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In this case study, the impact of Check & Connect on the first semester
reintegration experiences of a cohort of high school students who had returned from a
disciplinary alternative educational placement was examined. Archialsiateys,
and interviews were used to compare the students’ experiences, academic and
behavioral performance, and attendance, to a cohort of control students who returned
to schools lacking the intervention and a group of students who remained at the
alternative placement. Interviews were also conducted with the intenventio
implementers (monitors), a sample of the intervention participants’ tsactmet the
administrators who oversaw the intervention. These interviews allowed forea mor
thorough examination of the experiences, opinions, and perceptions of Check &
Connect’s value to the educational experience.

Quantitative data collected showed that while both groups of students who left
the alternative school experienced declines in their academic perforrttandecline
was greatest among students with longer established academic and laéhavior
difficulties. Students with IEPs or 504 Plans had a higher average decline tihan the

nondisabled peers. Improvements in the number of absences and behavioras referral



were seen with the majority of the intervention students. Results among the control
students were mixed.

Interviews indicated that the intervention participants experienced a stronge
connection to their school that was frequently attributed to the use of Check &
Connect. Many felt that the intervention, particularly their relationshigs tivée
monitors, had provided them opportunities to succeed that they might not have had
otherwise. Control students, and students who remained at the alternative program,
expressed an interest in developing a similar connection with an adult in tieafssc
School staff interviewed believed that the benefits of Check & Connect may not be
immediately evident in the quantitative data, but that the relationships mademetwe
the students and monitors were potentially beneficial. Teachers found the atiditiona
information provided helpful and frequently requested greater sharing of resourc
Administrators believed that the positive adult relationships formed between the

monitor and students reduced the likelihood of eventual school dropout.
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CHAPTER |: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Education is often viewed as the key to economic and personal fulfillment. In

spite of this view, not all youth succeed within the conventional educational

paradigm. Many children with disabilities receive an experience modiied b

technique, expectation, or environment. Others are educated in alternatngs sett
administered by the local education system. These students, frequently due to
behavioral reasons, have been placed outside of the mainstream, conventional school
environment.

Kleiner, Porch, and Farris (2002) stated that approximately 612,000 students
are educated in alternative educational programs. This comprises rawgfitlypf the
total student population. According to Guerin and Denti (1999), these students are
disproportionately poor, disabled, bilingual, and from minority groups. While
enrolled in these programs, students attend classes of, on average, 12-15 students
(Ruzzi & Kraemer, 2006), with significant amounts of academic and behavioral
support. In these environments, many are able to improve their academic paderm
and begin to exhibit more appropriate behaviors.

Many of the students in the alternative educational population possess high
incidence disabilities, which include specific learning disability, emoltiona
disturbance, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (Foley & R20§6;

Gorney & Ysseldyke, 1993). Lehr, Moreau, Lange, and Lanners (2004) reported that
12% of the alternative education students in a 33 state survey were identified as
students with disabilities and more than 60% of the students demonstrated learning
difficulties not attributed to a documented disability. Individual state rephdw a

wide range of disability prevalence, with a high of 87%, in some alternative



educational programs (Cortez & Montecel, 1999; Hasazi et al., 2001; Moore et al.,
2005).

Ultimately, it is the student’s “at-risk” behavior which leads to placenment
an alternative school program. According to the National Center for Education
Statistics (Kleiner, et al., 2002), approximately half of surveyed disinidisated
that one of the following were sufficient reason for admission to theinattee
school programs: possession, distribution, or use of alcohol or drugs; physical attacks
or fights; chronic truancy; possession or use of a weapon other than a firearm;
disruptive verbal behavior; and possession or use of a firearm. In Lehr et a¥g sur
(2004), 88% of responding states indicated that their alternative education students
had exhibited problematic behaviors not attributable to a disability. Examplesef the
behaviors included a history of poor attendance, suspension or expulsion, dropout, or
involvement with the juvenile justice system.

Due to the increased cost of these alternative settings, the demand éor spac
within them, and the wider range of educational opportunities available within the
comprehensive public school, alternative school students often return to the
comprehensive public schools. Upon return, many do not experience success. Many
experience a stigma due to their past and staff may present an unwelcoming
environment for them upon their return (Kershaw & Blank, 1993). Lower levels of
academic support, greater levels of behavioral freedom, and the reintroduction of
negative peer influences may contribute to the student failing in his or henaransit
back to the comprehensive school. This failure fulfills the expectation held by man

The consequences of this failure may include failing grades, absentdesisipljnary



problems, and dropout. Each of these consequences may impact the students’ later
educational opportunities and later adult lives.
Transition Outcomes

The consequences of not graduating from high school are significant.
According to the Alliance for Excellent Education (2007a), a high school dropout
earns an average of $260,000 less over a lifetime than a graduate. Dropouts from the
Class of 2007 alone are expected to cost the nation nearly $329 billion in lost wages,
taxes, and productivity (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2007b) and more than $17
billion in Medicaid and uninsured medical costs over their lifetimes (Allifmice
Excellent Education, 2006). High school dropouts are 3.5 times more likely than
graduates to be arrested during their lifetimes (Alliance for Eeeifducation,

2003). Harlow (2003) found that 75% of state prison inmates, and 59% of federal
inmates had not completed high school.

Greene and Winters (2006) calculated that the overall dropout rate in the
United States, for the high school class of 2003, was 30%. Within this figure, the
authors noted that African-American youth had a dropout rate of 45% and Hispanic
youth 47%. In each of these subgroups, the dropout rate was approximately 10%
lower for females than males. The ten largest school districts in the ettich,
enroll more than 8% of the total public school population, failed to graduate more
than 60% of their students. These figures are based on the cohort of students expected
to graduate in 2003.

In 2002-2003, the average dropout rate for students with disabilities was

33.6% (Twenty-Seventh Annual Report to Congress, 2007). Students with emotional



disturbance had a dropout rate of 55.9%, the highest for any disability group. The
report acknowledges that only students who had formally dropped out of school were
used in these calculations. Students who have stopped attending, but who have not
formally withdrew, were not included. The actual dropout rate for students with
disabilities may be significantly higher.

The transition outcomes for students with disabilities, though improving, are
not as positive as for their non-disabled peers. Nationally representative stidies
as the National Longitudinal Transition Study 1 & 2 (NLTS 1 & 2), and the National
Adolescent and Child Treatment Study (NACTS) have shown that students with
disabilities have lower high school completion rates, levels of employment, and
postsecondary educational enroliment than their non-disabled peers (Greenbaum &
Dedrick, 1996; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). Individuals with
disabilities are also overly represented within the justice system. Quisn(2005)
reported that a disproportionate number of all youth in long-term youth correctional
facilities receive special education services. Across all staeemedian percentage
of youth with disabilities served was 33%. Of those receiving special education
services, the largest disability categories found were Emotional Basice at 47.7%
and Specific Learning Disability at 38.6%. Among adult prisoners, Harlow (2003)
reported that 66% of those without diplomas stated that they had some form of
learning disability.

Data concerning the transition outcomes of students in alternative educational
settings is sparse. In Lehr et al.’s (2004) survey, only 19 of the respondasy stat

indicated that any form of outcome data was collected. Data from individuadtdistr



is similarly limited. In Tennessee, as an example, only 15% of the stehe'sl s
districts measure the dropout, graduation, and attendance of students in alternative
education programs (Moore et al., 2005).

A high percentage of alternative educational students return to their home
schools but little is known concerning this group's transition outcomes. In a survey
conducted by Kleiner, et al (2002), 74% of responding districts stated that their
policies allowed all alternative education students to return to their comprehensive
schools. Criteria for returning included: improved attitude or behavior; student
motivation to return; approval of the alternative school staff; improved grades, and
approval of the home school administrator or counselor. Sixteen out of twenty-five
states (64%) reported that many or almost all of the students return toiarteadit
educational program after attending an alternative school. Sixty-one perceataddi
that the average length of enrollment in alternative educational settingheas
academic year or less (Lehr et al, 2004). Upon their return, the postsecondary
outcomes of alternative education students are difficult to parse out of theadggreg
data.

Numerous factors contribute to the notion that students who have returned
from alternative educational settings are at elevated risk of dropping out ng laavi
poor transition outcome. According to Kleiner, et al (2002), ethnic minority and
economic status were associated with enrollment in alternative educatioanpsogr
Their survey showed that a disproportionate number of the students enrolled in these
programs were minorities and/or met poverty criteria. Many of the students in

alternative educational settings also have high incidence disabilitiey &®&lang,



2006; Gorney & Ysseldyke, 1993). Statistics from national and state levels surveys
vary widely in the percentage of students with disabilities in alternative tezheda
settings (Lehr et al., 2004; Hasazi et al., 2001; Cortez & Montecel, 1999; Moore et
al., 2005). Others exhibit academic difficulties not attributable to a digafhiéhr et
al., 2004). The behaviors that contributed to the decision to place students in
alternative schools may also have an impact on the student’s success upon return to
their home school and within the greater community. This may influence the
perceptions of the staff at the receiving school.
Barriersto Reintegration

The educational experience within an alternative school is very diffesnt th
what is typically provided by a conventional comprehensive school. A case study
conducted by Kershaw and Blank (1993) showed that while the academic rigor
provided by the alternative school may be comparable to the home school, the support
provided by the staff was not. The small class characterized by the alestdtool
allowed the staff to develop supportive relationships with the students and modify
their instructional techniques to better suit their needs. Socially, theaditer
education experience assisted the students in improving their behavior and developing
problem solving skills. The students also stated that they felt supported by the
alternative education staff and described them, generally, as understanderd, pati
concerned, and accessible.

Students returning to a comprehensive school from an alternative educational
setting face significant barriers to reintegration. Not all schools possksgs

designed to facilitate the return of students from alternative educatiacahpnts



(Kleiner, et al, 2002). Furthermore, home school personnel may be biased towards the
returning alternative education student. Kershaw and Blank’s case $898) (
indicated that the home school personnel did not view the academic progress made
while in the alternative education setting as due to student effort. Theyomeelsthe
standards of progress and rigor of instruction provided to the students. Socially, they
stated that improvement may have been exhibited within the alternative program but
attributed it to removal from poor influences within the comprehensive school. The
alternative setting was viewed as a place to “get rid of students” whacaesmg
too many problems within the school. In most cases, the staff stated that due to the
students’ families, friends, or substance abuse problems they would “never’change
IDEA

In spite of barriers to successful reintegration of alternative school student
their home schools, federal law supports the return of many alternativeieducat
students to their comprehensive schools. Many students in alternative educational
placements are students with high incidence disabilities (Foley & Pang,Q00&y
& Ysseldyke, 1993). As such, many of the clauses within the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) apply to students in alternative settioge of
these, the Interim Alternative Education Settings (IAES) (20 U.S.C. 8§ 1415(k) can be
used to place students with disabilities temporarily, in an alternativegsdthese are
used to continue educational services while the impact of a disability on a behavioral
incident is investigated. For those students who have been placed in an alternative
setting, the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(5), clause ha

bearing on the decision to return the student to the comprehensive school. LRE



mandates that youth be educated alongside their non-disabled peers to the maximum
extent appropriate. Exclusion from regular classes can only occur when it is
determined that the disability is so severe that supplementary aids awcéseannot
allow them to be educated alongside their non-disabled peers. Based on these clauses,
a student with disabilities in an alternative education setting would have the
opportunity to return if their performance showed that they could function adequately
in the comprehensive school with the appropriate services.
Interventionsin the Field
The interim alternative education setting (IAES), 20 U.S.C. 8§ 1415(k), and

least restrictive environment (LRE), 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a)(5), clauses within,IDEA
provide for the return of students with disabilities to a comprehensive school under
certain conditions. A large percentage of alternative education studentstwiti to
their home school (Lehr et al, 2004) to uncertain outcomes. Interventions to support
the transition of students from alternative education placements back to their
comprehensive school have been advocated (Rutherford & Quinn, 1999), but limited
research on this topic has appeared in the literature. Studies involving dropout
prevention interventions have been conducted, but only a limited number possess
research designs allowing for generalizability to other groups (Lehr, rRia8selair,
& Christenson, 2003; Prevatt & Kelly, 2003).

In spite of the limited literature base, the body of research that foonse
school completion does have bearing on the reintegration of students returning from
alternative education settings. Much of the available research focuakerable

variables. These include grades, disruptive behavior, absenteeism, school policies,



school climate, parenting, sense of belonging, attitudes toward school, educational
support in the home, retention, and stressful life events (Lehr, Johnson, Bremer,
Cosio, & Thompson, 2004; Prevatt & Kelly, 2003). Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, and
Hurley’s (1998) original Check & Connect study, a monitoring and mentoring
intervention, showed that a sustained initiative, focusing on many of these variables
was able to improve the school completion rate of a cohort of at-risk students. Many
of these students experienced significant school mobility as they enterediiandad
from, alternative educational settings.
Problem Statement
Federal law, such as the IDEA, as well as community pressures, argleadi
school districts to initiate efforts to return students from alternativeaéiducsettings
and reduce the dropout rate within their schools. In order to meet these requirements,
districts are implementing programs that, while based on research and best pra
may not be true replications of previous work. Often, these initiatives are gharpser
with university-based researchers. The goals of the district areediffian those of
the researcher. For the researcher, the internal validity of a studamqart. To a
school system participating in research, internal validity is important, bernak
validity is even more so (Potter, 2006). An evaluation of effectiveness can be used to
judge the utility of the initiative and inform policy and programmatic decssi
Evaluation research, closely related to program evaluation, is a research
method that can satisfy the methodological requirements of both the researcher and
the cooperating school district. Program evaluation can be defined as theasigstem

collection of information about the activities, characteristics, and outcomes of
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programs to make judgments about the program, improve program effectiveness,
and/or inform decisions about future programming (Boulmetis & Dutwin, 2000;
Patton, 1997). Evaluation research can be considered a type of action reseadch geare
towards monitoring and improving a particular program or service (Boulmetis &
Dutwin, 2000).

Several evaluations of alternative education programs have been conducted.
An evaluation of the alternative education placements in Portland, Oregon indicated
that the majority of the programs met established criteria for acadattendance,
conduct, and exit performance (Pacific Research & Evaluation, 2006). Meta-analyse
of earlier evaluations have shown that alternative education programs can have
positive effects on student achievement, particularly those students who require
remedial instruction (Cox, Davidson, and Bynum, 1995; Friedrich, 1997). Few
follow-up studies have been conducted and those that have were hindered by the high
attrition rate of the participants (Burns, 1996; Cox, 1999).

Mentoring programs, such as Check & Connect, have shown a positive effect
with at-risk students. Using meta-analytic techniques, Dubois, Hollowayntifede
and Cooper (2002) evaluated the effectiveness of mentoring programs for youth.
Small to moderate benefit were seen with particular benefit to youth fraskat-r
backgrounds. Slicker and Palmer’s (1993) evaluation of the effectiveness of a
mentoring program for at-risk high school students displayed similar effects. A
secondary analysis of the quality of the mentoring provided showed that the
participants receiving a higher quality experience benefited the mogtugtrated,

the use of evaluation research does lead to certain risks to both internal and externa
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validity (Gorman, 2002). The danger is that pragmatic concerns will lead to a lack of
rigor (Potter, 2006). The incorporation of reliability control measures caneoetais
mediate some of these concerns and enhance the rigor of an evaluatiom researc
study.
Purpose of the Study

The study reported here evaluated the impact of a district initiateztk @he
Connect (Evelo, Sinclair, Hurley, Christenson, & Thurlow, 1996) derived
intervention on the academic and disciplinary performance, as well as atterafance
students who have returned to a comprehensive public school from an alternative
educational placement. Performance was examined by comparing thenpederof
the students receiving the intervention to a group of similar students who returned to
schools within the district that did not implement the intervention.
Resear ch Questions

Very little research has been conducted concerning the students whdaeturn
comprehensive public schools from alternative educational settings. This study
compared the performance of students from this population who received the Check
& Connect intervention to those who did not. For those who received the
intervention, the study explored the impact of the intervention with the students and
the participating school personnel. The following research questions were
investigated:

1. What impact does a Check & Connect intervention have on the academic and
behavioral performance of a group of high school students with demonstrated
learning and behavioral difficulties returning from an alternative education

placement?

2. How do students, faculty, implementers, and administrators involved with
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Check & Connect perceive the implementation and effects of the intervention
with students returning from an alternative education placement?

3. What do stakeholders think about why Check & Connect had an impact on the
students with demonstrated learning and behavioral difficulties who had
returned from an alternative education placement?
Significance

This study examined the effectiveness of an intervention designed to
successfully reintegrate students who have returned from alternative educationa
placements into comprehensive high schools. Findings from the study could be used
to further develop this intervention technique and increase the likelihood of
successful reintegration into the comprehensive school community, decreasing the
likelihood of dropout. Research has been conducted using similar populations, but not
with students returning to comprehensive public schools from alternative educational
settings.
Overview of Methodology

Case study techniques, including the collection of archival data and a series of
interviews, were used to evaluate the effectiveness of Check & Connect watlpa g
of high school students returning from an alternative educational placement. Their
academic and behavioral performance, as well as attendance, was campared
group of control students returning to demographically similar schools within the
same district. Interview data was collected to examine the experiersioiing to a
comprehensive high school after participating in alternative education. Additiona
interviews were conducted with the students’ teachers, the staff implaméiteck
& Connect, and the vice-principals overseeing the initiative. These staffiavter

were used to examine their views on special education, the student participants, as
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well as the effectiveness and value of Check & Connect. All study partigipants
student and staff, were from a single, county-wide school district. All student
participants shared the experience of attending the district’s singfieadive
education high school program.
Definition of Terms

Terms used in this study include:

Alternative SchoolThis term broadly refers to public schools designed to serve

students who are not succeeding academically, or behaviorally, in a tradgiidtial
school.

Comprehensive Public Schebhis refers to a school which is designed to provide

services to a broad cross-section of a community’s students. Frequently, lthesewil

to the school that placed a student into an alternative education placement as well as
the school to which the student will be returning.

Monitor- This refers to an individual who administers the Check & Connect
intervention to students.

Reintegration This term refers to the return of a student formerly in an alternative
educational setting to a comprehensive public school.

Transitiorln educational research, transition often refers to the outcomes of students
with disabilities as they leave school. Preparatory and support activitiefeare

referred to as “transition services”. In this study, these outcomes witldue

“longitudinal transition outcomes”. Transition will be defined as the movement from

one school to another.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This chapter begins by examining the research literature on alternative
education focusing on its participants and their outcomes. This will be followed by a
brief discussion of legislation affecting students in alternative educaptaw@ments
and their applicability to policies encouraging their return to the comprehensive

public school. A review of studies designed to support at-risk students within their
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comprehensive public schools will follow. The chapter closes with a discussion of
research techniques that can be used to examine and evaluate a progrard ttesigne
support the reintegration of students returning to comprehensive public schools from
alternative educational placements.
Alternative Education

Alternative Schools. Alternatives to the conventional public school
experience have been part of the American educational continuum since the early
years of the nation (Young, 1990). The modern definition of alternate education has
its origins in the civil rights movement (Lange & Sletten, 2002). Educational sjodel
such as the Freedom Schools, were developed to enrich the academic experiences of
minority youth. These were frequently located in nontraditional, community edient
settings. Concurrently, the Free School Movement arose to provide self-directed
learning experiences for students that addressed their individual interésts a
emphasized self-fulfillment. The goal of these programs was to engatipewithout
alienating them through the traditional educational experience. Set within the
conventional school, Open Schools provided students with an opportunity to learn
non-traditionally, yet maintain a connection to the comprehensive school community.
These programs were characterized by extensive choice by the paasstisrs, and
students, self-paced instruction, and a child-centered approach (Young, 1990).

Each of these movements reflected the notion that students could achieve
educational benefit from instruction in nontraditional environments and techniques
(Lange & Sletten, 2002). The current description of alternative schoole#atts

many of the goals that arose from the civil rights movement. Alternativegonsgare
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still characterized by small sizes that assist in the development of emreeon
interactions between teachers and students. They also still strive to develop a
supportive, flexible environment to assist students in obtaining success. Raywid

(1994) identifies three current models of alternative programs as:

Type | Programs-Academic Placements

Type | programs are characterized by innovative, challenging currisulum
designed to address the individual needs of students. Within these
programs, an emphasis is placed on the student as a self-motivator in task
completion and as an advocate for enriching academic experiences.
Programs often include vocational and community components that may
include the opportunity for students to earn academic credits in
nontraditional ways. Management of these programs is often marked by
deregulation, flexibility, and a high degree of influence by the

participating faculty. Enrollment in these programs is voluntary. (p.27)

Type Il Programs-Discipline Placements

Type |l programs are designed to segregate disruptive students from the
comprehensive school and provide academic and behavioral management
and remediation. Within these programs, academic opportunities are
typically limited to the core competency areas and are modeled upon, or

provided by, the home school. Students experience a highly structured
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behavioral environment where expectations and consequences for actions
are clear. Type Il placements are frequently used as Interimnalies
Educational Placements for students suspended by their comprehensive
schools. Type Il programs are sometime known as Last Chance

placements and enroliment is usually not voluntary. (p.27)

Type lll Programs-Remedial Focus

Type lll programs focus on academic and behavioral remediation. Within
these programs, students receive individualized instruction and behavioral
support to assist in their educational and social growth. These are
generally short-term placements with an expressed goal of prepaiing the
students to return to the mainstream, comprehensive school. Enrollment in

these programs is voluntary. (p.27)

Lange and Sletten (1995) propose that a hybridization of these models to form a
fourth type of alternative program is possible. In their fourth model, school choice,
remediation, and innovation are used to provide a “second chance” program for
students that have experienced difficulties in conventional school environments.

Increasingly, alternative programs have been viewed as a placement for
disruptive and, frequently, disadvantaged students (Arnove & Strout, 1978; Lange &
Sletten, 2002; Lehr & Lange, 2003; Skiba & Peterson, 2003). These programs share
traits with Raywid’s Type lI-Discipline Placement model and Lasage Sletten’s

proposed hybrid model and are comprised of students who have demonstrated
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behavioral difficulties within their home schools. Placement within these pregsam
typically requested by the home school, but enrollment by the student is voluntary.
Though many of these programs allow their students to complete their education
within the alternative placement, a return to the comprehensive school is also
considered a successful programmatic outcome.

Alternative Education Students. Lehr, Moreau, Lange, and Lanners’ (2004)
survey of alternative education programs provides a description of the enrolled
students. In their survey, 88% of the 33 reporting states indicated that the students
placed had exhibited problematic behaviors not attributable to a documented
disability and/or had a history of poor attendance or dropout. Two-thirds had a history
of suspension or expulsion. More than 60% had learning difficulties not attributed to
a documented disability. Only 12% were identified as requiring special emucat
services. Manifestation determination, the process used to determine if a’'student
behavioral difficulty is a manifestation of their disability, was not disaisse
Individual state reports show a high degree of variability in the perceottatigdents
requiring special education services. For example, in Vermont, 52% of the stadents
alternative education programs possessed documented disabilities whileetise ot
were considered at-risk for academic failure (Hasazi et al., 2001). @6Tex
Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs (DAEP) students, 21% werefidént
as special education students (Cortez & Montecel, 1999). Tennessee’s students wit
disabilities’ enrollment ranged from 9% to 87% by county (Moore et al, 2005).

In an NCES report, researchers found students’ ethnic minority status and

economic backgrounds were associated with enrollment in alternative educati
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programs (Kleiner, Porch, & Farris, 2002). In a survey of 840 districts, evidence of a
relationship between the percentage of alternative education enrollntieint avi

district and minority disproportionate representation was shown. More than 70% of
the districts, with less than 1% total alternative education enrollment, edpbst

21% or more of their alternative education students were ethnic minorities. This
disproportionate enrollment was also seen in districts with larger alterpedtication
enrollments. Sixty percent of districts with 1 to 1.99% total alternative #doca
enrollment reported that more than 21% of their alternative education students were
minorities. Thirty-four percent of districts with 2% or greater totarahtive

education enrollment reported similarly.

Reports from individual states provide clearer information concerning
disproportionate minority enrollment. In many Tennessee counties, the pgecehta
African American youth in alternative school programs ranged from twa tovses
larger than the county school system as a whole (Moore, King, Detch, Doss, &
Morgan, 2005). In Texas, Hispanic students comprised 39.1% of the students
referred to Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs (DAEP) (Qdte
Montecel, 1999).

Similar disproportionate representation was seen in the economic status of
students enrolled in alternative education programs. In districts with less than 1%
alternative education enroliment, 40% indicated that 11 to 20% of the students in
alternative education settings met the poverty criteria. Another 38% ofdistisets

indicated that poverty enrollment was greater than 20% (Kleiner, Porch, i&, Farr
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2002). As with the minority enrollment, as the total district enrollment in alteenat
education increased the disproportionate poverty enrollment decreased.

Most alternative school programs serve secondary aged youth. In Kleiner, et
al’'s (2002) national survey, more than 88% of the cooperating districts possessed
alternative programs for secondary students. Significant variation witése th
districts exists. In Vermont, for example 52% of the programs served high school
aged students, followed by middle school students (19%), multiple levels (15%
middle school/high school, 8% elementary/middle/high school), and elementary
school students (6%) (Hasazi et al, 2001). These students were also
disproportionately male.

The evidence indicates that students in alternative settings have demogra
characteristics that set them apart from their peers (Kleiner,28G2). In districts
with low alternative school enrollment, the students enrolled are often misaritie
meet poverty criteria (Kleiner, et al, 2002). National reports indicateltbagh a
high percentage of enrolled students had demonstrated learning difficulties, only a
small percentage of students received special education services (lah206¢).
Reports from individual states indicate that there is a high degree of variabihe
percentage of students with disabilities in alternative education settioge@&
Montecel, 1999; Hasazi et al., 2001; Moore et al, 2005). Criteria for enrollment,
length of attendance, and exit criteria varied in national surveys (Lehr2€0dl).

