________________ Date ______________
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