Enrolliment in alternative schools tends to be fluid. Students are admitted on a
daily basis for a wide variety of reasons. According to the National Center f

Education Statistics, approximately half of surveyed districts indicatédrtleeof the
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following were sufficient reason for admittance to their alternative sgrograms:
possession, distribution, or use of alcohol or drugs; physical attacks or figletsicchr
truancy; possession or use of a weapon other than a firearm; disruptive verbal
behavior; and possession or use of a firearm. Thirty-eight percent of distpotsed
that involvement with the juvenile justice system was considered sufficient for
transfer to an alternative school. IEP team inputs were also reportelliémaaf the
placement decision (Kleiner, et al, 2002).

A large percentage (74%) of the districts surveyed indicated that policies
allowing for all alternative education students to return to their comprehensive
schools existed. Reasons rated as “very important” in determining efygibilieturn
included: improved attitude or behavior (82%); student motivation to return (81%);
approval of the alternative school staff (67%); improved grades (52%); and dpprova
by a regular school administrator or counselor (40%) (Kleiner et al, 2002). The
average length of enrollment in alternative education settings varied in hationa
surveys. Approximately 29% of thirty-one states indicated that the average ¢
enrollment ranged from 1-6 months. Slightly more, 32%, stated that the average
length of attendance was 7 months to one academic year. Sixteen out of twenty-fiv
states (64%) reported that many or almost all of the students returned tdi@nabdi
educational program after attending an alternative school (Lehr et al, 2004).

Data concerning the longitudinal outcomes of students in alternative education

programs is sparse. Information concerning the outcomes for students who return to
their comprehensive public schools is limited due to the data not being disaggregated

from the larger pool of student outcome data. Lehr et al's (2004) national survey of
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alternative schools showed that 19 of 36 (53%) responding states collect outcome
data for students in alternative education programs. Graduation, dropout, and
attendance were the most commonly tracked indicators. Within states, LEAs often
do not collect this data. In Tennessee, as an example, only 15% of the school
systems systematically measure the dropout, graduation, and attendaoderufss
in alternative education programs (Moore et al, 2005). Findings from small scal
longitudinal research on students who complete their secondary education in
alternative educational placements is promising though (Gable, Bullock, &sEva
2006). Due to the high incidence of disabilities among students in alternative
educational settings (Cortez & Montecel, 1999; Hasazi et al., 2001; Lehr, et al.,
2004; Moore et al, 2005) findings from longitudinal studies focusing on students on
disabilities likely apply to this group of students.
L ongitudinal Outcomes of Studentswith Disabilities

Early research on transition outcomes for students with disabilities leaving
high school focused on single states or school districts, and with youth with only one
or a few types of disabilities (Marder & D’Amico, 1992). Studies reported thaha hi
number of youth with disabilities dropped out of high school, and that few were
employed, pursued postsecondary education or lived independently (Edgar, 1987;
Harnisch, 1987; Hasazi, Gordon, and Roe, 1985; Mithaug, Horiuchi, and Fanning,
1985; Sitlington, Frank, and Cooper, 1989). These individual studies did not examine
nationally representative samples. In addition, these studies typicatthjireed a
single outcome indicator rather than the broad array of indicators asdauitite

transition. Nationally representative longitudinal research studies adte=se
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deficiencies and allow for the examination of changes in the sample pantisciphe

NLTS1, NACTS, and the NLTS2 are all designed to examine multiple chasticter
of nationally representative samples of youth with disabilities over extendedye
of time.

NLTS1. Due to the overall poor outcomes found in the professional literature,
Congress mandated the National Longitudinal Transition Study of Youth (NLAS1)
1983. The purpose of the study was to describe the transition experiences of a
nationwide sample of youth with disabilities (SRI International, n.d.). Youth with
emotional disturbance, thought to be the most prevalent of the disabilities commonly
found in the alternative education student population (Lehr, 2004), had the poorest
outcomes of any of the disability classifications. In addition to the high number who
dropped out of high school, findings showed low employment, low enrollment in
postsecondary education, and a low degree of post—school independence.
Furthermore, 58% had been arrested within 3-5 years of leaving high school {(\Wagne
1995).

NACTS. Unlike the NLTS1, the National Adolescent and Child Treatment
Study (NACTS) focused only on youth with emotional disturbances. Each participa
was identified as having an emotional disturbance using either speciali@ducat
criteria or by receiving services through the public mental health systenstiidy
found that approximately two-thirds (66.5%) of the sample had at least one contact
with the police in which the child was believed to the perpetrator of a crime.
Approximately one-third (34.4%) of the youth in the study were adjudicated as

delinquent or convicted of a crime. Educational outcomes were similarly poor for
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those who were 18 at the end of the study (n=353). For these youth, investigators
found only 25.1% of the participants with 1Qs above 70 had obtained their high
school diplomas. An additional 17.4% had earned a GED certificate (Greenbaum &
Dedrick, 1996).

NLTS-2. The National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS-2) is a follow-
up study to the NLTS1. The NLTS-2, currently underway, is addressing fastbrs s
as high school coursework, academic performance, extracurricular astipibist-
secondary education and training, adult services, employment, independent living and
community participation (National Center on Secondary Education and Transition,
2002). Data indicate that youth with high incidence disabilities graduateyver lea
with a certificate, at lower rates than other students with disabilitiede&ts with
emotional disturbance had the lowest graduation and highest school dropout rates of
the disability classifications examined. Early findings from the Wavedd skeow that
youth with high incidence disabilities had similar arrest rates to the sarinpm the
NLTS1 and the NACT.

Each of these three large-scale studies have shown that youth with high
incidence disabilities, those most frequently see in the alternative extusttdent
population (Foley & Pang, 2006; Gorney & Ysseldyke, 1993), have poorer transition
outcomes when compared to their peers. Improvements have been seen in the overall
longitudinal outcomes of students with high incidence disabilities when the findings
of the NLTS1 and 2 are compared (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). The

outcomes of students with learning disabilities, other health impairments, and
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particularly emotional disturbance are still disturbingly poor when compared to
students with other disabilities.
IDEA

The movement of students from alternative schools back to their
comprehensive schools is not mandated by law. Due to the high percentage of
students with disabilities in alternative placements (Cortez & Montecel, E889;
& Pang, 2006; Hasazi et al., 2001; Moore et al, 2005), regulations within the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), specifically those canming
Interim Alternative Education Settings (IAES) and the Least Ras&iEnvironment
(LRE), have bearing on this population. Each of these clauses supports the return of
students with disabilities from alternate educational placements.

The Interim Alternative Education Settings (IAES), 20 U.S.C. § 1415(k),
clause within IDEA allows for the temporary removal of a student with digabili
for disciplinary infractions. While removed, educational services arerstiidated
and they may be placed temporarily in an alternative educational program. WVhile i
this placement, the disciplinary infraction is researched and a discussion istednduc
on the impact of the student’s disability on the student’s actions. If it is founthéhat
student’s actions were not a manifestation of the child’s disability, conventional
suspension/expulsion or disciplinary placement procedures can be pursued.

The Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), 20 U.S.C. § 1412(a) (5), definition
within the IDEA requires that students with disabilities be educated withréggilar
education peers to the maximum extent appropriate. An alternative education

placement may not allow students with disabilities the same educationakaxpsri
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as their non-disabled peers in the comprehensive school. Furthermore, if academic
and behavioral performance has improved within an alternative education setting, tha
setting may no longer be the least restrictive environment for the studienmay
contribute to a decision to remove the student from their separate school environment,
the alternative education program, and return them to the comprehensive school
environment.
Reintegration: Perceptions and Support

Studies that examine the perceptions of staff towards students enrolled in
alternative programs, or have recently returned from an alternative pragem
limited. Lehr’s (2004) study, described earlier, surveyed special educagatods
from 48 states, and the District of Columbia, to learn about the major issues rggardin
students with disabilities in their state’s alternative schools. Mattedfirectors had
little to no data concerning the number of students with disabilities being served in
their alternative schools. Their perception was that a high percentage nitbets
being served were identified as seriously emotionally disturbed. Other catimglica
conditions such as Tourette’s syndrome, autism, mental health problems, and conduct
disorder were also perceived to be more common in the alternative schools than they
had been in the past. The respondents also expressed concern that alternative schools
were being used as special education placements. In these cases, previcesly agre
upon levels of services may have been modified or discontinued to reflect the more
limited services available within many programs. Finally, more than hétieof
respondents raised questions concerning the provision and quality of educational and

support services provided to students with disabilities in alternative schools.
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Kershaw and Blank’s (1993) descriptive case study explored the perceptions
of students, teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators regarding thei
experiences with alternative school settings and their beliefs concénringturn to
the traditional public school. Interviews were conducted with staff and faeihin
a single school district at both the alternative school and the ten comprehensive publi
schools. Procedures for reintegrating students returning from alterndiivatien
varied greatly. At six of the receiving schools, no formal protocol was in place. Two
schools required a brief meeting with the principal or guidance counselor upon
reentry. Two other schools had established programs to help in the transition. One
had a dedicated support person who met regularly with the students, while the other
assigned a peer mentor and held regular meetings with guidance counselors. A
support group was also established. Twenty-six of the student participants redurned t
their home school. Of these, only sixteen were still enrolled in their home schools
four months later. Three students had graduated, moved, or enrolled elsewhere. Four
students were not contacted by the researchers for follow-up. The ages oflém st
participants were not identified.

The comprehensive school faculty interviewed did not attribute the success or
failure of the students to their experiences in the alternative schools. yncases,
the faculty stated that particular students would “never change” due to théiesa
friends, or substance abuse problems. Positive effects while in the altescainod
were attributed to removal from peers and problems that remained in the home
school. Academic gains were attributed to lower standards at the altersaiool.

Success was attributed to the student’s placement being due to a singallee wrist
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choice and that strong family support contributed to the changed behavior. A small
number of the home school administrators viewed the alternative school experience
as an opportunity for the student to reconsider their behavior. Nearly all stdted tha
the programs were a necessary step before expulsion or as a way to segregate
problematic students.

Using data from the 2001 District Survey of Alternative Schools and
Programs, Kleiner, Porch, and Farris (2002) examined where alternativéi@uiica
school experiences were provided, who the student participants were, and whether
policies for facilitating return to a comprehensive public school were ettad!

They found that almost 60% of public alternative programs were housed in separate
buildings, approximately 12% of the enrolled students were students with
Individualized Education Plans, and that student composition was highly fluid with
frequent enrollments, discharges, and reenrollments. The researchersfauitds

of districts had policies that allowed for the return of all alternative éidacstudents

to a comprehensive public school. Twenty-five percent had policies that allowed for
some students to return while 1% did not allow alternative education students to
return to comprehensive home schools. Small variations were found by region,
metropolitan status, and district size. Seventy-five percent of the distietsyed

from the Northeast and Southeast had policies allowing for all students to return to a
regular school. Seventy-six percent of the Western districts had poliowsal for

all students to return, but only 69% of the districts from the Central region did. Only
minor differences were found when urban, suburban, and rural differences were

compared. Slight variation was found in districts with higher minority enrolln@mt
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average, approximately 70% of surveyed districts had policies allowingittergs
to return to their comprehensive public schools.

Criteria for reenrollment into a comprehensive public school varied among the
districts surveyed. The most commonly cited reasons rated as “highly important
the reenrollment decision included improved attitude or behavior (82%) and student
motivation to return (81%). Other criteria reported included the approval of the
alternative school faculty (67%), improved grades (52%), and the approval of the
receiving school (52%). Smaller districts (48%) cited the approval of tba/meg
school more often than medium sized districts (35%) or larger districts (258b). Hi
poverty districts also placed more importance on the approval of the receiving school
(43%) than low poverty districts (31%).

Rutherford and Quinn (1999) noted that the transition of students and their
educational records into and out of alternative schools is an important component in
programming for students with disabilities. Students frequently leave wighridgtice
of where and what their next placement will be. The efficient transfer eSsaxy
information, including the student’s IEP, needs to be an essential component of this
transition process. The receiving school, alternative program, and involved
community based providers should all share in the responsibility for assisting in thi
reintegration. Yet, research has shown that most districts allow for the return of
students from alternative educational placements (Kleiner et al, 2002), bilethat
receiving schools are resistant to accepting them (Kershaw & Blank, 1993).

Research conducted with youth returning from juvenile correctionalkitil

reinforces the importance of the initial reintegration experience. Usiagnpls of



30

youth returning from the Oregon Youth Authority (OYA), Bullis and colleagues
examined the community and transition experiences of youth who were previously
incarcerated in juvenile correctional facilities (Bullis, Yovanoff, HaveM&eller,
2001). In analysis focusing on engagement, defined as involvement in school and/or
employment, research has shown that engagement at six months was “powerfully”
associated with engagement at twelve months (Bullis & Yovanoff, 2002; Bullis,
Yovanoff, & Havel, 2004). Based on their findings, the researchers noted that the
first six months after release appeared to be critical to the sampldisudogt
success and that continuing support, beyond the initial six month period, could further
enhance the likelihood of success (Bullis, Yovanoff, & Havel, 2004). Further research
focusing on the perceived needs of adjudicated youth with disabilities showed that
youths themselves identified educational support as their number two need upon
release (Unruh & Bullis, 2005). Only family support was considered more importa
Though alternative settings are quite different from adjudicationtfasili
similarities in the populations do exist. Each has a higher prevalence of desabili
(Foley & Pang, 2006; Gorney & Ysseldyke, 1993; Lehr, Moreau, Lange, & Lanners
2004), a larger percentage of minority involvement (Guerin & Denti, 1999), and a
higher level of poverty than observed in many school districts (Kleiner, et al 2002).
Furthermore, each of these groups experiences a similar transition framcéaves
setting to an environment where they have previously experienced difficulties
succeeding behaviorally. Based on these similarities, it is possibkaehadrly
reintegration experiences of students returning from alternative temtusattings

may be similarly critical to their continuing success.
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I ntervention Models

Alternative education programs are frequently used as “second chance”
programs for students at risk of dropping out (Lange & Sletten, 1995). Efforts to
reintegrate students returning from alternative educational schools teyoiisooin
dropout prevention and school completion. Prevatt and Kelly (2003) note that the
majority of researched interventions emphasize academic support, sotial skil
development, mentoring, and parent/teacher behavior management training. In spite
of these wide ranging strategies, the number of data-based studies dgsdffdits
to support at-risk students is limited (Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley, 1998).

Lehr, Hansen, Sinclair, and Christenson’s (2003) review of the literature
identified and critiqued published studies focusing on dropout prevention and/or
school completion. Articles were selected for inclusion using the followitegiar
(a) published in a professional journal, (b) focused on a dropout prevention or
intervention program, and (c) included impact data of the described program. Studies
focusing on impacting truancy were also included. This led to the review of 45
intervention studies published between 1980 and 2001. Students with disabilities
were the focus group of two of the studies reviewed. In their literature retiew
researchers were unable to identify any studies that used random group assignment
and manipulation of the independent variable in combination. Approximately 24%
(n=11) of the studies used a design involving nonrandom selection with random
assignment to treatment or control groups, and 38% (n=17) used comparison groups
with nonrandom assignment. Fewer than 10% (n=4) of the studies used pre-post

designs for one group. About a third of the articles (n=13) described the program’s
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effectiveness as a reduction in the percentage of students dropping out. Hedges G
(Hedges, 1981), a technique that examines the difference between treainent a
comparison group scores divided by the pooled standard deviation of the two groups,
was used to calculate the effect sizes of the small number of studies (iw#d) w
provided sufficient statistical data. This analysis led to an analysis of @4 sifes

for dependent variables. Cohen’s (1988) standard effect size values were used to
assist in the comparison. Approximately one-third (n=31) of the dependent variables
yielded moderate to large positive effect sizes (.50 to 2.20). An additional 12%
(n=11) yielded small positive effects (.50 to .44). Slightly less than 40% (n=37) had
effect sizes close to zero (-.17 to .19). The last 16% (n=15) of the dependent variables
reported negative effects sizes ranging from small to large.

The researchers note that while they found many articles in their reviee of
literature, only 45 could be classified as intervention studies (Lehr, et al. 2008). Met
analytic techniques were not used due to the small sample size. Of the studies
reviewed, only about half resulted in statistically significant efféaterder to
bolster the findings of these studies, replication of promising interventions is
necessary. Combined with greater methodological rigor, this would allow for a more
thorough analysis of the research.

Lehr et al's (2003) review shows that while research focusing on intermsnti
for at-risk youth has been conducted, only a small number of studies can beedassifi
as interventions with statistically significant effects. Three aséatident support
that have shown promise in supporting at-risk students within their home schools are

Positive Behavior Support, Check & Connect, as well as Check & Connect variants,
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and other mentoring programs. Positive Behavior Intervention Support, a model
based on public health principles, will be described first. A description of adolescent
development and resilience, and their link to Check & Connect and mentoring, will
then be provided as an introduction to these two intervention techniques.

Positive Behavior Intervention Support. Positive Behavioral Intervention
Support (PBIS) is a data driven, systemic program designed to promote social and
academic development while preventing problem behavior. It accomplishes this
through the use of three essential components. The first is the collection and use of
data to guide administrative decisions within the program. Data collection @tcurs
multiple levels and performance monitoring may occur at the individual student,
school, or district level. The second component is the use of systems designed to
support the program staff in the use of instructional and behavioral intervention
practices. The third component is the specific practices used to support positive
student behavior. The overarching goal of these components is the adoption and
sustained use of effective practices (Sugai et al., 1999).

PBIS is organized as a three tier model. The primary level of support focuses
on school-wide behavioral interventions. These universal interventions are proactive
rather than reactive and are meant to prevent the initial occurrence of problem
behaviors. An example of a primary level of support would be a positive school
discipline system designed to encourage appropriate behavior from all students.
Secondary level interventions target groups of students whose behaviors have not
been adequately addressed through primary intervention practices. Theyigmedles

to prevent reoccurrences in behavior through monitoring, studying the environmental
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influences, and marshalling available resources to reduce the likelihood of further
failure. An example of a secondary level intervention would be the establishment of a
support program for at-risk students. Tertiary level interventions are meant éssddr
the needs of individual students. Students receiving tertiary support have proven to
require services beyond those provided within primary and secondary interventions.
This level of intervention is highly individualized and resource intensive. An example
of a tertiary level intervention would be the establishment of wraparound services to
address a youth’s needs at home, in school, and in the community (Scott et al., 2002).

Researchers have commented that although a large body of researcmhas bee
conducted on PBIS at the elementary level, less has been conducted in the middle
and/or high school environments (Skiba and Peterson, 2003; Lane, 2007; Lane,
Robertson, & Graham-Bailey, 2006). Additionally, few descriptions exist of
interventions in the PBIS model focusing on groups of students at elevated risk of
antisocial behavior (McCurdy, Kunsch, & Reibstein, 2007). Secondary level
intervention studies with elementary age at-risk students have shown improvements
in early literacy skills, attendance, and behavior (Lane & Menzies, 2005; Lahg et
2002; Lane et al., 2003). While PBIS is used in alternative and comprehensive
schools, there were no studies that used PBIS to support students returning from
alternative school environments in the professional literature.
Adolescent Development and Resilience

Prior to beginning a discussion of Check & Connect and mentoring research,
it Is necessary to examine the developmental underpinnings on which they are based.

In Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, eight stages of life arebaelscr
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(Erikson, 1959, pp. 65-98; Thomas, 1992, pp. 168-173). Five of these pertain to at-
risk youth. During the “Basic Trust vs. Mistrust” stage (birth-18 months), childre
develop a sense of trust in adults and the world around them. This trust is considered
essential by Erikson in the development of a belief in achieving personal duals. T
“Autonomy vs. Shame and Doubt” stage (1 ¥ - 3 years) is characterized by the
child’s developing independence. Autonomy is fostered by a caregiver providing
guidance and reasonable choices for the child. At the “Initiative vs. Guaite $8-6
years), initiative towards goal achievement begins in earnest. Aggreasitie seen

as a sign of frustration when goals are not achieved. It can also be used as a tool to
achieve goals. Caregivers are essential at this stage for they @mbihiodel

appropriate goal seeking behaviors, helping the child realize their owcitgapa

meet goals, and encouraging the child’s personal initiative. The “Industry vs.
Inferiority” stage (7-10 years) is characterized by a desiredimpetency. Children

are interested in pleasing adults through their accomplishments. Copyersel
disobedient behavior is also exhibited by children expressing their independence. At
this stage, allowing a child to experience success is essential to thepteset of
personal competence. During the “ldentity vs. Identity Diffusion” (10-17syestiage,
children become newly concerned by how they are perceived by others. A desire to fit
into a social group, and the approval of it, competes with a desire for approval from
caregivers. While developing their own identity, children at this stage oftae into
conflict with their parents, siblings, and other caregivers (Thomas, 1992, p. 172).
Erikson theorized that many of these individuals are, in fact, surrogatefdiathe

child to reengage with earlier conflicts (Erikson, 1963, p. 261). For some children,
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school personnel, their peers, and the community at-large serve as thegatssirin
Erikson’s view, successful navigation through these early psychosociahgeslle
contributes to “...an increased sense of inner unity, with an increase of good
judgment, and an increase in the capacity ‘to do well’ according to his own standar
and to standards of those who are ‘significant to him’ ” (Erikson, 1968, p. 92).

Atypical adversity can make the successful resolution of these
psychoeducational challenges more difficult. Poverty, disabilities, disaimmn, and
conflict within the home or community are all examples of circumstances tlgat ma
lead a child to being considered “at-risk”. Despite these varied risk daatany
children from difficult backgrounds do not display negative impacts attributable to
their personal challenges. Resiliency theory provides a framework forstaa#ing
why some youth who are exposed to a risk do not exhibit the problem behavior
associated with that risk (Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, & Notaro, 2002). Resilie
can be defined as an individual’s capacity to respond to stress, adversity, and trauma
in an adaptive fashion and succeed despite the disadvantages in their life (Broussar
Mosley-Howard, & Roychoudhury, 2006; Christensen & Christensen, 1997,
Edwards, Mumford, Shillingford, & Serra-Rodan, 2007). Compensatory efforts to
enhance a child’s resiliency may contribute to a more positive outcome than his or her
background might predict.

Erikson noted that the impact of a child’s early conflicts is not necessaril
unalterable (Thomas, 1992, p. 169). A relationship with a supportive, trusted, and
caring adult who sets and models high expectations is one of the most important

predictors of resilient behavior in children (Dumont & Provost, 1999; Masten &
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Coatsworth, 1998). Mentors can demonstrate that, in spite of previous experiences,
positive relationships with adults are possible (Rhodes, Spencer, Keller, &iang
Noam, 2006). Evidence has shown that the development of a connection with a
mentor enhances a child’s capacity to relate well to others (Rhodes et al, 2006;
Rhodes, Grossman, & Resch, 2000). Mentors can also provide adult perspective,
advice, and suggestions that might be ignored if presented by a primarye&areqgi
(Keller, 2005). This sense of protection and support may allow the child to
productively explore his or her environment and develop their knowledge, skills, and
competence (Rhodes et al, 2006). These functions align with the challengeseprese
to a child during the first four stages of psychosocial development described by
Erikson (Thomas, 1992, pp. 168-172). In addition, non-familial role models have a
capacity to serve as protective buffers for vulnerable youth (Broussard, Mosley
Howard, & Roychoudhury, 2006). From a psychological perspective, mentors can
serve as “external regulators” whose ego capacities and strengthes tdzorrowed”
by a youth until they are able to internalize them. By using these capagitigls are
more capable of controlling their impulses, delaying gratification, and ratbaigr
their emotional responses (Southwick, Morgan, Vythilingam, & Charney, 2006).
Each of these influences may assist youth as they resolve the “Ildentdgmnsty
Diffusion” challenges associated with adolescence while simultaneousgiatinid
the impact of earlier experiences.

Check & Connect. The Check & Connect (Evelo, Sinclair, Hurley,
Christenson, & Thurlow, 1996) model is based on resilience theory and is designed to

encourage student engagement in school, reduce the likelihood of dropout, and
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increase school completion. It is a data-driven intervention focusing on aterabl
characteristics of school disengagement such as academic performaroegab
tardiness, skipping classes, and discipline referrals. In the Check & Connettanode
school staff member is assigned to a disengaged student as a monitor/mentor. This
individual is instrumental in the developmental of the program’s five essential
elements (Christenson, Hurley, Hirsch, Kau, Evelo, & Bates, 1997; Sinclair,
Christenson, Lehr, & Anderson, 2003). The first of these elements is relgbonshi
building. Trust needs to be established between the student and the staff member.
This is done through following through on promises to the youth, providing support
to the child and their family as they navigate through the school system, investing
time in the developing relationship, and helping the student connect to services inside
and outside the school. The second element is the monitoring of alterable
characteristics. This constitutes the “check” component of the intervention.
Systematic tracking of attendance, discipline, and academics is condythed b
monitor/mentor. This includes meeting or communicating with the student’s teache
to monitor behavior, inquire about assignments or work completion, and negotiate
accommodations. If applicable, the monitor/mentor also attends the student’s
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings. The third element of the intementi

is the development of problem-solving skills in the student. This is essential to
helping the youth resolve their conflicts more effectively. The monitor/méetps

the students to consider the problem in a less passionate manner, consider their
options, choose and implement an option, and then evaluate the consequences. Like

element one, the fourth element, affiliation, is part of the “connect” aspdu of
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intervention. This aspect of Check & Connect requires the monitor/mentor to build a
connection between the student and the school community. The importance of school
must be reinforced and supports, resources, and extracurricular activitieseddsig
reduce the student’s sense of alienation need to be identified and utilized. Hueally, t
fifth element is persistence plus. This is defined as providing continuity, cargist
and persistence in the relationship with the student and is considered essential to the
monitor/mentor role.

The practices and supportive relationships developed during the use of Check
& Connect are designed to bolster and strengthen the resilient charastefithe
recipient. Benard (2004) describes resiliency in the individual as being cethpfis
four broad domains; social competence, problem solving, autonomy, and a sense of
purpose. Table 1 describes the first two of these broad domains, social competence
and problem solving, and defines several sub-domains which comprise either social
competence or problem solving. The practices of Check & Connect which are meant
to support and develop these are also described. Table 2 describes the second two
domains, autonomy and sense of purpose, and defines their sub-domains and relation

to the practices of Check & Connect.
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Resiliency and Check & Connect Practices: Social Competence and Problem Solving
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Social Competence

Definition

Check & Connect
Practices

Responsiveness

Able to get positive
responses from others.
Being “well-regulated”
and “positive in mood.”

Expresses caring, regarq
and compassion for the
student.

Communication

Able to assert oneself
without violating others.
Conflict resolution skills

Assists in mediation of
conflict by coaching and
counseling the student.

Empathy/Caring

Understanding the
feelings of others.

Explaining the
viewpoints of peers and
authority figures.

Compassion/Altruism/Forgiveness

Desire to care for and
alleviate the suffering of
others.

Explaining how their
success can help their
families and

communities.

Problem Solving

Planning Provides a sense of Coaching the students in
control and hope for the | identifying goals and
future. Seeks success anddeveloping paths to
avoids problems. success.

Flexibility Recognizes and seeks | Assisting the students in

alternatives to both
cognitive and social
problems.

finding ways to persever
when confronted by
barriers or failure.

1%

Resourcefulness

Identifying external
resources and surrogate
sources of support.

Identifying additional
supports and researchin
how to gain access to
them.

Critical Thinking/Insight

Identifying and analyzin
the deeper meaning of a
event, statement, or
situation. Recognizing
that your immediate
experience isn’'t

) Providing perspective
nand assisting the studen
in identifying other
potential realities.

[

necessarily permanent.
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Resiliency and Check & Connect Practices: Autonomy and Sense of Purpose

Autonomy

Definition

Check & Connect
Practices

Positive Identity

Identifying who and what Assisting in

you want to be.
Recognizing the
situational self. Different
selves for different
environments.

postsecondary goal
development.

Internal Locus of Control/Initiative

Sense of control over
situations, circumstances
and direction. Recognitio
of what it outside of your
personal control.

Identifying areas of
, personal responsibility
nand helping the student to
assert themselves.

Self-Efficacy/Mastery

Belief in the capacity for
success. Feeling when th
capacity to succeed is
expressed.

Identifying and
erecognizing areas of
accomplishment.

Adaptive Distancing/Resistance

Recognizing the
separation between
themselves and
dysfunction. Ability to
march to “a different
drummer.”

Providing encouragement
and support as the
students learns to separate
themselves from

maladaptive peer and
community influences.

Self-Awareness/Mindfulness

The recognition of
emotions/reactions beforg
action is taken.

Assisting in the
> development of
emotional regulation.

Humor

Ability to transform pain
and anger into laughter.
Serves as a coping
mechanism.

Supporting appropriate
coping mechanisms.

Sense of Purpose

Goal Direction/Achievement
Motivation/Educational Aspirations

A fierce commitment to a
vision of success.

Monitoring and
mentoring the student as
they progress towards
graduation.

Special Interests/Creativity/Imaginatio

n Finding an area of sug
that can serve as an actu
buffer from adversity.

cCEsgouraging
aextracurricular activities
that separate the student
from poor influences.

Optimism/Hope

A positive view of the
future.

Expressing belief in the
student’s capacity for
success.

Faith/Spirituality/Sense of Meaning

Sense of trust that they
will be supported while
working towards success

Serving as someone whq
believes in the students’
potential for personal

change and success.
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Check & Connect is based on two levels of intervention; basic and intensive.
The basic level of intervention begins with an introduction between the
monitor/mentor, the student, and family, an explanation of the staff member’s role
and the Check & Connect model. Conversations between the monitor/mentor and the
student continue on a monthly or weekly basis and focus on their progress in school,
the link between their engagement in school and their progress, the importance of
school completion, and problem solving strategies to address the challenga®they
experiencing. These regular meetings allow for the monitors to develogiagyos
supportive relationship with the student and reinforce the skills required to actively
engage with the school. Within the PBIS model, this level of service is seen as a
secondary tier intervention.

The intensive level of intervention is provided for students who are considered
to be at high-risk for school disengagement. Check & Connect defines high-risk as
exhibiting one or more of the following behaviors; being tardy five or more times i
one month, skipping class three or more times in a month, being absent three or more
times in a month, receiving four or more behavior referrals or detentions in a month,
and receiving in-school or out of school suspension for two or more days per month.
Academic difficulties including having one or more “Fs” and/or two or more “Ds”
per grading period or earning 80% or less of the possible credits per graddaty per
would also classify a student as high-risk. As with the basic level of int&aethe
monitor/mentor is responsible for monitoring the student’s progress, but thegare al
expected to have much more frequent contact with all involved parties to enhance the

responsiveness of the intervention. This enhanced level of contact typically includes
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contact nearly daily between the student and monitor as well as multiple weekly
interactions with other involved school personnel. In addition to the services provided
at the basic level, individualized supplemental services are provided to adtiess sc
participation, student responsibility, and academic and behavioral competence.
Examples of individualized interventions include calling the home in the morning to
encourage the student to come to school, working with families to develop effective
homework completion strategies, and negotiating with administrators foradites
to out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, or administrative transfers. Within the PBIS
model, intensive level Check & Connect is an example of a tertiary tier intenvent
Check & Connect: Studies. In the first Check & Connect study, Sinclair,
Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley (1998) examined the efficacy of a sustained dropout
prevention strategy for urban secondary students with disabilities tramggtipom
middle school into high school. The participants in their study were 94 students (47
treatment, 47 control) with learning or emotional disabilities in a northern Midwe
urban school district. A learning disability was the primary classifindtor 75% of
the participants. Slightly more than 40% were identified as having a sevadityis
Demographically, 59% of the participants were African American and 68% wer
male. The majority (71%) participated in the free and reduced meals (FARMS)
program. Mean age at the beginning of the intervention was 13 years, 4 months.
Analysis showed that the treatment group was more engaged in school, more
likely to be enrolled, and more “persistent” as defined by higher attendance and
likelihood to complete assignments at the end of the first year of participatien. T

were also more likely to graduate in four years and exhibited fewer aicaolem
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behavioral difficulties than the control group. The disproportionate representation of
African-Americans, and students using FARMS services, limits the abiliblz@f
the findings to the broader student population.

Though the What Works Clearinghouse (2006) states that Sinclair et al’s
(1998) study met evidence standards, a number of fidelity issues were notedalMinim
information was provided concerning the training received by the program
implementers. Key attributes including patience, a belief in student'seshib
succeed, and willingness to work cooperatively with families and staff wed, rimit,
follow-through to determine if these traits were expressed in the interadtetween
the students and assigned staff was not. Monitoring sheets used to document the
number of interactions between staff and students, and the content of these
interactions, were also briefly described. As with the key attributes eelgoirthe
staff, follow-through describing verification of these interactions waslestribed.

An exploration of these topics would have clarified the fidelity concerns assbciat
with the study.

As a follow-up, Sinclair, Christenson, and Thurlow (2005) used an
experimental design to investigate the effectiveness of the Check & Conoeel
with urban high school students labeled as emotionally disturbed. Two cohdfts of 9
grade students with emotional disturbance were used to generate a stratipezlafa
206 patrticipants. Included in this sample were students whose primary disability
(69%) or secondary (12%) disability category was emotional disturbance. Students
with learning disability and other health impairment labels were also incltitheri

IEPS possessed behavioral goals (19%). The majority of the students in the stud
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were African American (64%, compared to 44% district wide) and male (84%,
compared to 52% district wide). Seventy percent were eligible for fresslaced

meals and 65% resided with a single parent. The study participants were, on average,
14 years and 6 months old at the beginning of tt‘hgrade. This disproportionate
representation was similar to the initial study (Sinclair et al, 1998)r Aftetion, a

total sample of 71 treatment and 73 control participants were available for full-
participation in the 5-year long longitudinal study.

Analysis showed that the participants randomly assigned to the Check &
Connect intervention were more likely to graduate in 4 years and had better
attendance than the control group. These findings were seen with Africancamer
students as well as students of other ethnic backgrounds. In addition, participants wit
EBD were less likely to stay out of school for an entire school year than thelcontr
group.

Unlike the initial Check & Connect study (Sinclair et al, 1998), greater detail
was provided concerning training and monitoring verification. An initial orientation
workshop was offered to all intervention staff to introduce the Check & Connect
program. This was followed by weekly, or biweekly, staff meeting and periatic st
development sessions focusing on program implementation and completing the
monitoring sheet consistently across monitors and settings. Printouts of patsicipa
attendance records were used to verify entries on the monitoring sheets. Eaoh of thes
practices provided evidence of program implementation fidelity.

Lehr, Sinclair, and Christenson (2004) also evaluated the efficacy of Check &

Connect with an elementary aged sample. The students’ attendance and tardiness
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were the primary areas of interest. This was done in eleven elementarysschool

located in five suburban districts. To conduct the evaluation, the researchers used a
sample group provided for them through referrals by the participating schools. The
participants were primarily Caucasian (75%) with a nearly even split eetmale

and female students. A large percentage of the participants were dbgiblde |

(52%) and/or special education services (32%). Approximately, ¥ of the pamtei

homes were receiving services through a county social worker. The mean age of the
147 students in the study was 8 years, 11 months and ranged between 5 and 12 years
old. Fourth through sixth graders comprised 41% of the sample. Kindergarten through
third graders comprised 59%.

Statistically significant improvements in both attendance and tardiness we
demonstrated by the Check & Connect participants at the conclusion of the study. The
age and level of independence of the participants limits their responsibii@gpect
to their timeliness and attendance in school. Within this study, the impact of the
Check & Connect model may not have been on the behavior of the study participants,
but on their caregivers. An exploration of this alternate research topic may have
revealed that this increased attention on the children contributed to increases in the
parent engagement in their child’s education. This enhanced engagement may have
contributed to the children’s improved tardiness and attendance rates.

Questions of fidelity of implementation can also be raised in this study.

During the description of the intervention, steps to describe the measure theyintegri
of implementation are noted. Monthly collection and review of completed monitoring

sheets, records of implemented interventions, and weekly staff developmemnigseeti
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with a supervisor are briefly mentioned. Initial training, means for vagfyecord
entry, or evaluating the quality or quantity of interactions between tHexathf
student were not described in the methodology of this study. Without this
information, the fidelity of implementation cannot be gauged.

Building on the early Check & Connect research, Cheney et al (2009)
combined Check & Connect with the Behavioral Education Program to develop the
Check, Connect, and Expect intervention. Where as Check & Connect can be viewed
as a tertiary, individually targeted intervention, the Behavioral InterveRtiogram
is a group oriented intervention that has shown promising behavioral outcomes for
elementary and middle school students (Hawken, 2006; MacLeod & Rawlings, 2007).
Using a stratified random sample, the investigators examined the efficd®y of t
intervention with a cohort offithrough %' grade students over a 2-year period. The
Systematic Screening for Behavior Disorders (SSBD; Walker & Savet992),
along with nominations from the participating schools’ IEP teams, was used to
identify 207 participants (121 treatment, 86 control). Nine intervention and nine
control schools were matched demographically during this study and special
education participation ranged from 6.0% to 12.5%, an average of 53% received free
or reduced meals, and 52.3% were Caucasian.

Using linear growth analysis, it was found that graduates of the program
(n=73) showed significant reduction in externalizing and internalizing behavior
measures to normative levels. Significant changes in social skill and@cade
measures were not seen. Non-graduate and comparison participants remtnaed i

clinically at-risk range across the 2 years.
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The researchers noted differences in adherence and quality of implgomenta
among the teachers implementing the study over the 2-year period. Monitoring
activities showed slight improvement in adherence and quality during the course of
the study, while data management and providing consistent feedback to the
participants were more unstable. Graduates reported a slight decline in thei
relationships with the teachers at the end of thgear, while the teachers rated their
own relationships with the graduates more positively at the end of the second year.
They also observed that Caucasian female students, who aligned demotiyaphica
with the majority of the teachers, were more likely to be graduates aftédreantion
program than other students. Hispanic students were less likely to graduatieefrom t
program. Students whose initial assessments showed that they were atigieater
severe behavioral problems were less likely to graduate from the Check, Condect, a
Expect intervention than their peers.

Additional Mentoring Studies. Mentoring programs pair an adult role model
whose function is to provide support, guidance, and protection with a younger
individual. In many areas of life, mentors advise and provide feedback to their
protégés as they navigate through a process. In the Check & Connect model, these
duties are assigned to a monitor within the school. Other mentoring studies have
demonstrated similar effects to the Check & Connect studies (Sinclairtebkosg,

& Thurlow, 2005; Sinclair et al, 1998; Lehr, Sinclair, & Christenson, 2004). Duboais,
Holloway, Valentine, and Cooper (2002) examined the effectiveness of mentoring
programs for youth using meta-analytical techniques. Small to modest efésct s

were seen in the studies examined. Program characteristics shown to cotdribute
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positive effects included the quality of the relationship between the nerdorouth,
longevity, and the frequency of contact. Youth from at-risk backgrounds, defined by
Resnick and Burt (1996) as coming from impoverished environments, dangerous
neighborhoods, or from dysfunctional families, were shown to receive the greatest
benefit from the mentoring experience. The following studies examine the
effectiveness of mentoring programs on academics, school discipline, and dropout.
Thompson and Kelly-Vance (2001) studied the impact of the Big Brothers/Big
Sisters mentoring program on the academic performance of 25 at-risk, early
adolescent boys using a quasi-experimental evaluation design. Thespaadici
were considered at-risk due to their home environments as well as theitiewhobi
risky behavior such as truancy, early substance use and abuse, running away from
home, and association with delinquent peers (Resnick & Burt, 1996). The boys
receiving the intervention (n=12) had been assigned a mentor, while the coougl gr
(n=13) was still on a waiting list for a mentor. Reasons for remaining on agvist
were not explored by the researchers. The mentors and participants met we2kly f
4 hours. Activities and conversations held were based on the relationship developed
and the interests of the participants. Case managers provided training entbesm
and follow-up was provided through an initial contact with the parent, youth, and
mentor after two weeks and then monthly through the first year of patitbecipa Big
Brothers/Big Sisters. Participants in the mentoring group performedicagrily
better on the Kaufman Test of Educational Achievement (KTEA) at post-test

compared to the pre-test 8-9 months earlier.
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Rhodes, Grossman, and Resch (2000) also examined the impact of the Big
Brothers/Big Sisters mentoring program with adolescents. In their, shely
hypothesized that the mentoring experience would be mediated partially through
improved parental relationships and would lead to improved academic outcomes.
Unlike Thompson and Kelly-Vance (2001), the researchers utilized a randomized
design involving multiple sites to construct their treatment and control groups. The
sample size was also significantly larger (n=959). Training focusinggency
policies, communication, relationship building, and individual issues involving the
participants were provided at each site. During the course of the study, more than
70% of the youth met with their mentor at least three times a month and
approximately 45% met one or more times per week. The average length of each
meeting was 3.6 hours. Follow-up, 18 months later, showed that the treatment group
had significantly better school attendance, improvements in perceived scholast
competence, and improved parental relationships.

Jackson (2002) examined the outcome of a mentoring program designed to
minimize the conduct problems of young adolescents at-risk for delinquent behavior.
The potential participants in the study were nominated by the administratioes at
junior-high schools. Twenty-nine were randomly selected from this group. The
mentors received training prior to beginning the intervention and weekly coaching
with a study supervisor. Each mentor was required to work with their student 15-20
hours per week. This level of participation was verified by the students through a
weekly activity journal. Mentors were required to meet for two hours weekfyawi

clinical psychologist for supervision and instruction. During these meetingsactl
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training focusing on the intervention, problem solving techniques, and group support
was provided. Though teacher reports did not indicate significant behavioral change,
parent reports indicated reductions in both internalizing and externalizing behaviors.
It was also shown that the study participants received few to no school infrdsgtions
the end of the study.

Slicker and Palmer (1993) evaluated the effectiveness of a mentoringnprogra
on the academic and drop-out status of 86 academically at-risk high school students
during a six month period. The experimental group (n=32) chosen were those
considered most at-risk, while the control group (n=32) was chosen from the
remaining sample. Attempts were made to match the two groups on demographics
and school performance. Initial analysis showed that the control group had an
improved self-concept compared to the experimental group, but no significant
differences could be found in either the grade point averages or dropout rate of the
two groups. While evaluating the fidelity of implementation, it was learregdlile
quality of mentoring provided varied greatly. The experimental group was then
divided between those who were considered “effectively mentored” and those who
weren’'t. None of the students who were “effectively mentored” dropped out of
school. The grade point averages were also slightly, but not significaritbr, be
Differences in self-concept were not found.

These four studies illustrate some of the difficulties of research involving
mentoring interventions. With the exception of the Rhodes et al (2000) study, sample
sizes are generally small. Sample construction is often compromised by dseohee

the cooperating agency. Jackson’s (2002) and Slicker and Palmer’s (1993) sample
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groups were influenced by the perceptions of the participants’ schools as tcagho w
most at-risk. The fidelity of the intervention is also a concern in this line eres.

In mentoring, the relationship developed between the child and the adult is the
intervention. Jackson’s (2002), and Thompson and Kelly-Vance’s (2001) to a lesser
degree, described the contact requirements for the mentors. Jackson’sssiudy al
included weekly meetings and student participant journaling to gauge the quality of
the intervention. Rhodes et al's (2000) study provided limited information concerning
the training and supervision provided, but did provide data concerning contact time
between the mentor and the participant. Slicker and Palmer’s (1993) need for a post-
hoc analysis of mentoring quality demonstrated the impact that poor implementatio
fidelity can have within a study.

Summary. Data concerning the outcomes of students in alternative education
settings is weak. Nearly three-quarters of surveyed school districtatiedithat
procedures were established to allow for the return of alternative educatiomstude
to the comprehensive school and that 64% eventually do return (Lehr et al, 2004).
Upon return, their degree of success is unclear. Few local educational sgekie
the performance of students who have returned from alternative educatiogssati
a distinct subgroup within their schools. Surveys of comprehensive school faculty
indicate that many students return to schools where they may be stigmatized due to
their earlier behavior (Kershaw & Blank, 1993). A large percentage of the students
alternative education settings possess documented special education ndedsi{Cor
Montecel, 1999; Hasazi et al., 2001; Lehr, Moreau, Lange, & Lanners, 2004; Moore

et al, 2005). High incidence disabilities, particularly emotional disturbanedhe
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most frequently identified. Others demonstrate significant learningudifés, but

are not identified as having disabilities (Lehr, et al. 2004). Longitudinal stoflies

youth with high incidence disabilities, particularly for youth with emotional
disturbances, have demonstrated poor post-school outcomes when compared to their
non-disabled peers (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005).

Due to the prevalence of special educational needs within the alternative
educational student population, specific clauses within the IDEA are dgpli€ar
students who violate a school’s conduct code, the Interim Alternative Education
Settings (IAES) clause provides for a continuation of services while thetimiphe
disability on the conduct infraction is considered. The Least RestrictivieoBment
(LRE) clause mandates that a student be educated in a conventional, comprehensive
school if supplemental supports will allow for satisfactory progress. Federal
education law does not directly address the need for reintegration support for non-
disabled students returning from alternative education placements.

Applicable intervention models have been developed through the support of
the U.S. Department of Education. Positive Behavior Intervention Support (PBIS), a
three-tier model, is designed to allow for targeted interventions for students who do
not demonstrate success under school-wide behavioral support systems. Students
returning from alternative settings have typically experienced batahand
academic failure within school-wide support systems. Secondary or teigpprts
may be required to assist these students, upon their return, so that progress achieved
while at the alternative school can be maintained and built upon. Researchers have

noted that more PBIS research is needed in middle and high school environments
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(Skiba and Peterson, 2003; Lane, Robertson, & Graham-Bailey, 2006) and with
students at elevated risk for antisocial behavior (McCurdy, Kunsch, & Reibste
2007). The majority of students returning to their comprehensive schools from
alternative settings are secondary students who have exhibited antisociaiseha
(Lehr, Moreau, Lange, & Lanners, 2004).

The Check & Connect model was developed to improve the school
completion rates of at-risk secondary level students with high-incidencelitissbi
such as emotional disturbance. Using two levels of monitoring and intervention,
alterable characteristics of school disengagement such as acaddarimaece,
absences, tardiness, skipping classes, and discipline referrals are adoyesse
monitor/mentor within the school. Longitudinal studies have shown that participants
in the Check & Connect model earned more academic credits, were more likely to be
on track to complete high school in four years, attended with greater regularity, and
demonstrated lower levels of school mobility than control groups (Sinclair et al,
1998; 2005). A significant percentage of these students have documented disabilities,
typically high-incidence disabilities (Cortez & Montecel, 1999; Haskal.e2001;
Lehr, Moreau, Lange, & Lanners, 2004; Moore et al, 2005). Mentoring studies with
students considered at-risk, but not identified as having disabilities, have shown
improvements in academic and behavioral performance (Jackson, 2002; Rhodes et al,
2000; Slicker & Palmer, 1993; Thompson & Kelly-Vance, 2001).

Methodology and internal validity concerns limit the strength of the findings
in the preceding studies. In spite of this, school districts are acting on trebkevai

evidence and implementing programs based on Check & Connect and mentoring
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research. These programs are designed to address specific conttemgheiculture
of a particular school or district. To evaluate the effectiveness of théaéves it is
necessary to examine the intervention within the cultural context of that school or
district. For this reason, a case study utilizing the available qualitaitie a
guantitative information may provide an accurate description of the impact of an
intervention such as Check & Connect.
Implicationsfor Research

The preceding studies show that providing a positive, supportive adult
relationship to an at-risk youth can lead to improved academic and behavioral
outcomes and increase the likelihood of school completion. Students returning from
alternative education settings share many characteristics witmttwdamsidered at-
risk for dropout. Due to these similarities, districts frequently implememdtings
modeled on interventions, such as Check & Connect, to address specific needs within
their schools. Partnerships between educational researchers and schotdsare of
used to develop, conduct, and evaluate these initiatives. In this study, | partnered with
a school district to evaluate their use of Check & Connect as a tool for reimtggrati
and supporting students returning from alternative educational placements.

Program evaluation, defined as “the systematic collection of information
about the activities, characteristics, and outcomes of programs to makepidgm
about the program, improve program effectiveness, and/or inform decisions about
future programming” (Boulmetis & Dutwin, 2000, Patton, 1997) is a technique
frequently used to evaluate organizational sponsored initiatives. Evaluatiorchesea

closely related to program evaluation, focuses on explaining educationas effielct
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devising instructional strategies (Isaac & Michael, 1995). One dangeirassiowith
program evaluation, and evaluation research, is that the focus on pragmatic concerns
will lead to a lack of rigor (Potter, 2006). Another is the cooperating agency’s des

for external validity to the potential detriment of internal validity (Rp2806).

To address these concerns, | used reliability control techniques while
developing a case study that evaluated the use of Check & Connect as a tool for
reintegrating and supporting students returning from alternative edutationa
placements. Two broad questions, “How has Check & Connect affected a group of
students returning to their comprehensive schools from an alternative ptdeéme
and “If it had an impact, why did Check & Connect have the influence it did?” were
used to guide this proposed study. Descriptive data, surveys, and qualitative interview
data were used to answer specific research questions. These specifohiresea
guestions, and the procedures used to collect data, address fidelity and valiésy is

and analyze my findings, will be described in Chapter Ill: Methodology.
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Chapter [I11: METHODOLOGY

In this study, descriptive data, surveys, and qualitative interview data were
used to develop a case study that answered two broad questions, “How has Check &
Connect affected a group of students returning to their comprehensive schiols fr
an alternative placement?” and “If it had an impact, why did Check & Connect have
the influence it did?” The specific research questions examined are described he
Resear ch Questions

1. What impact does a Check & Connect intervention have on the academic and
behavioral performance of a group of high school students with demonstrated
learning and behavioral difficulties returning from an alternative education
placement?

2. How do students, faculty, implementers, and administrators involved with
Check & Connect perceive the implementation and effects of the intervention
with students returning from an alternative education placement?

3. What do stakeholders think about why Check & Connect had an impact on the
students with demonstrated learning and behavioral difficulties who had
returned from an alternative education placement?

During this study, a total of six high school students, assigned to two
intervention sites, were provided the Check & Connect intervention. Three control
students, who were assigned to demographically similar high schools in the,district
also participated. Three students who chose to not return to their high schools were
interviewed for additional perspectives. Between the two intervention sites) aft
eleven teachers, two program implementers (monitors), and two vice-princgrals w
interviewed. More detailed description of the participants by group will be pbvide

during the description of the research sites. Due to concerns about the size and

construction of the sample, as well as the ethical questions raised bylywéualing
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a potentially beneficial intervention to a comparison group, the most appropriate
methodology to examine the implementation of this intervention was an explanatory
case study.

In this chapter, | provide a brief summary of Check & Connect, followed by a
description of the demographic characteristics of the school district, and the
participating schools from which my participants will be drawn. Within this
description, | will briefly describe the study participants. An explanation of the
district’'s placement procedures, a description of the experience shatesldtydents
while in placement, and the procedures for returning to a comprehensive school will
also be provided. A description of how Check & Connect was implemented with the
participants follows. Finally, an in-depth description of the inquiry techniques to be
used, as well as their analysis, completes the description of the study. ptex cha
concludes with a discussion of the trustworthiness of findings and the role of the
researcher in data collection and interpretation.

Check & Connect

As discussed in Chapter I, Check & Connect (Evelo, Sinclair, Hurley,
Christenson, & Thurlow, 1996) is an intervention model designed to encourage
student engagement in school, reduce the likelihood of dropout, and increase the
likelihood of school completion. Based on resiliency theory (Sinclair, Christenson,
Lehr, & Anderson, 2003), Check & Connect uses a monitor to “check” the student’s
performance on alterable characteristics of school disengagement scadersia
performance, absences, tardiness, skipping classes, and disciplinesréfeotagh

continuous assessment. This is done through the monitoring of records and regular
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communication with academic instructors and administrators in charge gqilidisci
Based on this data, the monitor then “connects” with the student and their family. By
developing a supportive relationship with the student, the monitor is able to help the
student develop new skills to assist them in navigating the challenges otadokes
while mitigating the impact of some of the difficulties they have expeeé earlier
in their lives.

Intervention Sites and Resear ch. A large, mid-Atlantic county-wide district
was the site of the case study. This district is among the fifty lardestlssystems in
the United States and is comprised of urban, suburban, and rural communities. The
district has wide variation in socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds of the students.
During the 2008 school year, the district reported that 24.7% of their elementary
students, 21.4% of their middle school students, and 14.6% of their high school
students were eligible for Free and Reduced Meal Service (FARMS). Apyatty
two-thirds of the students are identified as Caucasian. African-Amestodents, the
next largest subgroup, are 22.7% of the student population. Limited English
Proficiency (LEP) students represent a small, but growing percentauge aitricts
student population. Overall special education enroliment in the district isglightl
more than 10%, while Section 504 eligibility ranged from 2.1 to 4.4% at different
school levels.

During this study, six intervention students, three who returned to Pulaski
High School and three who returned to Stark High School received the Check &
Connect intervention. Two eventually left the program, one due to returning to the

alternative educational placement and one due to withdrawing from school. Three
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high school students, divided between two demographically similar schools, served as
control subjects. All participants were identified by the districtsraktive education
director as returning to the study sites after being enrolled in theaiter program

during the Fall 2008 semester. Each potential student participant was presented a
invitation to enroll in the study by either the monitors at the intervention sitas or
vice-principals of the control sites. Included in these materials wettea of

introduction, a brief description of the study, and parental and student consent forms.
Contact between the researcher and the students were initiated affgroeties
completed consent packets. Table 3 shows student demographic characterist&cs for t
2007-08 school year and provides a general description of the population from which
the sample was drawn.

Table 3

Challenges Alternative School Population, 2007-2008
Population/Attendance Rate

Male/  Indian/ African Asian/ White Hispanic
Female Alaskan American Pacific
Native Islander

29/11 0/0.0% 26/77.0% 0/0.0%  12/78.4% 2/0.0%
Special Services

Special LEP FARMS | 504
Education
30.8% 0% 36.5% 9.6%

The students enrolled in the district’s alternative educational progranotare
representative of the district as a whole. The students have significantly tatgser
of poverty and disability than the district overall. At the high school level, 10.3% are
eligible for special education services, but only 14.6% receive free anddeduce
meals. More than twice these percentages are seen at the Challengeswlternat
Program.

The district has established procedures for guiding the placemenbdecisi
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into the alternative educational program. Discipline logs, interim reportst igyds,

and attendance are all examined to determine if a pattern of poor school performance
exists. At this time, the student’s health and IEP/504 Plan, if applicable, are
examined to determine whether a disability may be impacting the child’s
performance. On-site interventions such as functional behavior assessrB&)ts (F
behavior intervention plans (BIP), and therapeutic curriculums are then pursued to
address the student’s challenging behavior. If unsuccessful, a requeatément is
made to the district’s central placement committee. Along with the docuimené
challenging behavior, and a report of attempted interventions and their outcomes, a
written report of the student’s strengths and weaknesses is preparedh loy eec
student’s teachers. If the committee agrees to the change of placemengranoenf
between the parent, student, and an administrator at the alternative program is
scheduled. During this meeting, the student’s records are discussed anactiyeestr

of the program is explained. After this meeting, placement only occurs tuithens

and his or her parent agree to enroll in the alternative educational placement. Upon
enrollment, a special code is attached to the student’s electronic file irstihet.di

This code follows them throughout the school system and assists the district in
tracking their further development.

While enrolled at the Challenges Alternative Program, students experience a
educational environment significantly different from the district’s coimgmesive
schools. It is characterized by smaller classes, higher levelsddgramaand
behavioral support, and clear and consistent rules for conduct. During visits, |

observed classes with fewer than 10 students per teacher. Within these classrooms
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the standard county-wide curriculum was in use but higher levels of support and
modification were provided to the students. A point based behavior management
system, in addition to a school-wide Positive Behavioral Support program, was also
observed. In this system, material rewards were provided for positive tidegac

with staff and peers. Additional staff was available to act as acadatimis and
behavioral support as needed within the facilities. Multiple students were asked t
discuss the rules and expectations at their placements. The similar responses,
combined with my observations, led me to believe that consistent rules and
expectations were provided by the staff and faculty. When asked if they were
interested in returning to their comprehensive schools, students frequemdgsed
interest in participating in their schools extracurricular activitiesdimin't think they
would receive the same types of close, supportive relationships with thénataffey
had developed at the Challenges Alternative Program.

The district’s philosophy is that the process for transitioning back to the
comprehensive school begins at the initial placement meeting. According to the
cooperating district, upon placement in the district’s alternative educigpimzaam,
an Individualized Success Plan (ISP) is developed. A description of the presenting
problems is developed with a focus on attendance, behavior, and academic
achievement. A baseline and the percentage change required to meet a minimum
standard of 98% attendance, five or fewer low level behavioral referrals,gradea
point average of 2.0 is measured. Similar to an IEP, documentation of interventions,
review dates, and a description of success or failure is then provided. Reenrallment i

the comprehensive school is based on the student’s progress on the ISP. The decision
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to return the student is heavily influenced by the alternative educatiomad sett
administrators and the wishes of the student’s guardians. The receiving schiool mus
accept the student upon discharge from the alternative program. Revisions to this
procedure have been in discussion within the district, but as of September 2008, no
changes had been made.

Two schools, Pulaski High School and Stark High School, served as the
intervention sites during the development of this case study. Additional data were
collected from two additional high schools, Nimitz and Patton High Schools, which
served as control sites. These high schools were selected due to the hystogical
number of students referred to the alternative education program. The four high
schools are considered by the district to serve comparably diverse student
populations. Enroliment of the participants in each of the schools is based on their
home address and was made independently of this study. Tables 4 and 4a describe the
high school sites that participated in the development of this case study. The Check &
Connect intervention was implemented at Pulaski and Stark High Schools, but not at
Patton or Nimitz High Schools. Bi-weekly site visits were conducted &t eac
intervention site. Visits were also made to the control schools to determiypéise t
and level of support available to the returning students. A description of each school

follows.
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Table 4
Study Site School Populations, 2007-2008

Population/Attendance Rate

Male/ Indian/ | African Asian/ White Hispanic
Female Alaskan | American | Pacific
Native Islander
Intervention Sites
Stark HS 971/969 12 1111 119 530 168
89.3% 91.1% 95.6% 91.6% 90.4%
Pulaski HS | 970/924 6 452 40 1327 69
92.5% 92.2% 95.7% 92.3% 89.5%
Control Sites
Patton HS 800/813 0 683 61 632 237
0% 91.2% 94.3% 94.4% 87.5%
Nimitz HS | 1052/1001] 5 551 77 1296 124
95.0% 91.7% 94.7% 90.9% 88.2%
Table 4a

Study Site School Populations-Special Services, 2007-2008

Special Services

SPED LEP FARMS 504
Intervention Sites
Stark HS 10.7% 2.1% 26.7% 1.2%
Pulaski HS 14% 0% 24.3% 2.6%
Control Sites
Patton HS 7.8% 11% 29.1% 5.3%
Nimitz HS 12.7% 3.5% 24.8% 2.9%

I ntervention Site-Stark High School. Stark High School, located on the
outskirts of a large military base, serves a diverse group of studentdirom t
neighboring military dependent and civilian population. The physical structure of the
school reflects its history of being on the forefront of many district iadiat
innovations. Specific areas of the physical plant had been, and were currently,
designated for initiatives focusing on specific career areas, populatopsgrand
advanced curriculum studies. Retrofits designed to accommodate these varied
initiatives contributed to disjointed architectural styles, maintenanckserel

inefficient movement from one part of the school to the next.
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Observed faculty interactions appeared to be strained at Stark High School.
One teacher interviewed mentioned that teacher contract negotiations wesaynder
and that a contingent of the faculty were “working to rule”, or only doing what was
strictly required by their contract. Communication between staff wasaén as a
significant issue by the teachers. During numerous classroom observations, |
observed many teachers with low levels of personal interaction with the stadent
lessons with few attempts to actively involve them in the educational process. The
teachers interviewed during this case study did not demonstrate thesendiefsceand
showed significantly more interest in involving their students in the observed lessons

I ntervention Site-Pulaski High School. Pulaski High School was located in
a traditionally “blue collar” community, outside of a large mid-atlantig. dihough
physically older than Stark High School, the physical plant appeared to be much
better maintained. Additions to the building were only distinguishable by the differe
style of flooring tiles. These retrofits, and the classrooms assignedéodifferent
wings of the building, appeared to facilitate efficient movement of the stuffent
one classroom to the next. Unlike Stark High School, Pulaski High School only
possessed one signature, curriculum initiative that though housed in a single wing of
the building, appeared to be well integrated with the greater school community.

Greater collegiality was observed between the members of the faculty and
administration than at Stark High School. Communication, perhaps facilitated by the
monitor’s longevity in the school, appeared to be cordial and fairly prompt. As in
Stark High School, it was reported that some of the teachers had chosen to only

perform the duties mandated by their teaching contracts. Fewer classroom
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observations were made during my visits, but more numerous spontaneous faculty-
student interactions were observed in the hallways. These interactions, with few
notable exceptions, appeared to be supportive and friendly towards the students.

Control Site-Patton High School. Patton High School possessed the newest
physical plant of the schools visited, but was recognized as the oldest high school in
the district due to its history. Only a brief tour of the facility was conduetttdthe
property and classrooms appearing to be well maintained. Documentatiortlshte
the school possessed a wide array of advanced curriculum opportunities and
conversations with administration indicated that a variety of remedial sewere
available, particular for students needing English as a Second Lang$#gk) (A
conversation with one of the vice-principals revealed that that great digparity
economic levels existed within Patton High School, and that there was tension
between the recent immigrant population and the less affluent Africanigemer
population. Gang members, reportedly, were in the school but violence between
groups was fairly rare. Basic level Check & Connect had recently beetenhitia
within the school, but not the intensive level of services examined in this case study.
Darius, the control student interviewed at Patton High School, was not a participant
the basic level Check & Connect provided at the school.

Control Site-Nimitz High School. Nimitz High School, located in the same
community as Pulaski High School, was an older facility and consisted of numerous
stand-alone structures resembling a small, urban college campus. Students moved
from class to class by exiting to a common courtyard and then walking to the building

housing their next class. Ninth grade level courses were housed in a sep&tadtg. bui
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The vice-principal who arranged the meeting with the control students ait¢his
indicated that the structure of the campus, along with the close proximity of a
commuter train station into a neighboring city, contributed to frequent attendance
issues at the school and constant fears of non-students entering the grounds. Check &
Connect had not been established at the school, but the vice-principal felt that it
would be a helpful addition to the services provided by the staff.

Participants. A cohort of students, teachers, monitors, and vice principals
participated in this case study. Students, as discussed earlier, were gukéidipate
based on their status as students who had returned to one of the study sites at the
beginning of the semester. Teachers were selected based on studentparticipa
nomination. The monitors were the staff assigned to administer Check & Connect at
the two intervention sites. The two administrators selected were thedipewisors
of the monitors at Pulaski and Stark High Schools. A brief description of each
participant, by location and stakeholder status, follows.

Pulaski High School-Students.

Armando: A 17.2 year old Hispanic male, Armando returned to Pulaski High
School after attending Challenges Alternative Program for two semédterggh in
his third year of high school, Armando was still considered a sophomore due to the
number of credits he had earned. According to Armando, he was placed at the
alternative program due to a pattern of noncompliance and poor attendance at Pulaski
High School. He had also attended the district’s middle school alternative program.
Armando did not possess an IEP or 504 plan. Shortly after returning to Pulaski High

School, Armando asked to return to Challenges Alternative Program stating that he
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believed it was his best opportunity to earn his academic credits. Armando mresente
himself as a very guarded young man during his first interview and expredssilea
to control situations, through intimidation if needed. He viewed Check & Connect,
and the monitor, as a tool with which he could reduce the consequences for his
actions. His second interview was conducted at the Challenges AlternatirarRr

During Armando’s second interview, he was less guarded than he had been
previously. This change in behavior occurred after we briefly discussed my
background with at-risk students. He remarked that it was very important to him to
know his teachers as individuals in order to develop a respect for them. Armando also
described how his behavior at Challenges Alternative Program had escizlegelis
return due to his belief that there were few consequences available to the
administration due to his sophomore credit status. Since coursework at theiadternat
program only extended through the sophomore year, they were unable to
accommodate him for an additional semester. Armando believed that, regardless of
his actions, he would return to Pulaski High School in the fall.

Benjamin: A 16.1 year old Caucasian male, Benjamin returned to Pulaski
High School after attending Challenges Alternative Program for aesseghester.
During his first year at Pulaski High School, Benjamin described havingsexee
difficulty with authority figures in the school and compliance with school rules. He
agreed to attend the Challenges Alternative Program when the opportunity was
presented to him. Benjamin did not possess an IEP or 504 plan. Benjamin was the
most open of the students interviewed during this study and freely shared irdarmat

about himself, his family, and his feelings about the experience of returning to
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Pulaski High School. This openness contributed to certain faculty members,
particularly Mr. Rizzo and Mr. Smith, thinking highly of him in spite of the behavior
he exhibited.

During Benjamin’s two interviews, he presented two conflicting paths to his
personal success. The first path was externally oriented. Benjamin spoke of his
interest in eventually joining an electrical contracting business whiclogagpmany
members of his family. He felt that his family connections, and the reputatios of hi
father and uncles, would ensure him a well-paying position in the firm when he asked
for it. Benjamin did not feel that his actions in high school would positively impact
this prospect. During his second interview, Benjamin expressed a greater sense of
personal ownership of his actions and his future. He acknowledged his own role in his
behavioral difficulties and had begun to consider options to increase the likelihood of
graduation. These included enrolling in night school concurrently in order to earn
more credits towards graduation and, potentially, enrollment in a state sponsored
diploma completion “boot camp” program.

Tanya: A 15.4 year old African-American female, Tanya, returned to Pulaski
High School after attending Challenges Alternative Program for one sgnitise
had begun her freshman year at Pulaski High School, but was removed shortly after
arriving for possession of weapon. At the midpoint of the study, Tanya transferred to
Stark High School, the second intervention site. Check & Connect services were then
continued by the monitor assigned to that school. She was not identified as a student
with an IEP or 504 Plan. Tanya was the most highly regarded of the intervention

participants. She was seen as bright and motivated by the staff at both high schools
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and was considered for nomination for “Student of the Month” by Ms. Rodriguez at
Pulaski High School prior to her transfer.

Over the course of the semester, a growing sense of confidence was seen i
Tanya. During her first interview, she appeared to be quite apprehensive about
speaking about her past and embarrassed by the incident that led her to being placed
in the alternative program. At her second interview, she discussed how she was
initially apprehensive about returning to a conventional high school but that she was
now committed to remaining in a conventional high school. Tanya viewed herself as
primarily responsible for her progress and felt it was important to maintesaryz
distance from her peers in order to continue to succeed. She credited the adults she
had met upon reentry; particularly Anna, Ms Rodriguez, and a school police officer
assigned to Pulaski High School in helping her adjust emotionally to being irea larg
school environment.

Pulaski High School-Teachers.

Mr. Rizzo: A Caucasian male, Mr. Rizzo was an eighth year non-core subject
area teacher and coach. He had significant interaction with Benjamin aiseéaeveas
being very supportive of his progress. This support was shown both before and after
Benjamin participated in a fight in his classroom. When interviewed, Mr. Rizzo
mentioned that he had worked with students who had returned from the Challenges
Alternative Program in the past and that he felt it was important to “have an open
mind” concerning their prospects for success in his classroom. He beliet/dtetha
students who returned from the alternative program had the academic capacity to

succeed, but frequently did not exhibit the emotional control required to stay out of
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trouble. Though broadly supportive of the use of Check & Connect at Pulaski High
School, he believed that the development of problem solving skills, particularly
involving anger management, was an area that could be further strengthened.

Mr. Bartlett: An African-American male, Mr. Bartlett was a seventh year core
subject area teacher. Though Mr. Bartlett had not visited an alternativeiedaicat
program during his teaching career, he had knowledge of them through students he
had worked with and individuals he had grown up with. Though he believed that
students should have the opportunity to return from alternative education, he felt that
some were a threat to the safety of the school and should be restricted fromgeturni
When discussing Benjamin, a student he was instructing, he stated that though he was
doing well socially he did not see academic effort from him. Mr. Bartlettifatt t
Check & Connect in Pulaski High School had the potential to provide attention to
students that he as a subject area teacher could not and felt that students returning
from placement, due to their history of volatility, should be the continuing focus of
the initiative.

Mr. Callins: A Caucasian male, Mr. Collins was a seventh year core subject
area teacher. He was known in the school as one of the more popular teachers due to
his relaxed teaching style. Mr. Collins believed that students who returned from the
Challenges Alternative Program integrated quite well into his classrodrhea
described Tanya’s return as the “best case scenario.” In his viewgttesirbenefit
to the inclusion of Check & Connect at Pulaski High School was that it provided
additional support to the students and additional background information to the

teachers giving them “an edge.”



72

Ms. Rodriguez. A Caucasian female, Ms. Rodriguez was a sixteenth year core
subject area teacher and a close friend of Anna, the monitor assigned to Pgaski Hi
School. A handful of brief observations were made of Ms. Rodriguez’s classroom
over the course of the study. During these observations, she appeared to ivelgffect
leading a larger than average sized classroom roster for her school and subject are
Her classroom leadership style appeared to be authoritative, while siroukgne
expressing empathy and compassion towards her students. Ms. Rodriguez found the
support provided by Check & Connect to be helpful with many of the students at
Pulaski High School, but believed that it would have limited impact with students
who had not accepted “personal responsibility” for their academic and behavioral
progress. She worked closely with Tanya, one of the Check & Connect participants,
and felt that her sense of personal responsibility for her success distidglasha
from many of the other intervention participants in the school.

Ms. Hunt: An African-American female, Ms. Hunt was a thirteenth year core
subject area teacher at Pulaski High School. She had a very low opinion of the
Challenges Alternative Program and felt that most students “come back wWase”
before they were placed. Ms. Hunt had never visited an alternative educational
program and stated that she was not interested in doing so. She had a tense
relationship with Anna, the monitor, and did not acknowledge the existence of Check
& Connect at Pulaski High School due to her belief that it was not formally
introduced by the school administration. When asked what she felt was needed to
support students returning from alternative educational settings, Ms. Hunt d&scribe

an intervention that was nearly identical to Check & Connect. The one significant
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difference in her hypothetical intervention was the requirement that the staff
implementing the intervention be of the same gender as the student they were
working with. Ms. Hunt believed that male students would be better able to relate and
accept correction from a male mentor, while female students would benefit more
from one that was female.

Pulaski High School-M onitor.

Anna: A Caucasian female, Anne was a core subject area teacher for thirty-
two years prior to becoming a Check & Connect monitor. She was in her second year
in the role during the development of this case study. During her career, Anna had
taught in two other states as well as in a foreign country. Her formal loacichin
alternative education was confined to an internship during her training. Though she
was unable to confirm it, she believed that many students that she had worked with in
the past in co-taught and lower level courses may have had experience in an
alternative educational environment. Since assuming the role of Check & Connect
monitor, she had visited the Challenges Alternative Program numerous times and held
significant concerns of the academic and behavioral preparation the studenesdrec
prior to returning to Pulaski High School.

In Anna’s role as a monitor at Pulaski High School, she was viewed as “a
leader” in the building by Mr. Smith, the administrator supervising her. This role
extended into her acting as a substitute administrator during a time sfwdnite this
case study was being developed. Anna was given a great deal of flezibdity
support in her use of Check & Connect by the administration. She was also viewed as

having primary responsibility for overseeing her students’ progress. Tleppien
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of responsibility led to the Check & Connect participants being known among the
staff as “Anna’s kids.”

Anna viewed her role as stressful, but very important to the future of the
students she worked with. During observations, she cycled through the building doing
spot observations to ensure her “kids” were in their proper classes. When in her
office, she was frequently writing emails to teachers requestingfoemation,
contacting parents, or meeting with students. Anna felt that the pace of her day made
it difficult for her to meet the documentation requirements of Check & Connect and
felt that many pieces of essential data were not making it into her studengiste®
significant source of concern for Anna was her perception of the view the school
district took towards the impact of the intervention. She believed that the district
expected a greater quantifiable impact in the students’ academic andob&havi
performance through the use of Check & Connect than she was observing.

Pulaski High School-Administrator.

Mr. Smith: A Caucasian male, Mr. Smith had been a vice-principal for six
years and an electives teacher and subject coordinator in a neighboringfdistrict
four and a half years. He had visited the alternative program in his previoi dist
and frequently visited Challenges Alternative Program as the administrator
overseeing Check & Connect at Pulaski High School. Mr. Smith viewed the role of
Check & Connect monitor as a leadership role and frequently used his influence to
obtain timely information from teachers in his school. He was broadly supportive of
Anna’s efforts and attributed the continuing enrollment of many of the students to her

use of Check & Connect.
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During my observations at Pulaski High School, | frequently observed Mr.
Smith conferring with Anna on disciplinary matters with the students on her adselo
He expressed having a great deal of trust in her and respect for her hppribec
position of monitor in his school. Mr. Smith appeared to be significantly involved
with the implementation of Check & Connect and gave many anecdotes concerning
individual students, particularly Benjamin and Armando, during his interview. These
anecdotes were fairly balanced with references to both their previous tdéBcand
examples of their success since their involvement with Check & Connect.

Stark High School-Students.

Lamont: A 15.1 year old African-American male, returned to Stark High
School after a single semester at the Challenges Alternative Prdgrarant began
his freshman school year at Stark High School, but was removed within thewirst fe
weeks due to possession of contraband materials. Though not identified as having a
disability, concerns were raised by school staff and permission to assesswyght.
School staff was unable to obtain a response from Lamont’s guardian and an
assessment for disabilities was not conducted.

During the development of this case study, Lamont was interviewed mdce a
observed frequently in class. He appeared to be disengaged from the educational
experience available at Stark High School and was viewed by many of lhierseas
exhibiting little effort academically. In the classroom, Lamont sattigui@wvards the
back or the side in an apparent attempt to avoid attention. During my interviews with
Lamont, he provided vague, and occasionally conflicting, statements about his

previous school experiences.
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School personnel were concerned by Lamont’s activities and he was being
watched closely for signs of gang involvement and/or drug dealing in the school.
Lamont attempted to reduce the school’s ability to monitor his activities by not
providing Mary, his monitor, his class schedule until several weeks after vedarri
and then not providing the school an accurate contact number for his parent. It was
later learned that his parent was not in the house during the work week and that he
was unsupervised during these times. At the second interview, approximately tw
weeks before school ended, contact had been reestablished with his parent.

Hussein: A 17.0 year old male of Middle Eastern descent, returned to Stark
High School after a single semester at the Challenges Alternatigeah. Hussein
was enrolled at Stark High School during the previous school year, but had not
completed his spring semester there. According to Hussein, he was placed due to
gang involvement and a perceived potential for violence by the school. Though raised
in the United States, Hussein was receiving English as a Second Languécgss
According to his records, these services had been provided sporadically sinee middl
school. An interest in assessing him for a disability was found in his records, but
parental permission had not been obtained.

Hussein presented himself as a friendly young man during both of his
interviews. When talking with him, it was often necessary to reword questions to help
him understand them. Teachers observed similar difficulties in Hussein andbelie
that his comprehension of speech was lower than he admitted to. During observations,
he was observed to be working, friendly, yet slightly uncomfortable with the

additional attention given to him through the use of Check & Connect. This was later
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confirmed during his second interview where Hussein discussed not enjoying having
Mary visit him in class and saying that he was “...not bad anymore.”

After talking with Hussein’s teachers, there appeared to a disconnection
between teachers who had a high regard for him and those he felt affection towards.
Ms. Johnson, one of his subject area teachers, enjoyed having Hussein in her class
greatly and frequently complimented his performance. When asked about this,
Hussein remarked that he didn’t like Ms. Johnson or his female math teacher. During
his second interview, he was unable to identify his monitor's name, his female
guidance counselor, or the female vice-principal he was assigned to. Hussein
correctly named numerous male teachers and described enjoyingaksasclEach
of these teachers offered a more negative assessment of his perfornthage in
classes. It was not directly asked, but it is possible that his culturadeenitfluenced
his ability to relate to female authority figures and that this might haveilouted to
his desire to distance himself from Mary and her implementation of Check &
Connect.

Keenan: A 17.6 year old African-American male, Keenan returned to Stark
High School after a single semester at Challenges Alternatigga®no Though in his
third year of high school, Keenan had just met the minimum credit count required to
be considered a sophomore. He attributed his behavioral difficulties, and chronic
absenteeism, to distractibility and limited discipline when around peergasiaot
identified as having a disability. Keenan withdrew from school midway through the
semester. His second interview was conducted in the community. During this

meeting, he discussed feeling “old” in his classes and felt the pressuremgfdna
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child contributed to his decision to leave Stark High School.

During his interviews, Keenan was very polite, but also very reserved. It was
only during his second interview that he was willing to discuss many of the
difficulties he felt when he returned to Stark High School. Chief among theskisva
sense of feeling “old” in his classes. Keenan was nearly eighteengtdand, due to
the number of credits he possessed, placed in courses with students who were two to
three years younger than him. He explained that he was expected to “ligedwymhi
hand” and be a self-supporting adult by his family and that this experiencetedpara
him from many of his peers in the school. These feelings, along with his a@esire t
support his child, contributed to Keenan’s decision to withdraw from school.

In spite of his decision to withdraw from Stark High School, Keenan
expressed an appreciation for the value of education. After withdrawing from,school
he had begun to explore enrolling in a regional vocational training program which
would also allow him to earn his high school diploma. In this program, he would be
required to live at the facility during the week and then return home on the weekends
to help with his child. While waiting for his second interview at the program, he was
looking for a full-time job. Keenan was eager to discuss this educational opportunity
with Mary, his former Check & Connect monitor, at Stark High School. Significant
interactions between Mary and Keenan were not observed during the development of
this case study, but Keenan'’s interest in obtaining Mary’s approval aneadvic
supports the notion that a mentoring relationship was developed between the two of

them.
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Stark High School-Teachers.

Ms Benning: A Caucasian female, Ms. Benning was a second year core
subject area teacher and worked with Keenan in her class. Only two observations
were made in her classroom due to Keenan’s frequent absences and eventual
withdrawal from school. Her teaching style appeared to be highly structured and
students, including Keenan, appeared to be engaged with their assignments. During
my interviews with her, she expressed regret that she had not known that Keenan had
returned from an alternative education placement and that she wished the Check &
Connect monitor had approached her with that information. While discussing Keenan,
she described one episode where, in frustration, he called her “a dumb bitch.”
Following that incident, she had no further issues with him and believed that he was a
student who had, in the past, a pattern of poor behavior. Ms. Benning believed that
Keenan was maturing and this behavior was largely behind him.

Mr. Simmons:. A Caucasian male, Mr. Simmons was a first year core subject
area teacher and identified himself as the youngest member of the testalfiag)

Stark High School. While observing Hussein in his classroom, he appeared to have a
more relaxed style of instruction and tried to lead his class using his pexsoataler

strict rules. Mr. Simmons described his teaching style as “sarcastltdt he liked to
engage his students using light teasing. In reflection, he felt this approach may not
serve him well with all students, but that it had been successful during higérst y
teaching. Like Ms. Benning, he did not know that his student had previously been
enrolled at the district’s alternative educational program. As the semestgessed,

he described having few difficulties with Hussein and felt that this mag Ibesn one
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of the reasons why he had limited contact with Mary, his Check & Connect monitor.

Mr. Fox: A Caucasian male, Mr. Fox was a sixth year core subject area
teacher. Unlike many of the other teachers interviewed during the developmest of thi
case study, Mr. Fox had entered teaching at a later age and he considsrsedbihd
career after running his own small business. He worked with Keenan in hisahassr
and also worked with him a few years earlier. Mr. Fox was very supportive of ikeena
and felt that he had matured significantly and valued education much more than he
had earlier. He had a strong working relationship with Mary, and felt thataha w
good influence on his student due to being a compassionate, but firm, disciplinarian.

Mr. Athens: A Caucasian male, Mr. Athens was a thirtieth year core subject
area teacher who worked with Lamont. Even though he still enjoyed working with the
students, he did not support many of the federal initiatives impacting the educationa
system and believed that they ultimately harmed the students. He felitethat t
minimized the personal responsibility of the student to exert effort and placeel blam
for failure solely on schools and teachers. Due to this, Mr. Athens was eagerly
looking forward to retiring.

While interacting with Check & Connect, he was very frustrated by the
perceived lack of effort demonstrated by Lamont. This frustration walkfigahp
during his second interview after Lamont skipped the state assessment fas$isnc
spite of his frustration, he felt that he had a good working relationship with the
student. This statement was supported by observations made in Mr. Athens’
classroom.

Unlike the other teachers interviewed at Stark High School, Mr. Athens had a
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long-standing professional relationship with Mary, the Check & Connect monitor.
They had worked together for a number of years at Patton High School, one of this
study’s control sites, and Mr. Athens stated that he had a great deal of fespec.

Mr. Gibson: A Caucasian male, Mr. Gibson was a fifteenth year English as a
Second Language program coordinator and provided assistance to Hussein after it
was learned that he had not passed his English proficiency exam. Prior tagmeeti
Hussein, he had never worked with a student who had attended an alternative
educational program. He believed that Hussein’s involvement with a gang was an
attempt to develop a sense of affiliation, something he believed that many languag
minority students desired. Mr. Gibson felt that it was his role to establestsa sf
affiliation among the students in his program through their shared acquisition of the
English language. He felt that Hussein was making friends through the program,
particularly with two young men with a similar language background. During my
second interview with Mr. Gibson, he stated that he believed Hussein was ready to
pass his proficiency exam. He planned to continue to be a resource to him and hoped
that this, combined with Mary’s use of Check & Connect, would provide him with a
sense of affiliation that didn’t require him returning to a gang.

Ms. Johnson: A Caucasian female, Ms. Johnson was a seventh year core
subject area teacher who worked with both Lamont and Hussein. She was raised and
educated outside of the United States, but in an English-speaking country, and had a
very noticeable accent. In spite of this accent, she was very easy to understand and
was considered to be one of the better teachers in the school. From observing her

classroom, she appeared to have a very interactive relationship with her sandents
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was able to set firm expectations while still providing a high level of eageurent.

Ms. Johnson had worked with a number of students who had returned from
alternative educational settings in the past and recalled few signifideantibral
issues with them. Her source of concern was in their lack of academic wtiah
she found personally disrespectful. She perceived Lamont as having these behavior
Ms. Johnson held Hussein in high regard and admired his effort in her class in spite of
his language difficulties. She found Lamont to be equally pleasant, but had not been
able to find a way to sustain his engagement in her class.

Like Ms. Benning and Mr. Simmons, Ms. Johnson had received limited
information on the backgrounds of Lamont and Hussein. She felt that this was more
due to the professional culture of the school than to decisions made by Mary as an
individual. Ms. Johnson felt that the philosophy of Stark High School was to provide
limited student information to the teachers out of fear that students would leel treat
differently. She described this extending beyond just the students participating in
Check & Connect, but also to students with disabilities in her class. Ms. Johnson
disagreed with this practice and felt that, as professionals, a certaie dégnest
should be placed in the teachers to use information in a manner that would enhance
their ability to instruct the students.

Stark High School-M onitor.

Mary: An African-American female, Mary was previously employed as a
subject area teacher and guidance counselor for thirty-two years. Sheasedsn a
neighboring mid-atlantic city and began her teaching career in a comroueityed

program for at-risk students. This program was located in one of the largest public
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school systems in the United States. Mary then returned to the area and wgeémpl
by the cooperating school district for approximately thirty years. Dumandast
twelve years, she was a guidance counselor for a community based dropout
prevention program for at-risk high school students. Mary described this as a “school
within a school” where the students had their own cohort of teachers and were kept
largely separate from the rest of the school body. She retired from thieposiit
then returned to the district as a substitute guidance counselor before assuming the
role of Check & Connect monitor just prior to the beginning of the study semester.
Mary viewed the position of Check & Connect monitor as being very similar
to her earlier role as a guidance counselor in the community based dropout preventi
program. She felt that a significant weakness of Check & Connect, as implentented a
Stark High School, was its lack of a community focus. Mary believed that many of
the students she worked with, with Lamont and Keenan being two examples, would
benefit from an intervention that provided them greater community experiences and
provided them instruction as a cohort, separate from the larger Stark High School
population. This view did not appear to be based on a sense of bias or low
expectations, but out of a desire to provide a protective and secure environment for
the students who returned from the alternative educational program. This sense of
protectiveness extended to how she related to the faculty of the school. She did not
share a great deal of information with the teachers working with her students
believing that they “...need(ed) to mind their own business and just teach.” As the
semester continued, this position softened and she began to collaborate more with her

colleagues. Differences in the level of collaboration were seen betwegouthger
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faculty and those closer to her age or with staff who she had a long standinggworki
relationship with.

Unlike Anna’s role as a monitor at Pulaski High School, Mary was viewed as
a paraprofessional by her supervisor at Stark High School, Ms. Jones. As such, she
was charged with numerous duties throughout the day in addition to monitoring and
mentoring the students. These included signing late passes in the morning, hall and
lunch monitoring, and serving as a bus attendant at the end of the school day. An
additional difference was seen in the programmatic emphasis that eachgiabeir
role as Check & Connect monitor, and the emphasis placed by their supervisors.
Unlike, Anna at Pulaski High School, Mary placed minimal focus on “the numbers”,
the students’ quantifiable academic and behavioral performance. She grederre
focus on her own observations of their performance in class. Her supervisor, Ms.
Jones, placed great emphasis on this quantifiable data, an emphasis not expressed by
Mr. Smith at Pulaski High School.

Stark High School-Administrator.

Ms. Jones. An African-American female, Ms. Jones was a second year vice-
principal at Stark High School. Prior to entering administration, she was a core
subject area teacher for five years, a coordinator for a grant fundegecoll
preparatory initiative, and a guidance counselor for one year. Even though skeé view
the grant funded college preparatory initiative as a form of alternativataiy, Ms.
Jones had not visited a disciplinary alternative educational placement, sheh as
Challenge Alternative Program, during her career. Unlike Mr. Smith, shaelv

Check & Connect as a distinct initiative at Stark High School. Rather, she viewed i
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as a component in a broader PBIS based program that she designed and initiated at
the school. Ms. Jones viewed Mary as a paraprofessional implementing her program,
with a particular focus on monitoring the students who had returned from the
Challenges Alternative Program.

During my observations at Stark High School, | seldom saw Ms. Jones
interact with Mary, the monitor assigned to her school, or the students participating
the intervention. She appeared to have a very hierarchical style of lepadnsh
compared to her counterpart at Pulaski High School. During her interview, she
expressed that she did not believe that Mary’s background as a teacher or guidance
counselor provided her any additional skills or capabilities beyond those possessed by
the other paraprofessionals implementing her intervention. Ms Jones also did not
believe it was necessary to collaborate with the teachers while implagn@fteck &
Connect, or her PBIS variant. She felt that through their classroom observations and
interactions with students, Mary and the paraprofessionals would be able to gain the
information they needed to provide support to the teachers, who would then provide
support to students. While describing her views of the intervention, Ms Jones did not
reference any student specifically and minimized the impact that Maay, as
individual, may have had with the students. Instead, she attributed programmatic
impact with the students who returned to Stark High School to her intervention and
stated that “the numbers speak for themselves.” These positions were quiendiffer

from her peer’s at Pulaski High School.
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Control Sites-Students.

Canard: A 17.1 year old African American male, Canard, returned to Nimitz
High School after attending the Challenges Alternative Program for a semglester.
During the preceding year, he had attended Nimitz High School but performed poorly
and frequently skipped classes. According to Canard, he attempted to establish
himself with an older peer group and was distracted by becoming a parent to a child
in a neighboring community. During that school year, he was discharged froral spe
education services and a decision to place him at the Challenges Alternagjkentr
for the following fall was made.

During my interview with Canard, he presented himself as a quick-witted
young man, but with low impulse control. He frequently discussed his need to
establish where his peers, particularly the ones he met while at Chalidtegeative
Program, were from and made references to street crime associhttitese
communities. His relationships with these peers were very important to himdCanar
was very concerned about his future and did not feel like he was adequately prepared
to succeed beyond high school. He spoke of how he felt that his high school years
were going by too quickly and that he didn’t have the academic skills he needed to
compete with his peers for work or enroliment in college.

Andre: A 17.0 year old African American male, Andre, returned to Nimitz
High School after attending the Challenges Alternative Program. Digtcotds
showed that he had attended Nimitz High School during his freshman year, returned
briefly for his second year, and then placed at Challenges Alternative Program for

single semester. According to Andre, he had also attended the districtiatarer
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middle school program. Andre stated that he was placed at Challenges Adernat
Program for pulling a fire alarm, but district records did not support his statement
During his freshman year, records indicated that he earned less than aafuaster
available credits and had a high number of absences and discipline referrals. Andre
possessed a 504 Plan, but it was unclear as to what modifications he was receiving to
assist in his success at Nimitz High School.

Andre presented himself as someone who was easily led by his peers. He
frequently referenced Canard during our conversation and seemed to look to him for
guidance. At many points, Andre discussed the importance of knowing his peers and
felt that these relationships were the most important part of integratong sahool.

He had great difficulty answering complex questions which asked him to desisribe
perceptions of his time at the Challenges Alternative Program or his returnita Nim
High School. Interestingly, he did see formal education as having a role inunes fut
success. Andre felt that his family connections would enable him to find a
postsecondary career with ease.

Darius: An 18.1 year old African-American male, Darius, returned to Patton
High School after attending the Challenges Alternative Program during ttexdprg
semester. Though in his fourth year of high school, he had not successfully completed
the credits required for junior standing. Darius’s high school records indicatdwthat
had attended three conventional high schools and had been enrolled at the Challenges
Alternative Program on two occasions. He stated that he and his family hadedquest
his placement at the alternative program due to conflicts in the communityingol

students enrolled at various high schools. Darius was identified as having acSpecif
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Learning Disability, but his description of his classes did not indicate whasfof
accommodations he was receiving for it.

During his interview, Darius spoke of his interest in being successful in school
was feeling frustrated due to not having someone willing to show him how. He felt
that he had received significantly more support at the Challenges Alternatgrara
and wished that he could have finished his high school diploma there. Darius was
interested in participating in Patton High School’s football program, but was unable
to meet the academic eligibility requirements for the team. In preparfati his
future, Darius had begun speaking to a military recruiter at his school. Having a
juvenile court record, Darius was very focused on doing well in school and the
community in order to meet the recruiter’s conduct recruitment for enlistment
Student Mobility

While exploring the background of the students, concerns over the continuity
of their educational experiences arose. An examination of their school records
revealed a high level of school mobility with the most significant amount of student
movement occurring among the intervention participants. Over a two year period,
each participant attended 3-5 different educational programs, including the
Challenges Alternative Program. Tanya and Lamont each attended two middle
schools during this time period. These programs are labeled as Middle School 1 and
Middle School 2 to show the school mobility. Tanya and Lamont were not enrolled in
the same school together during this time period. A description of the students’

placement history, by month, is presented in Table 5.
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Table 5
Intervention Student Mobility
Tanya Benjamin Armando Lamont Hussejn  Keenan
Fall Semester_Sept | Middle Pulaski HS Pulaski HS Middle Stark HS Stark HS
07-08 Oct School 1 School 1
Nov
Dec Middle
Jan School 2
Spring Feb Challenges
Semester Mar Middle
07-08 Apr School 2 Night Night
May School School
Jun
Fall Semester Sept Pulaski HS Challenges Challenges Stark HS leigwls | Challenges|
(Alternative Oct Challenges Challenges
Placement) gg\é
08-09 Jan
Spring Feb Pulaski HS Pulaski HS Pulaski HS Stark HS S8k | Stark HS
Semester Mar Challenges
Apr Stark HS Withdrew
(Study May
Semester) Jun
08-09

The control students were also mobile, but not to the extent of the intervention
students. Darius attended a school, identified as High School 1, which was outside the

scope of this case study.

Table 6
Control Student Mobility
Darius Canard Andre

Fall Semester| Sept High School 1 Nimitz HS Nimitz HS
07-08 Oct

Nov

Dec

Jan
Spring Feb
Semester Mar Night School

Apr
07-08 May

Jun
Fall Semester| Sept Challenges Challenges Nimitz HS
(Alternative | -Oct Challenges
Placement) [
08-09 Dec

Jan
Spring Feb Patton HS Nimitz HS Nimitz HS
Semester Mar
(Study Apr
Semester) May
08-09 Jun
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Many of the intervention and control students were placed in Night School during the
2007/2008 school year. According to district officials, this program was often sised a
an additional disciplinary placement for students who were exhibiting behavioral
difficulties in the high school. Hussein, Keenan, and Darius’s placement in this
program was due to their behavior and provides evidence of an established pattern of
difficulties prior to their placement in the alternative educational pragram
Administration of the Intervention.

At the intervention sites, participants received the Check & Connect
intervention beginning on their first day back to their comprehensive schools. During
the first week of school, the monitors assigned to each intervention school initiated
contact with each student on their caseload. This caseload consisted of students
considered at-risk for placement in an alternative educational progranil as we
those who have just returned from placement. This case study focused specifically on
the students returning from placement at the beginning of the second seméster of t
2008/2009 school year and followed their progress during the first semester upon
return. During this initial contact, the monitors were responsible for obtainingatont
information from the student, explaining their role, and beginning to develop a
relationship with the student. As part of this conversation, the monitor asked the
student about their interests, things they found rewarding, and their initial ;encer
about returning to the comprehensive school. After these initial meetingsotitem
contacted their student’s families to introduce themselves, explainedadlleeivithin
the school and the purpose of Check & Connect, and offered themselves as a contact

and advocate for their child.
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Once an initial contact with the student was made, the monitor was charged
with beginning the “check” duties of the program. The first stage of this process
required obtaining the students identifying information so their academic
performance, attendance, and number of behavioral referrals could be monitored
using the districts computerized record keeping system. This was follgwesirig
the student’s course schedule to identify and initiate contact with their teathers
goals for these initial contacts were to establish a dialogue with redigrdual
teacher, explain the goals of the Check & Connect intervention and the role of the
monitor, and to establish procedures for contacting the monitor quickly so that
potential crises could be deescalated within each classroom. As the semester
progressed, the monitor could use these relationships to monitor their students’
progress in each class, communicate with each teacher on at least a waiskniol
develop interventions and supports to enhance their students’ performance in school.

In addition to monitoring the student’s progress through the school’s
computerized record keeping system and academic personnel, the monitors were
responsible with using their relationships with the student to gauge pragiess
performance. At a minimum, three contacts between the student and the monitor per
school week were to be conducted. The purposes of these contacts were to develop a
relationship based on trust and support between the student and monitor, discuss the
concerns of the student and the faculty working with the student, reinforce the
importance of staying in school, and to develop problem solving strategies. These
contacts could be brief conversations of up to five minutes, between or during

instructional periods, or longer more in-depth conversations during lunch, study,
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disciplinary removals, or before or after school. At a minimum, one of the weekly
contacts was expected to be greater than 10 minutes in length to allow for a
discussion of “connection” strategies.

Each of the student participants in this study were considered to be at high-
risk for school disengagement and, therefore, received intensive level Check &
Connect services. In addition to the higher frequency of “check” meetingsdret
the student and monitor, additional “connect” strategies were to be introduced as
required to maintain progress in the comprehensive school. These strategies could
focus on academic support, problem—solving, or recreational and community service
exploration. Examples of intensive connection strategies to address academic
concerns could include providing a subject area tutor, facilitating the development
class work completion contracts, and making individual accommodations for exams
and assignments. Problem-solving strategies could include the facilitatiociaf s
skills groups, arranging for problem-solving meetings between the studenitis fam
and school personnel in a time or location convenient for all involved parties,
negotiating reduced sanctions for discipline referrals, or the establishniettasfior
contracts. Potential areas for recreational and community service imterveould
include coordinating services with community providers and assisting the student i
pursuing employment or positive extracurricular activities. Additionahgive
connection strategies could have been developed based on the needs of the student
and the resources available to the monitor.

Implementation of Check & Connect requires extensive data collection by the

monitors. Records concerning the number, content, and quality of contact between the
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student participant and the monitor are used to gauge progress, document patterns of
behavior, and guide the development of supplemental services. As part of their role,
each monitor was responsible for maintaining a student log. Within these logs,
progress reports focusing on the students’ academic performance, attendance, and
behavioral referrals were to be kept. These reports were to be comprised of both the
printouts from the districts computerized record keeping system and wriptansre
and messages from the student’s teachers. A log of personal contactontasoals
kept. Conversations between the student and monitor were to be documented as well
discussions with the student’s teachers, parents, and administrators. Thegertog
meant to be used as documentation of the interventions conducted by the monitor, the
student’s receptiveness, and their ultimate impact. The material from digsseds
of critical import to answering this study’s research questions as welbasipg
evidence of efficacy to the district supervisor overseeing the initiative.
Case Study

Yin (2003) defines a case study as an empirical inquiry that investayates
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. A case
study depends on multiple sources of evidence, with data being required to converge
in a triangulating fashion. Through triangulation, multiple strands of evidence are
used to answer “how” and “why” a phenomenon has, or is, occurring. In this study, |
used archival material, surveys, and unstructured interviews to develop my case
study. A description of the archival material collected and it's applicabalit

research questions 1 will be provided first. This will be followed by a description of
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the survey and unstructured interview data collection techniques employed and their
applicability to research questions 1-3.

Research question 1 was used to address the broad question of “How has
Check & Connect impacted a group of students returning to their comprehensive
schools from alternative placements?” Archival material was a signifsource of
information for answering this question. This study was characterizedrgla s
sample size limiting the strength of statistical findings. For thisorea pursued
descriptive data within the archival records. The primary tool for obtainjng m
descriptive data was the district's computerized record keeping systesrallbwed
me to confirm the placement history of the participants. The record keepingisyste
also identified whether a student received supplemental or differentiatezkse
through either an IEP or 504 plan. This database also maintained a running record of
attendance, academic performance, and discipline referrals. An examination of
performance on these three measures prior to placement in the alterntitige set
during placement, and upon return was made during the course of this study. This
data was required to describe quantifiable change in the performance of the student
participants.

In addition to archival material, surveys and unstructured interviews were
used during the development of this case study. This information was essential to
answering broadly the perception of programmatic impact required byalesear
guestion 1 as well examining research questions 2 and 3. The surveys used a Likert
scale to explore the student participants’ feelings concerning their prepdca

return to the comprehensive school, their experiences upon returning, and their
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interactions with their teachers. All participants also participated imuasted

interviews. The goal of these open-ended interviews was to describe the afmbact
intervention and learn why the participants believed it had the effects it did. This
allowed the dialogue to explore the opinions of the participants and allowed for

follow up questions based on their statements. The choice to use this format was due
to a desire to understand the complex behavior of the participants without imposing a
priori categorization and potentially limiting the field of inquiry (Font&nirey,

2008, p.129). To guide these discussions, an interview protocol with initial topics to
discuss was developed for each participant group. Specific topics within thegbrot

and the interviewing procedures for each participant group, follow.

Students. Different procedures were used for both the intervention and
comparison student participant groups. Each intervention participant was interviewed
twice during the study semester. The first session occurred shortlyhaftereturn to
either Pulaski or Stark High School. The goal of this first meeting was torexpke
students’ initial impressions of the reintegration experience. During gsgse the
participants completed a Likert based rating scale utilizing a number @ghiged
and non-mandatory resilience and youth development probes from the California
Healthy Kids Survey (WestEd, 2007). These were used to assess the students’
feelings towards the school, the faculty, their monitors, and their overallsense
belonging within the school. Once completed, a discussion was held to build upon
and discuss the items from the rating scale. Discussion topics focusing on the
relationships between the students and their mentors were based on residence t

while additional topics focused on the students’ progress and sense of acceptance in
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the school. A second area discussed was the experience of returning anchtgigteg

into the comprehensive school community. Additional topics, concerns, and
observations were explored using an open-ended interviewing format. A second
survey and interview session was conducted near the end of the semester. An
additional area that was explored during this session in both the rating scale and
group discussion was how the experience had changed or evolved over the course of
the semester.

The control students were also interviewed for this case study, but only near
the end of the semester. The students were asked to complete the sameatating sc
completed by the intervention group which focused on their feelings towards the
school, the faculty, and their overall sense of belonging within the school. They were
then asked to discuss their experience returning and reintegrating into the
comprehensive school community. As with the intervention participants, an open-
ended discussion focusing on the relationships between the students and the adults
working in their school, their individual progress, and sense of acceptance in the
school was conducted. The goal of these interviews was to compare the experiences
of a group of students similar to the intervention participants who were placedin site
that had not implemented the Check & Connect intervention.

Teachers. During the first round of the intervention student participant
interviews, the students were asked to nominate teachers who they antibgate
significant interactions with during the study semester. These nominatioas ezl
to select academic faculty for interviews. As with the monitbesthemes of

previous experiences with alternative education students, beliefs concéming t
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prospects for their success upon return to their home school, and perceptions of the
impact of the Check & Connect intervention were explored. In addition, the faculty
was asked to discuss their experiences working with the students recleeving t
intervention and their experience working with the monitors. The faculty members
were interviewed a second time at the end of the semester. The goal afdhi se
interview was to identify potential changes in beliefs or opinions due to their
interaction with the student and intervention. Within this line of conversation,
constructive criticism and ideas for “next steps” were also pursued.

Monitors. An interview protocol was developed that explored the experiences
and opinions of the monitors. Topics discussed includedgh&iious experiences
with alternative education students, their beliefs concerning the prospettisif
success upon return to their home school, and their perceptions of the impact of the
Check & Connect intervention. Individual interviews were conducted during the last
two weeks of the semester. During the study, | shadowed each monitor at their
schools for a minimum of 4 hours a day at least bi-weekly. During these visits,
copious field notes focusing on the monitor’s actions and interactions were taken.

Administrators. Similar conversational themes to those used during the
faculty and monitor interviews were pursued while interviewing the school
administrators. Greater emphasis was placed on the perception of the returning
students within the school among the school personnel and changes in their
viewpoints since the introduction of the Check & Connect intervention. The
perceived value of the intervention to the students, teachers, and administration was

also discussed.
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All interviews were conducted at either the individual participant’s school, or
at a mutually agreed upon outside location. While conducting the interview, hand-
written field notes were taken and an audio recording made of the meeting. This
assisted in the development of a thick description, defined by Merriam (1998, p.30-1)
as a complete, literal description of an incident or entity being investigdtta
participants, their experiences, and their assessment of the Check & Connect
intervention. During the course of the interviews, a brief summary and intgrpnet
of the participants’ statements was made to allow for clarity, correctidn, a
elaboration by the participants.

Fidelity of Check & Connect I mplementation

Case study research focuses on the examination of a phenomenon within its
natural context (Yin, 2003). As such, fidelity of implementation is usually of limited
concern. In contrast, in any study where an intervention is being studied, fidelity of
implementation is important. Without it, researchers are not able to determine
whether negative or ambiguous findings are due to an ineffective program or due to a
failure to implement the program and its conceptual and methodological
underpinnings as intended (O’Donnell, 2008, p.42). An examination of the impact of
Check & Connect was a central feature of the study. In order to determitieewhe
the intervention had an impact, and potentially why, it was necessary to exaheine t
quality and fidelity of its implementation.

O’Donnell (2008) states that during an effectiveness study where
implementation occurs in a natural setting, variations in implementation @zeted.

Fidelity to the critical components and processes should be captured qualytisative
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that levels of fidelity can be related to outcomes. In the previous Check & Connect
studies, limited measures to gauge the fidelity of implementation, parycular
guantitatively, were described (Lehr, Sinclair, & Christenson, 2004; Sinclair,
Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley, 1998; Sinclair, Christenson, & Thurlow, 2005; What
Works Clearinghouse, 2006). O’Donnell continues by describing five criteria for
judging fidelity of implementation. These five criteria will be defirmed their use
within this proposed study described.

Adherenceto Procedures. O’'Donnell (2008) defines this as whether the
components of the intervention are being delivered as designed. Check & Connect
has procedures that are mandatory and others that are administered as needed. The
basic “check” procedures include the monitoring of academic, behavioral and
attendance indicators. These are mandatory. Meeting with the students to tisicuss t
progress, reinforce the importance of staying engaged with school, and problem solve
are also mandatory. High risk students may also require academic support, more
intensive problem solving intervention, or supplemental supports. Multiple means
were used to determine if these actions were taken. The first was the hise of t
monitor’s student logs. Each monitor was required to keep a log of their monitoring
activities and personal interactions with the students. These logs wereddquir
include academic, attendance, and behavioral performance checks, notes
documenting interactions between the monitor and the student, their family, and other
school personnel. In addition, emalil interactions between the monitor and the
student’s family, teachers, and school administrators were collected an¢ghbanade

the log. A biweekly assessment of these logs was made for adherence to the
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principles of the intervention. These data were then compared to the matrix kf Chec

& Connect activities on the original researchers monitoring sheet foryidéli
implementation. A running email conversation was conducted between the alternative
education director, monitor, and | that provided feedback, clarified concerns, and
offered guidance to improve the fidelity of implementation. These email

conversations were supplemented by site visits to observe and provide feedback to the
monitors within their school environments. Periodic group discussions including the
district alternative education director, the monitors, and myself focused on concerns
raised during practice and the appropriate usage of Check & Connect.

Duration. This is defined as the number, length, or frequency of sessions
implemented. Check & Connect requires frequent and persistent contact between the
monitor and the student. In each student’s log, the number of contacts between the
monitor and student was documented. This documentation was collected during my
biweekly student log assessments.

Quality of Delivery. This refers to the manner in which the implementer
delivers the program using the techniques, processes, or methods described. While
observing the monitors at Pulaski and Stark High School, copious notes were taken
which focused on the interaction of the monitor with the participant students, and
other stakeholder groups within the school. Copies of files, student records, and logs
of interactions were also collected. The quality of delivery was astbys
comparing my findings from this data with the practices suggested IBhetk &

Connect: A comprehensive student engagement intervention nf@huigtenson, et

al 2008). Feedback emails were written to each monitor within 24 hours of an
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observation to provide feedback on the quality of implementation and offer
suggestions to improve fidelity. Group discussions between the alternative @aucati
director, monitors, and me were also used to address quality of implementation
concerns raised by the group and facilitate problem-solving strategieprtmv/en
quality.

Participant Responsiveness. Participant responsiveness is defined as the
extent to which participants are engaged by and involved in the activities and content
of the program. An assessment of student participation was made througtweofevie
the interactions between the monitor and student during the biweekly log
assessments. Further information concerning their participation wasdigmeagh
the running email conversation between myself and the monitors. Additional
feedback was received via group discussions involving the district alternative
education director, the monitors, and myself and during the interviews with the
student participants.

Program Differentiation. This refers to whether critical features that
distinguish the program from the comparison condition are present or absent during
implementation.During the study, Check & Connect had only been formally in two of
the district’s high schools, the two intervention sites. Confirmation of this was made
through correspondence with the district’s alternative education director asitevia
visits to the comparison schools. During these site visits, an investigationagdas m
focusing on the available supports for students who had recently returned from the

alternative educational program.
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Data Analysis

Data analysis during this case study was based on the theoreticaitmopos
that the use of Check & Connect with a group of students returning from alternative
educational placements would contribute to improved performance on alterable
factors of school disengagement and assist in developing positive relationghips wi
adult authority figures in their comprehensive schools. This proposition was based on
the findings from the early longitudinal Check & Connect studies (Lehr, Singlai
Christenson, 2004, Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley,1998; Sinclair,
Christenson, & Thurlow, 2005), improved school and family interactions shown in
the mentoring literature (Dubois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002; Jackson,
2002; Rhodes, Grossman, & Resch, 2000; Slicker & Palmer, 1993; Thompson &
Kelly-Vance, 2001), the benefits attributed to mentoring in resiliency theory
(Broussard, Mosley-Howard, & Roychoudhury, 2006; Dumont & Provost, 1999;
Keller, 2005; Rhodes et al, 2006; Rhodes, Grossman, & Resch, 2000; Rhodes,
Spencer, Keller, Liang, & Noam, 2006; Southwick, Morgan, Vythilingam, &
Charney, 2006 Masten & Coatsworth, 1998), and the stability of academic
performance and improvements in behavior and attendance reported by the
participating district during their one-year long pilot program. Using araaafpbry
model, the goals of my data analysis were to determine if this theoretpalsgron
was supported by the available data, to explore why my independent variable; i.e.
Check & Connect, may have had an impact on the school experiences of my
participants, and to identify and explore any potential rival explanations that aros

during the course of the study.
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The first source of data examined was the descriptive data derived from the
districts computerized record keeping system and the monitors’ student logs. This
data focused on the academic performance, attendance, and number of behavioral
referrals of the student participants. A comparison of each student’s perterfoa
the school year prior to placement in their alternative program, for thmariti
placement, and during the semester after their return to the comprersaimeewas
conducted. Differences between the intervention participants and students in the
comparison groups, as well as students with and without disabilities were also
examined. Due to differences between the programs, the limited number of data
points, and the small sample size within this proposed study, statisticallycsighi
findings were not possible.

The second source of evidence that was analyzed was the field notes and
archival records kept by the monitors in their student logs. As previously described,
these logs documented the interactions the monitors had with the student participants
their families, and other school personnel. Beginning with this source of evidence,
data was coded and categorized to identify and explore patterns within these
documents. Pattern matching, defined by Yin (2003, p.116) as a technique that
compares an empirically based pattern to a predicted one, was then usedfio identi
patterns of performance that could be attributed to the use of Check & Connect
derived practices. A cross-case synthesis was also conducted using tiyeapésti
assigned to each specific monitor as a distinct cluster for analysi§2303, p.133)
defines a cross-case synthesis as an examination of smaller casevathdies

context of a larger case study. Patterns of themes, experiences, and suteoene
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examined within the larger case of each intervention site. This allowed fadbg c

to be analyzed using the consistent independent variables of the same intervention sit
and the same intervention provider. A second level cross-case synthesis was
conducted examining the patterns, experiences, and outcomes documented at each
intervention site.

The third source of evidence analyzed was the data collected through the
student surveys and participant group interviews. During the survey and interview
process, field notes and an audio recording were taken to develop a thick description
of each interviewing event. Similar data coding and categorization, pattezhinga
and cross-case synthesis procedures were then used to analyze the data from the
surveys and open-ended interviews conducted within this study. Data from these
interviewing sessions was then coded and categorized to identify and explarespatte
within the responses. Examples of themes that emerged during analysis included
“apprehension”, “stigma”, “confidence”, and “responsibility.” Specific raitan was
paid to identifying alignment with the theoretical proposition of my analysikew
remaining open to rival explanations for the students’ experiences. Each patticipa
site was then viewed as an individual case for a cross-case synthesisilibemge
intervention sites. This cross-case synthesis was used to identify dif\eleteeen
the two sites, summarize commonalities, and describe the impact of Check & Connect
over the course of the study. Procedural differences among the participant groups
were then described.

Students. As described earlier, the student intervention participants at each

site completed rating scales and participated in open-ended discussionsgfocusi
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their reintegration experiences. These events occurred twice at teathesfirst
event occurring early in the semester and focused on initial impressions and
experiences while the second event occurred late in the semester and focused on how
the students experience had changed or evolved. This allowed for a time-series
analysis (Yin, 2003, p122-4) to be used, measuring changes as the semester has
progressed. Immediately after each interviewing event a thick desoriised on
my field notes and an audio recording transcription was developed. Specifimattent
was paid to identifying alignment with the theoretical proposition of my aisaly
while maintaining openness to rival explanations for the students’ experiences.
Unlike the participants who received the intervention, the students at the
comparison sites only participated in one interview. These sessions occurrdtenear
end of the semester at each comparison site. Like the intervention participaynts, t
were asked to complete a rating scale and participate in an open-endeevintervi
session focusing on their experiences returning to their comprehensive schools
Greater variability in the student’s experiences was expected due to not theving
shared independent variable of the Check & Connect intervention. After a cress-cas
synthesis among the comparison participants was completed, a second cross-case
synthesis was used to compare the experiences of the intervention partegants
comparison site students.
Teachers. During the first round of student intervention site interviews, the
participants were asked to nominate teachers with whom they had significant
interactions since returning to their comprehensive schools. From these nomnsinati

a small group of teachers at each intervention site were asked to particifvad
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open-ended interviews, one shortly after the first student interviews andtbee at
end of the semester. From these two interview sessions, a time-seristsanady
conducted in addition to the coding, categorizing, pattern-matching, and cress-cas
synthesis procedures being conducted with the other participant groups.

Monitors. Each of the monitors participated in an individual open-ended
interview with the researcher during the second half of the semester. Abelgscr
earlier, the interviews focused on thefevious experiences with alternative
education students, their beliefs concerning the prospects for their successtupon r
to their home school, and their perceptions of the impact of the Check & Connect
intervention. Additional data was collected during bi-weekly on-site observations.

Administrators. During the individual monitor interviews, the participants
were asked to nominate the school administrator must involved with the intervention
at each site. An open-ended interview was then conducted with each nominated
administrator near the end of the semester. The responses from each of the
administrators, as with the other participant groups, were analyzed using,codi
categorizing, pattern-matching, and cross-case synthesis.

During this study, particular care was made to use as accuratesergption
of the raw data as possible so that multiple, complementary analysis tecloagledes
be used to identify emerging patterns as well as rival explanations. Though a sma
amount of my data was quantitative, the majority of the evidence used in this case
study is subject to my interpretation. As such, my personal viewpoints and bias may
have influenced the findings from my data. To address this concern, | will next

discuss the role of trustworthiness in qualitative research.
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Trustworthiness

In order to demonstrate methodological rigor it is paramount that the
trustworthiness of the findings be established. In qualitative researahjghmore of
a focus on validity to determine whether the account provided by the researcher and
the participants is accurate, can be trusted, and is credible (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Brantlinger et al, (2005) describes a number of techniques that can be used to enhance
the trustworthiness of qualitative research. Many of these techniqudsewill
incorporated into the following discussion of trustworthiness. Triangulation,
credibility, transferability, external validity, and reliability weak considered aspects
of trustworthiness in this study and the means to achieve them are described here.

Triangulation. Triangulation is the use of multiple sources of data to confirm
or corroborate findings. These multiple sources of data lead to the developraent of
converging line of inquiry (Yin, 2003 p98; Gay & Airasian, 2003, p.215). Data
triangulation refers to the use of multiple sources of information to corrobofiate a
or phenomenon (Yin 2003, p.99). In this study, this was achieved through archival
evidence, surveys and the open-ended interviews of multiple students, teachers,
monitors, and administrators. Multiple participants from each group were asked
thematically similar questions concerning their experience as aipanticn the
intervention and its impact. Analyst triangulation, or “using multiple analgsts
review findings” (Patton, 2002, p. 556) was achieved by having a cohort of graduate
students from the College of Education independently code the data received via the
participant interviews. This was done to verify the impartiality of my analy

Credibility. Patton (1997, p.250) defines credibility as a complex notion that
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includes perceived accuracy, fairness, and believability of the evaluation and the
evaluator. Attention to these concerns is essential to demonstrating the internal
validity of an explanatory case study (Yin, 2003, p.36). To assist in developing
credibility, thick descriptions were employed during the interview procéss was
accomplished by taking hand-written field notes as well as tape negpedid later
transcribing, all interviews. To reiterate, Merriam (1998, p.30-1) definels thi
description as complete, literal description of an incident or entity beingigmtesl.
The goal of these descriptions is to portray the event vividly for a reaatéor{P
2002). These records helped to establish an audit trail from which questions and
concerns could be addressed as the study progressed. Member checking will als
employed to enhance the credibility of the study. Member checking isabesgrof
bringing summaries of the data back to the study participants to ensure that the
statements and findings accurately reflect their experiences(@is Plano Clark,
2007, p.134). During the interviews, this was done by summarizing the statements of
the participants from my field notes and asking whether their statemeshtsiyan
initial interpretations, were accurate.

External Validity & Reliability. Yin (2003, p.37) defines the problem of
external validity in case study research as knowing whether or not a sindi’g$
are generalizable beyond the immediate case study. By design, thigstpldyed
replication. At each of the intervention sites, Check & Connect was employed with
students who have returned to their home school from an alternative educational
setting. Though similar demographically, and from the same school disicbtpé

these schools possessed its own character due to the surrounding communities,
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personnel, and attending students. The use of a distinct monitor at each intervention
sites introduced variation in experience, style, and personality into the stusly. Thi
negatively impacted the internal validity of this study, but enhanced its dxterna
validity. The use of Check & Connect at each individual site with its data cofiecti
procedures, menu of suggested intervention strategies, along with the feedback
implementation feedback procedures discussed, was used to reduce some of this
variability. In spite of this, it is possible that the findings from this study nesonly
applicable to the cooperating school district, or to the two intervention sites.
Opinions vary on the importance of reliability in qualitative research. For
example, Cresswell & Plano Clark (2007, p.134) state that reliability plays only a
minor role in qualitative research while Yin (2003, p.38) believes that, due to the poor
reliability of earlier work, greater attention to reliability should belenm case study
research. In this study, | developed procedures designed from their inceptiastto ass
a future researcher in replicating my work. | immersed myself in gratitre
surrounding Check & Connect, resiliency, mentoring, and related programs used to
support at-risk high school students. | then developed a professional relationkhip wit
the cooperating school district’'s Director of Alternative Education to deterareas
of common interest and to explore the possibility of conducting my research at
Pulaski and Stark High Schools. A research protocol was then developed which
addressed the district’s interests in programmatic impact and myodnesearch
interest. Within this research protocol were procedures to gain the assamt{adns
the various stakeholders, the survey tool to be used, interview protocols to be used to

guide the unstructured interviews with the study participants, and a descopthe
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archival and observational data | planned to connect during my biweekly visits to
Pulaski and Stark High Schools. It was here that my decision to audio-tape and
transcribe all interviews to assist in the development of a thick description ahd audi
trail was made. This research protocol was then reviewed by the University of
Maryland’s Institutional Review Board and the cooperating districksarch office.
Only after approval from both offices was graded did the development of this case
study begin.
Confirmability: Interviewer as|nstrument

In a qualitative study, the primary instrument for gathering and intargreti
data, as well as responding to challenges and opportunities during an investigation, i
the researcher. As a human instrument though, mistakes can be made, opportunities
missed, and personal bias can interfere (Merriam, 1998, p20). Observational
interpretation of a phenomenon can be influenced by the mood, experience, and
intention of a researcher (Stake, 1995, p95). Due to the subjectivity that can influence
gualitative research, it is important that a researcher be candid withutiginee
concerning their background, personal beliefs, and their potential impact on the
interpretation of findings.

| brought my personal biases and experiences to this case study. | began my
career in education as a paraprofessional at a residential treaentartfor
emotionally disturbed youth. While there, | earned my teacher catitfircby taking
evening courses at a local university. After almost two years with thgsgom | took
my first certified teaching position at a regional day treatment profpamiddle

and high school students. This program was located in an economically depressed,
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rural community. While there, | taught all the academic subjects to dylgugeor

high aged group of students. Being concerned with the academic rigor of the
program, | modeled my lessons on the curriculum of the local junior high and high
school. My goal was to provide an academic experience for my students comparabl
to what they could receive in a less restrictive environment. | believedpatiduz

to believe, that being accustomed to this rigor better prepared them to retuiin to the
local school when they were emotionally ready. | continued this practice inxny ne
position as a special education teacher in a juvenile detention center. While there, my
colleagues and | developed relationships with the surrounding school districts so that
our students’ progress would be recognized and factored into their grades and
attendance upon return. Frequently, my colleagues and | encountered resistayce t
students returning to their home schools.

When | decided to apply to graduate school, my entrance essay focused on my
desire to investigate and develop programs that could assist my formersindent
returning from their restrictive placements. As I've explored mamyests through
my studies, this theme of return and reintegration has remained consistent. Within m
doctoral program, | have taken coursework in qualitative research as gehasl
research methodology. | have applied these skills in numerous data collection
activities and have learned as much from my failures as from my successes. The
experiences have led me to this study.

Having a long-standing interest in this topic, | acknowledge that | holaigstro
beliefs concerning reintegrating students returning from restricticeplents. My

experiences, and those of my former students, have generally been negative. These
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experiences have made me suspicious of the opinions and beliefs held by the staff of
comprehensive schools towards students returning from alternative educational
placements. In spite of these experiences, | am cautiously optimistidigtrict,
recognizing a need, initiated this support program. In addition, the monitors all
voluntarily applied for their positions in the program. Interest in seeing sthedents
succeed exists within the school district. By acknowledging these cognpetisonal
beliefs, | have made every effort to see the data as it exists and nonfeatedes
based on my own opinions and values.
Confidentiality

The confidentiality and anonymity of all participants has been maintained.
Pseudonyms have been assigned to all sites and participants in this case istirdy. W
this document, the intervention is called Check & Connect rather than the name used
by the district. This was done to further protect the anonymity of the coaygerati
district. Approval of this study was received by the University of Marynd’
Institutional Review Board and the district’s research office. All padiais in this
study, and their guardians when applicable, signed consent agreementsgndicat
their responses would be used for research purposes and that all recordings would be

destroyed upon completion of the study.
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS

This chapter will address the Research Questions posed in Chapter 3. Using
primarily qualitative data, | will describe the experiences of the stadged school
personnel during the semester after returning from the alternative etdatati
program. The experiences of the students receiving the Check & Connect intervention
upon return to their comprehensive high school will be contrasted with those of a
control group of students who returned to their comprehensive high school but
without the Check & Connect.

As discussed in Chapter 1ll, the mobility of students during the development
of this case study may have influenced their experiences with the Check & €Connec
intervention. Discussions of the role of student mobility, when supported by the data,
are included in the findings for Research Questions 1-3. The caveats provitiexl by
additional influence have been used to provide added detail and perspective on the
data.

Resear ch Question 1

What impact does a Check & Connect intervention have on the academic and
behavioral performance of a group of high school students with demonstrated
learning and behavioral difficulties returning from an alternative education
placement?

To address this question | will first present the quantitative data derived from
the district’s archival database system. This will be used to show the mtenvand
control students’ performance on the academic and behavioral measures used by
Check & Connect. This will be followed by a description of the findings from my

own observations, the students’ personal statements, and the assessment of their

instructors.
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Quantitative Findings. In Check & Connect, monitors are required to track a
student’s academic progress, number of behavioral referrals, and attendesice. T
done in order to gauge their progress and so that additional interventions can be
implemented quickly to provide supplementary support. During the course of this
study, archival data was used to assess the intervention and control studergssprogr
in these three areas. The findings from this data source, followed by findings from
additional sources of data will now be presented.

Changesin academic performance. To examine students’ academic
performance, grade point averages were computed for each student in the core
academic areas; Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, and SodiasSA Grade
Point Average (GPA) was calculated by assigning a numerical weighich grade
(A=4 points, B=3 points, C= 2 points, D=1 point, E (failing grade) = 0 points)
calculating the sum and then dividing by the number of core courses completed that
semester. Multiple courses in the same subject area were factored intoléresst
GPAs. Courses marked as “R” or “NG” were considered as failed due to the removal
of the student from the course. Courses marked as “W”, indicating that credit for the
course has been revoked due to attendance are also considered to be failed courses. In
the school year prior to placement, Tanya and Lamont were both enrolled in middle
school programs. Their GPAs are based on their performance during the complete

2007-08 school year.



115

Table 7
Academic Performance of Study Participants
Fall Spring Fall Semester | Spring
Semester Semester (Alternative Semester
07-08 07-08 Placement) (Study
08-09 Semester)
08-09
Pulaski High School
Tanya 2.60 2.75 1.50
Benjamin 1.0 0.25 1.50 0.00
Armando 0.75 0.80 2.25 0.50
Stark High School
Lamont 1.75 0.50 0.50
Hussein 1.50 0.00 2.67 1.50
Keenan 0.50 1.67 2.67 Withdrew
Control Students
Darius 0.50 0.00 2.00 0.25
Canard 0.50 0.25 2.25 0.00
Andre 0.50 0.00 1.25 0.00

Table 7 shows a general decline in the performance of both the intervention
and control students following their return from the Challenges Alternativednog
With the exception of Benjamin, the intervention students showed greater academic
progress than the control students. The two most successful students, Tanya and
Hussein, showed the least decline in performance yet were still seeffoas pey
poorly. Neither of these students was identified as having a disability, thoughrHusse
was receiving ESOL services and an interest in assessing him for éitgliballi
been made in the past. The control students experienced a more significant decline in
GPA than the intervention students. It should be noted that, on the continuum of
learning difficulties, the control students had greater documented diffictiita the
intervention students. Darius was identified as having a specific learnifgjitiisa
and Canard had been discharged from special education services during the Spring

Semester 07-08. Andre possessed a 504 Plan.
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Student mobility may have contributed to the quantitative findings found in
the students’ records. Among the intervention students; Tanya, Armando, and Keenan
each experienced mobility during the development of this case study. Tanya
transferred from Pulaski to Stark High School, the second intervention site, midway
through the semester. Armando returned to Challenges Alternative Program
approximately a month after returning to Pulaski High School. His GPA is based on
his performance at both programs. Keenan withdrew from school midway through the
semester. His performance up to that point is unknown.

Changein Behavior-Referrals. The number of behavioral referrals received
by the intervention and control students is shown in Table 8. As discussed earlier,
many of the intervention students attended multiple schools during the period when
records were examined. With the exception of Armando, enrollment at more than one
site during a semester appeared to have minimal impact on the number of behavioral
referrals received. After returning to the Challenges Alternative &moduring the
Spring Semester (Study Semester) 08-09, he received ten of his eley@mdisc
referrals. Andre, one of the control students, received twice the number of behavioral
referrals as during his last full semester at Nimitz High School. Antengtudents
who completed the Check & Connect intervention, only one student received a
behavioral referral for a physically aggressive act. Andre, the controhstwde 30
behavioral referrals, received few if any suspensions for his actions as@adoy

his low number of absences during the study semester.
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Table 8
Number of Behavioral Referrals by Participant Group
Fall Spring Fall Spring
Semester Semester Semester Semester
07-08 07-08 (Alternative (Study
Placement) Semester)
08-09 08-09

Intervention Students
Pulaski High School

Tanya 0 1 1 2
Benjamin 5 4 5 7
Armando 10 3 1 11
Stark High School

Lamont 0 6 1 4
Hussein 5 2 0 1
Keenan 12 5 0 2
Control Students

Darius 2 8 2 1
Canard 8 7 1 4
Andre 7 15 7 30

Changein Behavior-Attendance. As shown in Table %an overall decrease in
absences was seen among all the students who returned from the alterngtav@a pro
and remained at their comprehensive school. The value of this data is compromised
by the district’s policy concerning suspensions. Per district policy, out of school
suspensions are reported as absences in the district’'s central databdsighiyhis
impacted Tanya, as an example, who was suspended for an extended period prior to
being placed at the Challenges Alternative Program during the Fall Semeste
(alternative Placement). Student mobility also affected the number of absence
reported. The numbers reported reflect the total absences accrued throughout ea

individual semester and account for those from multiple sites when applicable.



118

Table 9
Days Absent by Participant Group
Fall Spring Fall Spring
Semester Semester Semester Semester
07-08 07-08 (Alternative (Study
Placement) Semester)
08-09 08-09

Intervention Students
Pulaski High School

Tanya 6 17 29 7
Benjamin 11 23 15 21
Armando 27 5 14 27
Stark High School

Lamont 0 7 11 8
Hussein 12 17 7 5
Keenan 13 21 10 14
Control Students

Darius 15 2 5 9
Canard 0 6 9 7
Andre 0 53 4 9

Differences were seen between the verified, quantifiable performanoe stiudents

and the perception of their performance by the stakeholder groups. Often, teey wer
viewed as more successful than their GPAs and behavioral records portrayed. This
alludes to a wider definition of success, particularly among the stajhassto

Pulaski and Stark High Schools.

Perception of I mpact. Differing opinions were expressed by the stakeholders
interviewed concerning the impact of Check & Connect on the academic and
behavioral performance of the intervention students. These views ranged from
perceiving no discernable effect to seeing significant impact. In order taytre
range of opinions expressed by the students and staff, | will present g
stakeholder group; students, teachers, monitors, and administrators. | will then
provide a brief summary that examines commonalities and differences.

StudentsStudents expressed that the use of Check & Connect had a greater

impact on their behavior than their academics. Several believed that having a
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individual to talk to, to coach them, and to mediate for them reduced the frequency
and severity of their poor behavior. Tanya appreciated “How people helped me and
how people paid attention to me if | was feeling down, how | could use Anna to talk
to if | needed help with anything. | just had someone able to go to talk to.”

Keenan and Lamont at Stark High School experienced a similar connection
and believed that their monitor, Mary, was preparing them for life after high school
by asking them about their futures. Lamont believed that, without her supervision of
him in class, he would behaved more poorly than he had. In fact, differences in
behavior were observed in class with Lamont when the monitor was directly
observing him and when her attention was with another student. When attention was
shifted from him, Lamont would put aside his assignments for activities of his own
interest. These were rarely disruptive, but were viewed as disresgmctoine of
his teachers.

Benjamin and Armando both discussed how the intervention had allowed
them to mediate with their teachers to reduce the frequency and sevdrniiyr of t
behavior. Benjamin, though acknowledging that he had behavioral difficulties,
believed that they had been mostly for “dumb stuff.” He felt that through jpatiiog
in Check & Connect, he had received greater opportunities to get to know his
teachers, reducing the frequency and severity of his behavior. Armando saw his
monitor, Anna, as someone who could reduce the consequences of his behavior and
stated “Yeah, usually she’ll, like, talk to the teacher and try to get them to itet wr
the referral or something.” He hoped that, upon his return to Pulaski High School, his

monitor would pair him with teachers with whom he could develop a relationship.
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Armando stated that the power of these relationships was a contributing factor to hi
decision to return to Challenges Alternative Program during the study semester.

Academically, the students attributed fewer benefits to the use of Check &
Connect. Tanya believed that it was her responsibility alone to achieve iassasc
When asked if she believed either Anna or Mary played a role in her academic
success, she replied definitively “no.” Benjamin and Hussein both felt that being
assigned to teachers with whom they had not worked before had provided them with
greater opportunities to succeed. Only Benjamin described a direct achaewiit
to the intervention. While describing his work with Anna, he stated that “She
influences me, like she...she asks me if 'm doing bad in a class and I'm gdetg t
her know if I don’t believe I'm going to pass the class, she’ll pull me out ts fida
a little bit, talk to me, let me do my work in her class.” Over the course of the
semester, Benjamin also described attempts by the monitor to fadhieat
development of alternate assignments and extensions to provide him a greater
opportunity to pass his courses, particularly as his absenteeism grew. Benjami
followed through on only a few of these opportunities, and only after Anna applied
significant personal pressure.

TeachersThe teachers, similarly, saw greater behavioral impact through the
use of Check & Connect than academic impact. Many attributed this to the students
having a caring adult in the school who expressed an interest in their success. Othe
attributed this to having an additional level of supervision. Primary behavior changes

that were seen were a reduction in disruptive behavior and improved interactions with



121

peers. Increased engagement in the curriculum was not perceived by the/ragjori
the teachers interviewed.

During the course of this case study, only two incidents of significant
classroom disruptions were described by the teachers at the two interveagon si
The first occurred at Stark High School and involved Keenan and Ms. Benning. The
teacher described Keenan becoming frustrated when he was unable to make up
missing assignments and called her “a dumb bitch.” The second incident involved
Benjamin and a student who was insulting him in Mr. Rizzo’s classroom at Pulaski
High School. After first asking to speak with Anna, Benjamin returned to class and
then struck the other student. After receiving behavioral referrals and consequence
for their actions, Ms. Benning and Mr. Rizzo both described the students as calm,
polite, and cooperative after their return to class. Ms. Benning, though not observing
the interaction, believed that Mary had assisted Keenan in calming down aimg) alte
his behavior in her classroom. Mr. Rizzo attributed Benjamin’s successful r@turn t
Anna’s effectiveness in guiding students through what he described as “amecisi
making situation,” allowing them to more quickly, and rationally, recover from
incidents in the school.

With the exception of the fight involving Benjamin, no episodes of poor peer
interactions were described by the teachers. In fact, more frequentaaspf
excessive, yet friendly, side conversations were made by the teachetiswed. Mr
Simmons, one of Hussein’s teachers, remarked that “This semester e ayo
extraordinarily quiet to talkative, he’s definitely connected to a lot more of the

students which is good and bad.” Evidence of this was also seen in Hussein’s science
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class where Anna and the instructor collaborated to mitigate the impact of his
language barrier. Mr. Bartlett, of Pulaski High School, believed that peaonslat

were the smallest difficulty presented in his class by either Benjamihe other
students receiving Check & Connect who were not part of this study. In spite of this
observation, Mr. Bartlett believed that the students’ peer relations warerittcal
concern to the intervention due to the participants’ history of behavioral difficulties
and potential for influencing the culture of the school. Due to the few problems he
observed with students who were potentially quite volatile, Mr. Bartlett beliba¢d t
the intervention was succeeding in, at least, minimizing harmful interactibmedre

the students participating in Check & Connect and the larger student population.

A wide range of academic engagement was described by the teachers
interviewed, though the majority felt that students who returned from an &lkerna
educational placement often displayed low motivation. Many believed that this low
motivation was linked to an academic skill deficit. Ms. Johnson, a teacher who
worked with both Lamont and Hussein at Stark High School, believed that though
both students possessed low skill levels, it was Hussein’s level of engagement that
most contributed to his success. Their differences in engagement were observed
during visits to Ms. Johnson’s classroom. During the lesson, Hussein sat byf himsel
and attempted to work independently. He frequently raised his hand asking for
assistance with the assignment. Lamont was seen sitting with a group of other
students. He was quietly talking with them and drawing a picture of a house. When
redirected by the teacher or monitor, he would begin working on the assignment but

then put it aside after a few minutes. Similar patterns of behavior were obséitved w
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both students in a variety of classes. Mr. Athens, a second teacher at Stark High
School felt personally frustrated by the lack of engagement he perceiveshami_a
During the course of the study, he and Mary had collaborated to establish numerous
interventions in his classroom for Lamont. During observations, | saw both individual
tutoring by Mr. Athens and the use of peer tutoring involving a second student. Mr.
Athens gave his second interview after Lamont had skipped the state levahassess
required in his class twice. While discussing the student, he stated that
Now if you'd like to have more fun you've got to do something about it.
You’re not passing. You're not a piece of cheese sitting on the desk. You're
not in a deli case. It's your responsibility. You have to come across on
something. You have to do homework, you have to bring a pencil, you have to
bring paper, you have to have a positive attitude, you have to participate, you
have to tell people what you need and when you need it. And you need to
behave yourself. You need to be checked on all of those things. As far as...to
stop treating them as if they're these passive little entitiehdve been
wronged by “the big bad system”, that’'s a crock of shit. A total crock of shit
At the other extreme, teachers expressed high regard for students who they
felt were engaged in their classes. Mr. Rizzo spoke highly of Benjamin, in spiie of
fight which occurred. Mr. Fox, who had worked with Keenan in the past, was
impressed by the effort he exhibited prior to withdrawing from school. Mr. Gibson
and Mr. Simmons shared Ms. Johnson’s enthusiasm for Hussein’s growth. Ms.

Rodriguez, a teacher at Pulaski High School, spoke very highly of Tanya, the student

considered to be most successful of the intervention participants.
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She is excellent. She has been one that apparently turned totally around. She is
one of my best students. She is very bright, which a lot of these kids are bright
anyways. It has nothing to do like | said earlier, it's not their level, it's the
choices they’'ve made. She apparently has done probably a 180. She’s one of
my best students, she’s respectful. | actually suggested her for our Student of
the Month from our team, for this month...She’s just very responsible. You
would never know that she was one of the kids.

Many of the teachers interviewed were unsure of the impact of Check &
Connect with the students’ levels of academic engagement. Most viewed the
intervention as a way to encourage engagement and to identify alternativggetrate
to promote participation. Ultimately though, the responsibility to succeed wasd/iew
as residing with the students. Mr. Athens believed that the ability of Check &
Connect, or any other mentoring relationship, was linked to the value that the student
placed in the relationship. He stated that

So, in and of itself, | mean, its inherent value is really tied up with whatever

absolute value it can establish with these kids. If you've got kids who are

amenable, it's a good idea to have someone to follow them around. If they’re
being just as dismissive to the person following them around as they are to the
people in the classroom...it’s just a failed relationship.

The monitors and administrators similarly believed that Check & Connect had
a greater behavioral impact than an academic one. Unlike the teachepdatieely
greater emphasis on the intervention’s role in maintaining the participantghesmol
in school, with an eventual goal of graduation, than on success in individual classes.
This perspective was similar to that of the original researchers who vievest &
Connect as a means to support students as they progressed towards graduation
(Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley, 1998; Sinclair, Christenson, & Thurlow, 2005).

Monitors The two monitors, though sharing a belief that the impact of Check

& Connect could not be easily measured, disagreed concerning the value of
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measuring the participants’ academic and behavioral performance. Annaritier

at Pulaski High School, believed it was important to track her students’ acaateinic
behavioral progress using her observations, available records, and the input of her
colleagues. Mary, the monitor at Stark High School, believed that her observations
combined with her experience reading the guidance counselor codes provided in the
students’ interim reports and report cards were more effective tools suraea
progress. Their views of the impact of Check & Connect with the student participants
follow.

During the development of this case study, Anna frequently expressed anxiety
over the measurable impact of Check & Connect. She believed that the low academic
performance of many of the student participants reflected poorly on her andube val
of Check & Connect. Anna often stated that she believed even the low level of
academic success she was seeing should be considered progress. She bé¢leeved tha
student who was initialing failing all of their courses, but later earning, “€buld
be thought of as making progress. They were still enrolled in school. They iNere st
earning credits towards graduation. Her belief was that the students’ academ
performance would follow improvements in their behavior such as academic
engagement, attendance, and number of behavioral referrals. Anna did not believe
that short-term measurable progress would be seen, but that the likelihood of her
students ultimately graduating from Pulaski High School was enhanced through the
use of Check & Connect.

Mary, in contrast, did not place significant value in the measurable impact of

Check & Connect. Unlike Anna, she was seldom able to provide an estimate of the
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students’ measurable academic or behavioral progress during the study. Wilen aske
about the value of this data, she responded

Well, 1 don’t dwell on the numbers so | don’t know for sure, but, the very fact

that, for example, when | saw Tanya the other day and | said “you’ve been out

for the last two days, where you've been” and that meant a lot to her. And |
know when no one answers from home. She knew that | knew that she wasn’t
here and that meant a lot to her. And nobody else would notice that.
In addition to her own observations, Mary placed a great of worth in the codes
provided as teacher feedback in the students’ interim reports. As a formargguida
counselor, she felt confident in her ability to interpret these codes and shedlstate
“they tell me everything | need to know.” Anna, the monitor at Pulaski High School,
did not have this skill nor was she observed as having as close a relationship with the
guidance department as Mary possessed at Stark High School.

The notion of having a caring and attentive adult in the school as a
programmatic impact was shared by both Anna and Mary. Each monitor believed that
through the relationship they were developing with the student participants, tleey we
showing them that not every adult was an adversary. That someone in the school
valued them. They believed that the use of Check & Connect provided a caring,
insular environment in the school that Mary described as “like a family.” Anna
extended this idea of creating a “family” atmosphere by attempting tcheair t
students assigned to her with teachers that she believed would be supportive of them
and with whom they could develop a relationship. Benjamin’s inclusion in Mr.

Rizzo’s class and Tanya'’s assignment to Ms. Rodriguez were done for this purpose.

Anna believed that helping the students have a positive academic experience would

contribute to them being more likely to persevere and continue their enroliment at
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Pulaski High School. In addition, she hoped to have the teachers working with her
students speak highly of them to their colleagues. Anna felt that having staff in the
school, other than her, promoting the students positive traits and accomplishments
would diminish the bias many of her colleagues felt towards students rettronmg

the Challenges Alternative Program. She believed that this would lead to less
adversarial interactions between the students and the faculty and, ultimaatgr g
academic and behavioral progress.

As with the monitors, the administrators saw the development of a positive
adult relationship as a programmatic impact that was difficult to measure.
Interestingly, the two administrators interviewed also assigneeteliff value to the
measurable and experiential effects of the students participating in ChHéckréct.
Their foci did not necessarily align with those of the monitor assigned to thewlsc
Mr. Smith, the vice-principal of Pulaski High School, placed less focus on the
measurable effects of Check & Connect than Anna, the monitor working in his
school. In contrast, Ms. Jones was much more interested in the measurable impact of
the intervention than Mary, the monitor assigned to Stark High School. Their views
on the impact of Check & Connect will now be described.

AdministratorsViews of the impact of Check & Connect, in addition to the
students’ measurable academic and behavioral performance, arose whilewnteyvi
Mr. Smith and Ms. Jones. Many of these focused on the social benefits of the
intervention which, in time, could lead to the students’ graduation from high school.

These will be explored first, followed by a brief discussion on the vice-printipals
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views of the intervention’s direct impact on the participants’ academic anditetha
performance.

During Mr. Smith’s interview, he focused primarily on the social benefits of
Check & Connect and their role in stabilizing the students’ behavior. He believed that
the primary benefit of the intervention was that the students were paired with an
advocate in the building who was able to provide the nurturing of a supportive parent
and the boundary setting required to establish an acceptable standard of behavior. Mr.
Smith felt that Anna filled this role well and he attributed much of the students’
success to her. He believed that Anna’s attention and efforts preventeorstses
as the school size, academic rigor, and peer pressures of Pulaski High School from
becoming overwhelming and leading to either behavioral difficulties qodto He
attributed the continuing enrollment of several students to the use of Check &
Connect and to Marty’s relationships with the students, their families, and their
teachers.

When speaking specifically of the students enrolled in this study, he discussed
Check & Connect’s role in the experiences of Benjamin and Armando. Due to
Tanya’s limited time in Pulaski High School, he was unable to offer a description of
her progress. In spite of the behavioral difficulties that Benjamin exhibitedsiith
had a surprisingly high opinion of him. He believed that his initial return went well
but that “the chip on his shoulder” grew as the semester continued. He describing
liking him a great deal, in spite of “the chip on his shoulder”, and felt that he was still

learning how to manage his anger and frustration. Even with this difficulty, Mth Sm
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felt that Benjamin was more approachable than he had been prior to his involvement
in Check & Connect.

Armando, in contrast, did not remain at Pulaski High School. After
approximately a month, he returned to the Challenges Alternative ProgiantoP
him leaving, Armando had begun to skip classes with another student and exhibit
poor classroom behavior. At this time, | observed Mr. Smith saying to Anna, “And so
it begins”, a reference to the return of Armando’s earlier behavior. omn
interview, Mr. Smith appeared to have a respect for Armando’s request to ceturn t
the alternative program. He described aggressively advocating foruris wdten
Armando approached him and Anna stating that he believed he had a better
opportunity for success at the Challenges Alternative Program. Mr. Smighdukl
that this form of self-advocacy, facilitated by Anna, was a succestduat ef the
intervention.

In spite of Anna’s focus on the measurable impact of Check & Connect, her
supervisor at Pulaski High School, Mr. Smith, never discussed the quantitative effect
of the intervention. Ms. Jones, the vice-principal overseeing Mary at Stank Hig
School, in contrast, viewed Check & Connect as a component in a broader PBIS
support program that she had initiated. She was quite proud of this program and
viewed herself as pivotal in its creation, implementation, and potential expansion.
When asked to describe the impact of this broader program, she stated that “the
numbers speak for themselves.” This data was never provided to the researcher and

based on the low performance of the students at Stark High School, and Mary’s own
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statements concerning the value she placed in the measurable data, thefgMality
Jones data is debatable.

During her interview, Ms. Jones also expressed a belief in the ability of the
monitor to provide support and structure to students at-risk for school dropout,
including the students who returned from the Challenges Alternative Program. She
believed that these functions eased their transition and acclimation into #re larg
school setting. Ms. Jones did not provide specific examples of how this was done, nor
did she reference any student participants specifically. Unlike, Mr. Smith)dhes
saw the primary impact of her support program, which she considered Check &
Connect to be a component, was that it provided support to teachers as they worked
with difficult students. Mr. Smith’s position was the focus of the intervention was
with the student and supporting them as they interacted with the larger school
community.

Interestingly, both administrators commented on the preparation of the
students returning from the Challenges Alternative Program and the impact on their
potential for a successful return to their respective schools. Mr. Smith, based on his
experiences with students who had returned to Pulaski High School, and his own
personal observations at the alternative program, questioned the rigor of thenprogra
and the transition preparation the students were receiving. He stated that he was
hesitant to send additional students there, implying a confidence in Pulaski High
School’s ability to support these students on-site. Check & Connect in his school,
along with providing support for students who had returned from the alternative

program, was also being used with students perceived to be at-risk of being placed. |
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contrast, Ms. Jones had never visited the Challenges Alternative Program and had a
higher regard for the academic and transition programming she believedingee be
provided there. Interestingly, she believed that students who were not “ready” to
return would likely fail in their transition to Stark High School regardless af the
accomplishments at the Challenges Alternative Program. She believetidesits

who answered that they were not “ready” to return to a larger high school had a low
likelihood to succeed and that the students at Stark High School who had poor
reintegration experiences would likely state that they were not readyutrn. With

this position, it is unclear whether Ms. Jones would assign credit or fault towards the
intervention when success or failure is essentially predetermined by thet'stude
readiness.

While developing this case study, significant differences in Check & Connect
implementation were observed at Pulaski and Stark High Schools. These differences
were not only due to differences in background, personality, and skill sets in Anna
and Matry. | believe that differences in programmatic focus, perceiveelsgronal
status, and delegated authority by the two vice-principals also played a fade in t
impact of Check & Connect on the study participants’ academic and behavioral
performance. Mr. Smith viewed Anna’s role of monitor as a leadership role akiPulas
High School and provided her broad authority to provide services to the students. Ms.
Jones saw Mary as a paraprofessional and Check & Connect as a component of a
broader PBIS derived initiative which she had designed. The focus of this

intervention, from her description, was to provide support and resources to the



132

teachers of Stark High School. These differences, and their implications, will be
further explored in Research Question 2 and 3.
Resear ch Question 2

How do students, faculty, implementers, and administrators involved with
Check & Connect perceive the implementation and effects of the intervention with
students returning from an alternative education placement?

As this case study developed, the perceptions of many of the stakeholders
involved with the implementation of Check & Connect changed. Perceptions of
implementation, and the effects of the intervention, shifted due to involvement in the
program. These shifts were observed at both Pulaski and Stark High Schools.
Interview data was the primary source of data for my exploration ofetbésrch
guestion. My findings will be presented by stakeholder group: students, teachers,
monitors, and administrators.

Students. Each student participant presented a slightly different view of the
implementation and effects of participating in Check & Connect after returming fr
an alternative educational placement. These viewpoints acknowledge thendeéfer
they experienced due to their particular histories, the site and monitor thagtade
with, and their own actions upon returning to either Pulaski or Stark High School. To
describe these experiences, | have grouped the student participantsvuaniiter
site. This will assist in portraying the commonalities and differerdeestudents
experienced under the unifying experience of attending a particular high aclgool
working with a particular Check & Connect monitor.

Pulaski High SchoolEach student who returned to Pulaski High School

participated in Check & Connect as administered by Anna, the monitor assigned t

that site. Two of the students, Benjamin and Armando, had direct interaction with Mr.
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Smith, the vice-principal who supervised Anna and the reintegration initiativgaTan
had less interaction with him due to her status as a ninth grade student. At Pulaski
High School, ninth grade students were assigned to another vice-principal who,
though not formally interviewed during the development of this case study, shared an
office with the monitor, Anna. Conversations with both alluded to a cordial
relationship, though Tanya stated that one of her goals was to not provide a reason for
her school administrator to approach her.

Of the three students who returned to Pulaski High School, only Benjamin
completed the study semester there. Tanya transferred to Stark High Sahool, t
second intervention site midway through the study. Armando requested a transfer
back to the Challenges Alternative Program shortly after returning &siidigh
School. Over the course of the study, Benjamin’s expressed feelingsisawsr
school, the staff working with him, and the intervention varied widely. When he
arrived, he discussed needing to overcome the stigma of his past, maintain his grades
in spite of the reduced support, and resist the influence of his peers in order to
succeed. Benjamin acknowledged that this would be difficult for him but he believed
that if he was able to maintain his self-discipline, he felt he could succeed.

Benjamin, as well as many of the staff who worked with him, remarked that
he had started the semester well. He felt comfortable with Anna and feivitethe
help of the intervention, he was performing well in his classes. He also fdiethat
calls home to his family, reporting his progress, had improved his relationghip wi
his parents. As the semester progressed, his performance in all areseddécihis

second interview, Benjamin stated that he felt he got “distracted” anaffiéthck”
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and attributed some of these difficulties to the friends he kept both within and outside
of the school. While in school, Benjamin exhibited behavior that he called “dumb
stuff”; such as “getting smart with teachers”, “smoking in the bathroom”, ayuinay

with his peers. This behavior culminated in a fist-fight in Mr. Rizzo’s clas$ig\s
absenteeism increased, he fell further behind in his classes. Ultimatelyhtho
Benjamin was allowed to complete many of his missed assignments, a&cacdssit

for the semester was revoked due to his high absenteeism. Only credit for Ad'sRiz
class was granted. In his second interview, Benjamin acknowledged thas bieewa
primary source of his difficulties throughout the semester and that he wagttryin
correct the problems he had created.

During Benjamin’s second interview, he provided a very insightful description
of his experiences during the semester and the opportunities for success that Anna,
and the intervention, had provided him. His feelings towards Check & Connect, and
Anna, ranged between regret, annoyance, and thankfulness. Benjamin felt that he had
been provided an opportunity to succeed at Pulaski High School that he had not fully
taken advantage of. He described how Anna had arranged opportunities to complete
missed assignments, attempted to have his credits reinstated in spite ehlisrete,
and frequently assisted him in regulating his behavior. As the semasteued,
Benjamin rejected much of the assistance offered to him. He came to find Anna’s
oversight stifling and wished that she had found a way to approach him in ways that
were not as stigmatizing. In spite of this discomfort, he recognized thatsAnna
actions were taken out of concern for his progress. While describing Anna

approaching him in front of his friends, he stated that
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| mean, it's weird, like, ‘cause all my friends, like, I'll be in the hall and Anna
is always stopping me. Always asking me, like, “what’s going on?” So, they
know, like, they even say “why is that lady always on your shoulder, watching
you and asking about you?” It’s just, heh... Which, she does good but...she
looks out for people. It’s just some things she does that doesn't...it gets on my
nerves but | understand why she does it. It's part of her job and she wants to
see me do good.
While discussing this statement, Benjamin came to believe that Ann@ssaatere
similar to that of an overly protective parent. He did not regret participatithg in t
intervention and felt that, regardless of how his performance was perceivddsthat
behavior was considerably better than it had been in the past. Much of that he
attributed to being part of Check & Connect and to his relationship with the monitor.

When asked directly what he would have changed about his experience in
Check & Connect, and what advice he would give his monitor for the future,
Benjamin discussed Anna’s implementation style. He felt uncomfortabiiehet
visiting him so frequently in class and believed that it elevated his aniistgad, he
wished that Anna had approached him more discreetly during his lunch period or
outside of the instructional day. He appreciated why she did it, but felt frustration
over being treated differently than his peers.

Tanya was also assigned to work with Anna at Pulaski High School. Unlike
either of the two male students, she was a true freshman and did not have previous
history at the school. In addition, Tanya transferred to Stark High School, the second
study site, midway through the semester. During both of her interviews,ghatfir
Pulaski high School and the second at Stark High School, she appeared to be hesitant

to share personal information about herself and her life outside of school. She

presented herself initially as timid, particularly towards authoriyrés, yet
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determined to be self-reliant. As each interview progressed, Tanya appeaee
confident to discuss her experiences in school yet still very apprehensiveussdisc
related topics.

Tanya described having significantly more interaction with Anna, the monitor
at Pulaski High School, than she had with Mary at Stark High School. She described
meeting with Anna briefly on almost daily basis. | observed a handful of these
meetings. They were almost always initiated by Tanya and consistedrohaasy of
the feedback that Anna was receiving from her teachers and a brief discussion of
required next steps to continue her progress. Classroom visits were also made, but
Tanya frequently looked uncomfortable when these occurred. As the positive
feedback from her teachers continued, the monitor altered her approach to working
with Tanya by reducing the number of classroom visits and allowing her totoome
the monitor as needed. This approach was recommended to Mary when Tanya
transferred to Stark High School.

During her second interview, Tanya acknowledged the concerns likely shared
by the school staff towards her, and appreciated the autonomy, trust, and high regard
she had developed among them through her participation in Check & Connect. Due to
this, Tanya’s monitors had begun to approach her less and allow her to seek them out,
when needed, instead. She still felt like she was being watched closelylpdytic
when she was still at Pulaski High School. Tanya stated that

But, with Anna it is a little different. Just a little tiny, with Anna if she see

in the hallway she like “Tanya, did you get your grades up?” (Imitating

Anna’s voice) But she already know that | am. | told Anna that | already

know, it’s ok it’s just she concerned about me, she want to know that I'm
going right, but | am.
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She did not experience this while working with Mary at Stark High School, but
believed that she would be available to her if needed. Tanya also stated that she
greatly appreciated “How people helped me and how people paid attention to me if |
was feeling down, how | could use Anna to talk to if | needed help with anything. |
just had someone able to go to talk to.” She believed that having this outlet gave her a
chance to think before acting and avoid problems with the other students.

Of the three students who participated in Check & Connect at Pulaski High
School, Armando had the least exposure to the intervention. He returned to the
alternative school approximately a month after he arrived and chose to ptaticipa
this study. This transfer was facilitated by his monitor, at his requesao’s
initial interview was conducted at Pulaski High School and his second interview was
conducted at the alternative school. Due to his limited interaction with the
intervention, he had little to share concerning his direct experiences. Dhing t
interview, Armando did not share a great deal about himself and was very sténdoffis
until we discussed my background as a former teacher of students at-risk for dropout.
Following this side conversation, Armando was more willing to discuss his views
the intervention and his experiences with Anna.

Armando viewed Check & Connect as a means to reduce his responsibility to
behave in his comprehensive school. He viewed Anna as someone who would
intervene with administration when consequences for his behavior were being
considered. Armando also stated that he wanted the monitor to find teachers who
would “respect” him and treat him leniently when he returned from the Chadlenge

Alternative Program the following semester. During our second meetinggrsio
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described feeling that he needed a relationship with his teachers based dn mutua
respect in order to perform well in their classes. He felt that if he didn’'tdngeed
relationship with them, then he didn’t feel it was necessary to behave welirin the
classroom. Armando then described a teacher that he had respected and enjoyed
working with while at Pulaski High School. He provided information on this
teacher’s family, his previous involvement in sports and the military, and dekcribe
going to him when he wanted to talk. Armando had not developed this type of
relationship with Anna prior to leaving Pulaski High School. He stated that he hoped
to work with this history teacher again and said that knowing a great deal ladout t
authority figures he was working with was important to him and that it helped him to
understand their teaching and disciplinary style.

Stark High SchoolThe students who returned to Stark High School
participated in Check & Connect as administered by Mary, the monitor assigned t
the site. This administration was characterized by more frequentodassr
observation, but less frequent observed personal interactions. Hussein and Lamont
both completed the semester at the school, but Keenan chose to withdraw from school
midway through the study. At approximately the same point, Tanya, a student
participant from Pulaski High School, transferred to Stark High School. None of the
students indicated having significant interaction with any member of the school
administration team and Hussein was not aware of the name of the vice-phecipa
was assigned to.

Hussein was viewed as the most successful of the students who returned from

Challenges Alternative Program by both Mary, his monitor, and the teachersgvorkin
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with him. From conversations with him, it was unclear as to what level of
involvement he perceived having with Mary and Check & Connect. Hussein was
initially placed in Mary’s homeroom class to allow her greater intenaetth him,

but then reassigned a few weeks later to Mr. Gibson’s English as a Secguadan
(ESOL) room. This reassignment was based on the discovery that he had not taken
the district’s proficiency exam.

During the initial interview, Hussein was unclear as to who Mary, his monitor,
was or what her role was. When | described the intervention to him, he said that she
had approached him shortly after he had arrived and offered to assist him in his
classes. Hussein also said that the monitor had been in contact with his mother and
that they had begun to establish a relationship. Over the course of the semedter, | ha
the opportunity to observe Hussein frequently in his classes. At no point during any
of these visits did | observe Hussein initiating contact with any of his feemdbers
or with the monitor. When approached by them, he always appeared to be courteous
and was viewed as a pleasant young man by each female staff membertbspoke
During the first, and again during the second, interview he was unable to correctly
name any of his female teachers, his female guidance counselor, thevieeale
principal, or the female monitor he was assigned to. Hussein was able to identify hi
male teachers and the male principal of the school. It is unknown if this way merel
coincidence or whether his cultural background influenced his ability to identify w
female authority figures.

During his second interview, Hussein appeared to be much more comfortable

and willing to talk. He stated that he initially would have preferred to stay at the
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alternative school but now felt more comfortable at Stark High School and he felt
was doing well. He continued to believe that some of the school staff viewed him
poorly and did not acknowledge his changed behavior. In spite of this, Hussein stated
that he felt he was treated well by the teachers he was assigned tetafteng from
the alternative program but that “they’re teachers” indicating continesigtance or
negative associations. Oddly, the female teacher who expressed the most praise for
Hussein was the one that he expressed liking the least. When asked about his
experiences working with Mary, Hussein did not recognize her name. After |
explained who she was, he discussed how she was helping him to address his
attendance issues and speaking with his teachers about his performance. He was
unable to describe, with any degree of detail, his interactions with the moryitorcbe
her concerns for his grades and attendance. When | asked him how frequently he saw
Mary, he replied that she visited his classroom every other week. This was the
approximate visitation schedule that | held and leads me to think that Mary made
limited contact with Hussein when | was not observing her. Though he found her
pleasant, Hussein’s body language and statements indicated that he was
uncomfortable with the attention placed on him when she visited his classes. It is
unclear whether his linguistic barrier or cultural background influenced his
relationship with Mary or other staff working with him.

Lamont appeared to have more significant opportunities to interact with
Check & Connect, and more reasons for increased supervision. At the initial
interview, he stated that the intervention was designed to help him maintain his

grades and prepare him to graduate and to not be “a statistic.” He stated that the
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monitor would be speaking with his teachers, but wasn’'t able to do that yet because
he had not given her his class schedule. This was approximately three wedks afte
had arrived at Stark High School. During this interview, Lamont seemed distant and
many of his statements were found to be misleading.

My observations, and conversations with teachers, indicated that Lamont
avoided interaction with the monitor and attempted to sleep or engage in off-task
behavior when her attention was elsewhere. During his homeroom class with Mary
observed attempts to engage with the student by the monitor. Lamont would briefly
interact with her, agree to consider what she suggested, and then go back to sleep or
engage in conversations with his peers. As Mary established communicatidnswit
teachers, concerns were raised over Lamont’s performance in class whemiiog m
wasn’t in the room observing. Some of the concerns raised included the possibility of
a learning disability, continued gang involvement, and drug use. Attempts to contact
his family were stymied by Lamont not providing an accurate contact number to the
school. Mary later learned, by visiting his home, that Lamont was unsupervised
during the week while his mother was away at college. As the school year ended,
parental contact was not reestablished.

In spite of the barriers Lamont erected, he felt that he would have pedforme
more poorly had Check & Connect not been in place. When asked how the monitor
helped to keep him “on track” he replied that she told him “...what he should, and
shouldn’t do.” Lamont then said that without the Mary working with him, he would
have likely “act(ed) up” and disrupted his classes. He reported that he did not do wel

academically, but that this was similar to his performance prior to pémirthe
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alternative program. Lamont stated that he did not feel that he had adapted to being in
a large school and was unable to describe whether his involvement in the intervention
had any bearing on this feeling. Interestingly, Mary had said that she dideiteeli
she would be able to help Lamont graduate with high school and that he had told her
that he wanted to return to the alternative program. She said that this was nd¢ possib
since his actions hadn’t warranted his return, but that he would be better off
elsewhere due to being “...simply a fish out of water here.” This initial inme®f
Lamont may have influenced her approach to working with him.

Lamont and Hussein were together in approximately half of their classes.
During these classes, | observed no interaction between them. Furthermovegriney
typically seated at opposite ends of the room from each other. While visitingsclass
that they shared together, | observed Mary paying significantly nitergian to
Hussein’s actions than Lamont’s. While sitting and talking with Hussein through the
majority of his science class, | observed Lamont place his work down and tinen spe
ten minutes at a time using mapping software to look over one particular
neighborhood. When the teacher or Mary came near him, he immediately switched
back to his assignment. As soon as they walked away, Lamont returned to the map. |
passed a note to Mary and the teacher to alert them to this and, only then, did Mary
come over to sit with him and observe his work. A similar incident occurred in his
math class. Mary, the monitor, was focused on a student that she perceived as doing
well while Lamont was off task. | asked the co-teacher to see what rheowgsand
learned that he was drawing gang signs over his assignments. The paper was

confiscated and discreetly given to me by the co-teacher. After cigss it to
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Mary who did not recognize what it was. When | explained that they were gang
insignias, she appeared panicked and said “they’re probably going to throw him out.”
We then went down to the gang resource officer who confirmed what they were and
who stated that Lamont was currently under observation by the school. This second
incident occurred midway through the study. No perceived or reported changes to
Mary’s use of Check & Connect were noted afterward.

Keenan, the third student who returned to Stark High School, also was viewed
as someone who would not graduate by Mary, his monitor. This assessment was
accurate and Keenan withdrew from school midway through the semester.dtid sec
interview took place at a restaurant in a neighboring community. During teisnge
He discussed his poor attendance and attempts to make up his missed assignments
when he returned to school. As the semester continued, Kennan felt increasingly
distracted by his peers and pressured to become more self-sufficient dugtarbei
expectant father. He ultimately decided to withdraw from school and had begun to
explore diploma completion programs that included vocational training. When
discussing his experiences at Stark High School, Keenan described feeling
overwhelmed by the size of the school and not disciplined enough to continue his
progress there. He believed that he was better suited for a smaller emvitpie
the Challenges Alternative Program, where he received greater attentiedjagon,
and fewer distractions. Keenan hoped to find this in the vocational program he was
exploring.

While discussing his relationship with Mary, and Check & Connect, Keenan

described feeling comfortable enough to “open up to her.” As an older woman, with a
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long career, he enjoyed being able to talk to her and looked to Mary for advice on
decisions in his life. Keenan described numerous interventions that Maryatadilio
support him prior to his withdrawal from school. These included the rearrangement of
his course schedule so that his classes were physically closer to each ethapet

this would have reduced his tardiness to class. As our second interview was ending,
Keenan stated that he wanted to get in touch with Mary to talk about his plan for
enrolling in a diploma completion program. His detailed information about the
program, and Mary’s background in community oriented programs, led me to believe
that they had discussed his intentions prior to his withdrawal from Stark High School

It was not possible to verify the closeness of the relationship between Keenan
and Mary. This was due to Keenan'’s sporadic attendance at Stark High School. |
fact only a handful of direct observations of Keenan in class were possible due to his
attendance. Both Mary, the monitor at Stark High School, and Keenan reported
having numerous conversations while he was still attending school, but these were
never observed by the researcher.

Teachers. Views concerning the implementation and effects of Check &
Connect with the students who returned varied between the two sites. Seversal factor
appeared to influence these differences including: the culture of the school, the
direction provided by administration, monitor implementation, and the experiences of
the teachers. These factors will be discussed while presenting the vidwes of t
teachers. For organizational purposes, the viewpoint of the teachers will etedes
by intervention site. This will allow me to discuss the perceptions of the teamher

the implementation and effects of Check & Connect within the context of their
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experiences with a particular set of students in the context of one partitwdal sc
community.

Pulaski High SchoolThe teachers at Pulaski High School who worked with
one of the participants in Check & Connect were largely supportive of the initiative.
Views of how the intervention was implemented appeared to vary by the closeness of
the relationship held by Anna, the monitor, to the teacher in question. Those who had
a friendly relationship with Anna were strongly supportive. Teachers who exhibite
professional distance were less so. One teacher, with a perceived dislike pflilnna
not find the implementation of Check & Connect to be an effective tool for
supporting students returning from an alternative educational placement. dfidves
effects of Check & Connect with the students roughly aligned with the feelirigs of
staff towards Anna.

The majority of the teachers interviewed perceived Anna as working very
hard to monitor, mentor, and advocate for the students enrolled in the Check &
Connect program at Pulaski High School. Many of the teachers, particularly M
Rizzo and Mr. Collins viewed Check & Connect as a tool that provided the students
an opportunity to work with an adult to deescalate their reactions to a stimulus and to
return to their classrooms better prepared to perform. Mr. Rizzo recaliecident
with Benjamin surrounding a seat change shortly after arriving in hs. ¢laswas
upset with the proposed move but accepted it after meeting with Anna. Mr. Rizzo,

describing the incident, said
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He was able to go meet with Anna...ask to meet with, speak with her. They
talked about it. We talked about it, we thought it would be the best thing for
him, for his education, and | explained to him too, ‘you know you want to
make sure you’re around people who will help you to achieve, not around
people who will distract you and have a hard time for you to learn what we’re
trying to learn’. And after talking with Anna, after discussing it with him, he
went to his seat change. Things have been going fairly smoothly. He’'s done a
good job.
Mr. Collins added to this notion of the intervention assisting in behavior management,
by viewing Anna’s implementation of Check & Connect as a proactive resounce i
classroom. Speaking broadly, he felt that Anna’s outreach to him as studeats wer
entering his room provided him valuable information concerning the students’
backgrounds, academic difficulties, and behavioral triggers. Mr. Colliresistaet
this information “gives you an edge” and allowed him to successfully reintegrat
students from the Challenges Alternative Program into his class. Of thatsthde
worked with, he considered Tanya to be “the best case scenario” of studesssucce
under Check & Connect. An implementation tool that many of the teachers perceived
as influencing student behavior was Anna’s steady use of student encouragement. M
Bartlett, a teacher who maintained a more professional relationship witloth®m
witnessed this with many of the students participating in Check & Connect.tHe fel
that this was more effective with a handful of students whom Anna had a longer
working relationship with than Benjamin, who was assigned to his class. MetBartl
believed that
Well, you can always put pressure on a student and encourage them to do with
their academic performance, but when they come into the class, it's totally
them. | mean, any individual outside of that person has only but so much that

they can do so as to make a student want to learn. Ultimately, it lies on the
student. So, what she’s doing is encouraging them and that’s what we all do.



147

Ms. Rodriguez shared this position, but felt more strongly about Anna’s ability to
influence the students’ behavior and academic performance. Her persamdgHip

with Anna and experiences working with Tanya, who she considered very successful,
compared to Mr. Bartlett's experience of working with Benjamin, who wasedes
low-performing, may have skewed her strongly positive views of the implairent

of Check & Connect.

In addition to Mr. Bartlett’s views concerning the limitations of motivating
unmotivated student, he expressed concerns over the aggressiveness of Anna’s
pursuit of measurable data. He found Anna’s frequent requests for real-tavenda
student performance “burdensome” in light of his obligations to the other students on
his caseload. Though not expressed by the other teachers interviewed duriaggethis ¢
study, there is evidence that Mr. Bartlett was not alone in this sentiment. Ms
Rodriguez felt that she was perceived as more vested in the students’ succdss than t
students themselves were. At numerous points during the semester, | observed Anna
making email and in-person requests for grades for her students. These ngqreests
frequently ignored or not responded to promptly. Anna shared that one teacher told
her that the teacher’s union contract only required that they provide grades for t
students’ interim and semester report cards. Mr. Smith, the vice-principaliewed
during this study, personally intervened and sent out an email request far gnade
Anna’s behalf. This was effective, but Anna believed that this action potentially
damaged the collegiality she shared with the faculty.

All but one of the teachers interviewed felt that Anna’s use of Check &

Connect was beneficial to the students who returned from the Challengesthreer
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Program, particularly if they were amenable to being assisted. Mr. Bespeaking
broadly about the students the intervention and participants, felt that
| think they are where the need is, those that have the potential to (have)
trouble transitioning. They need assistance and they need support in that
instance. | think they are placed properly. Are there other students in schools
that could use that type of support? Sure. A lot of kids that didn’t come from
Challenges (are) in difficult situations, they could use the support. So, if they
could expand that to even assisting other students that would be helpful before
they are placed.
Ms. Hunt recognized a need for services for students who were consideréd lautris
did not recognize the use of Check & Connect in attempting to address that need.
The majority of the teachers interviewed at Pulaski High School feltttbat
primary benefits to Check & Connect were behavioral. A reduction in behavioral
volatility, which led to a reduced need for “on the record” discipline, was the mos
common effect seen. Like Mr. Collins, Ms. Rodriguez found the additional
information on the students’ background and behaviors helpful. She felt that she
could use the information provided by Anna to prevent problem behaviors and
involved her in establishing rules for the students participating in Check & Connect.
In addition, Ms. Rodriguez believed that the intervention helped the students’ class
attendance, but not necessarily their school attendance.
Attendance wise it's a good thing too because a lot of these kids tend to be
busy when they get out of class or they cut or they wander. So she’s up on that
too, if you're in class, if you're not in class. She keeps after that. Knowing
someone is watching them kind of forces them to a degree. Some of
them, they don't care still but as a whole, they still know that there is
somebody watching. And you never know when.

Agreement on the benefits to behavior and individual class attendance was

widespread. Agreement on the perceived limited effect of Check & Connect on the
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students’ academic performance was also. Mr. Bartlett saw little aratic

effort from Benjamin in his class. Both he and Ms. Rodriguez saw this behavior as a
choice that many of the students participating in Check & Connect had made. She
described her personal frustration by saying

And you can only give them so much help, but you can’t make them want to

change. They have to want to. And they tell us, all good teachers, if you have

the right lesson, and if you do A, B, C your kids will be engaged and they will
want to be involved. You can’t make some kids want to learn. There are other
issues out there. And yes within your classroom you can make it inviting, you
can make it challenging and you can make it where the kids are going “oh, |
want to do this activity”, but if they don’t want to do it, if they’re shut out,
they're shut out.
Though she did not see this behavior with Tanya while she was enrolled in her class,
Ms. Rodriguez did see this with many of the non-study participants in Check &
Connect working at Pulaski High School. Neither she nor Mr. Bartlett faulted the
intervention for this lack of motivation, they faulted the students.

One teacher interviewed did not identify any positive effects of Check &
Connect, nor did she acknowledge that an intervention to assist at-risk students at
Pulaski High School was in practice. The teacher, Ms. Hunt, was perceived to have a
poor personal view of Anna, the Check & Connect monitor, and this may have had an
influence on how she viewed the intervention. During our first interview, she stated
that she was not aware of Anna’s role as a monitor due to the intervention not being
formally introduced to her by the Pulaski High School administrative team. Anna had
been in the role for two years at this point. Attempts by Anna to develop a

relationship with Ms. Hunt were hindered by few returned emails and Ms. Hunt

leaving school early for the day when meetings were requested. On the day of my
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first interview with her, Anna revealed that she had been in an argumbrivis:it
Hunt concerning a request for grades that Mr. Smith had supported. During that
interview, she stated that she had seen no effects due to not being aware of an
intervention taking place and believed that most students who returned from
alternative placements came back “...worse than when they left.”

Interestingly, when asked how she would structure a program to support
students returning from the Challenges Alternative Program, Ms. Hunt described a
model very similar to Anna’s interpretation of Check & Connect. A significant
difference that she focused on was the need to have a monitor of the same gender as
the students who returned. She believed that it was necessary to have a male in the
role in order to have an individual that the students would be better able to relate to
and who can administer gender specific discipline and guidance to the students. Ms
Hunt believed that many of the students who were at-risk did not have strong male
figures in their lives outside of school, particularly fathers, and that a womah coul
not act meet this need for a male student. She did believe that a female monitor could
meet the needs of at-risk females at Pulaski High School, necessitatingetd for at
least two staff assigned to the role in the building. These statements, alotigew
disregard she frequently showed Anna, make me believe that Ms. Hunt did not
believe that Anna, as a female, could impact the performance of her majakity
caseload of students.

Stark High SchoolSimilar to the teachers at Pulaski High School, the teachers
at Stark High School were largely supportive of Check & Connect, but many only in

theory. Due to the approach taken by Mary, the monitor assigned to the school, many
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possessed a distant relationship with her and were unclear of what approaches she
was using to assist the students who had returned from the Challenges A#ernati
Program. As such, perceptions of implementation and effect were lessditttaile
those provided by the teachers at Pulaski High School.

Older, frequently more experienced, teachers appeared to have a different
experience with the monitor and intervention than the younger, often less experienced
teachers. Mr. Athens, Mr. Fox, and Mr. Gibson all described having a friendly,
professional relationship with Mary, the monitor at Stark High School. Mr. Athens
had known her for a number of years and worked together at one of the control sites,
Patton High School. She appeared to have a friendly relationship with Mr. Fox and
Mr. Gibson held her in high regard. It is unknown if she had developed her
relationship with Mr. Fox prior to Keenan'’s enrollment in his class. The enmlofe
Hussein into Mr. Gibson’s class appeared to be their first professional contact.

During observations and interviews, a more consistent pattern of contact
between Mary and these three teachers appeared. During less activeipeheds
class, | frequently observed Mary talking with Mr. Athens and Mr. Fox about the
assignments that Lamont and Keenan, respectively, were working on. Thisfleve
professional contact led Mr. Fox to state that

Mary seems like a good, supportive disciplinarian that helps Keenan stay in

line as far as focusing on doing what he’s supposed to be doing. She’s a “no

nonsense” person. She works well with the students. She lets, she’s firm and
fair and, and, um, and she understands that if she doesn’t take this position
then the students may not be successful. So, | feel that she’s a great support
for us at this school, especially for some of these behaviors that she’s been
experiencing with some of these returning students. She’s a wonderful

resource. | really enjoyed working with her and she’s very supportive of the
teachers and students.
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A high degree of collegiality also occurred in a class in which Hussein angintam
were also enrolled, but whose teacher was not interviewed for this study.vEhisfle
contact and communication between professionals was never seen while observing
the classes of the younger teachers. Observations of Mr. Gibson’s class dicunot oc
but conversations with him alluded to contact with Mary concerning Hussein’s
progress.

During my initial interviews with Mr. Simmons and Ms. Benning, both
indicated that they did not know that their students, Hussein and Keenan, had
previously been enrolled at the Challenges Alternative Program or thatary
providing an intervention to them. While discussing Keenan'’s return from plateme
nearly a month after his enroliment, Ms. Benning stated that “I didn't really &thow
you told me that was the deal. They kind of keep us in the dark which isn't a really
good idea.” During her second interview, she mentioned that she did not know that
Keenan had dropped out of school a month earlier. Mr. Simmons said that he had first
seen the monitor when we came in to observe Hussein in his class a few days prior to
his interview. Ms. Johnson, describing her contact with Mary, said

| touch base with her. Probably not as often as I'd like to. It's hectic. I'desay w

meet pretty regularly. The problem is she can't tell me a lot of the btuit a

the kids. So I find it would be very useful if the teacher could know and at this

point we can't, we're not allowed unless the student tells us or the parent

decides to tell us teachers we can't know the specifics. It's meting.
Mr. Simmons commented on a school culture of limited information and

communication. Ms. Johnson, speaking specifically about her limited knowledge of

the students with disabilities in her class, believed that “This is theintibat if a
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teacher knows specifically what the disability is, that we will label addg them
and treat them differently. But as an educator you would think we would be open
minded and not judge people for that. So it makes no sefbe’philosophy of
guarding information was shared by the monitor and supported by her administrator,
Ms. Jones.
Few detailed descriptions were available from the teachers kt-8¢dr
School concerning how Check & Connect was being implemented with the students
who returned from the Challenges Alternative Program. Mr. Fox saw Check &
Connect as an intervention that provided counsel to Keenan, the student he primarily
worked with, but was unable to describe what additional responsibilities Marg had i
her role as a monitor. Ms. Johnson felt that the practices she witnessed provided
insufficient information to the monitor and believed that more detailed data was
obtainable by looking through her grade book than periodically observing her class.
Describing this concern, she said that
| know that she will take the students aside and | made sure | e-mail her
whenever Lamont is having trouble and let her know what is going on. I've
seen her come in sometimes to check him out. But | think it's like anything
else. A lot of times when supervisors come in they only see the kids at their
best. Yeah, if they were a fly on the wall they'd see a totally differemg.thi
And so, | appreciate that she comes to see how he’s doing he’s always doing
what he should when she’s there when she’s with us so it’s not a real
shapshot.
This notion of Check & Connect consisting primarily of observation of the students
was held by many of the younger teachers. During observations conducted in

classrooms with teachers who were not interviewed, few conversations were

conducted between Mary and the faculty. Information collected by the monitor
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focused primarily on the performance of the teacher and content of the lesson and not
on the performance of the individual students. This perception of teacher focus rathe
than student focus was supported by statements by Mr. Simmons indicating his belief
that Mary’s role was to act and intervene on the teachers’ behalf and Ms. Benning
initial belief that her visitations were focused on her performance aslgrcaaeer

teacher. Later statements by Ms. Jones, the principal supervising Miafys;ther

support to the notion that the focus of Check & Connect implementation at Stark

High School was not fully on the student participants.

Due to their limited knowledge of the implementation of Check & Connect,
the teachers at Stark High School were able to provide few detailed responses
concerning their perceptions of the effects of Check & Connect with the students.
Many responses were speculative and few saw any discernable ecexeact. Mr.
Simmons, referencing the larger support intervention implemented by Stdrk Hig
School’s vice-principal, felt that

If she is similar to (larger support intervention), and she does her job similar

to what I've come to expect, which all of them do and | expect nothing less,

then | have no doubt that its really helping Hussein. Going around, checking
on their students, making sure that she’s there personally to talk to them, just
understand what’s going on; trying to nip problems in the bud before they
really arise. Trying to make sure that she’s aware of what's goirifjtbat’s

how she’s handling it, in the areas that he’s having problems in, then he’s

integrating pretty well.

Others took a more negative view, based on their experiences with individual

students. Ms. Johnson and Mr. Athens, through their experiences working with

Lamont, both saw limited effects through the use of Check & Connect, or at least
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limited effects that could be considered valuable to the school. Describing this
conflict in perceived effects in reference to Lamont, he stated that

I’'m not certainly saying that it doesn’t have an impact. I'm not sayirgttha

doesn’t do something good. But, in this age, when you're only as good as your

last test score and when the test score isn’t high enough, it's the institution’s
fault, not the individual. The teacher is being held accountable, but not the
student themselves and other sorts of nonsense...The numbers don't tell
anything. And so, given the fact that the only thing that anyone cares about is

Lamont’s numbers, you can’t look at this and call this successful from the

numbers if that’'s how we’re defining success. And in that regard, | despair of

him ever being successful. In his, and in lots of people’s cases, if that's the
sole criteria in which all of us are going to get jobs...does behavior xyz on the
institution’s part result in the child passing the test in that month, that year,
that semester, | mean | don’t think the answer is going to be in anybody’s
favor.
Mr. Athens felt that the ultimate benefit of Check & Connect, or any other form of
mentoring intervention, would likely not be perceptible in the short-term. He did not
believe that the metrics being used by the district to gauge success atdouate
definition that went beyond test scores. Mr. Athens believed that a successful
integration into the community after high school was a better sign of effect, but one
that was not measurable and more longitudinal in focus. He did not believe that this
was the focus of the cooperating district and did not wish to assign fault tofddary
not achieving a definition of success that he himself did not subscribe to.

Monitors. The themes of information collection and sharing, staff
communication, and measuring success were also identified by the monitors, Anna
and Mary, as they discussed the implementation and effects of Check & Conhect wit
the students who returned from the alternative educational placement. Each of these

was influenced by the individual monitor’s personal experiences, philosophies

towards the intervention, and school environment. These three themes will be used to
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organize Anna and Mary’s perceptions of the implementation and effects of Check &
Connect with the students who returned from the Challenges Alternative Program.

The first of these themes, information collection and sharing, was viewed
quite differently by the two monitors. Anna, the monitor at Pulaski High School,
viewed this as one of the critical components in the potential success of Check &
Connect at Pulaski High School, and one of her greatest sources of frustration. During
conversations with her, she frequently described contacting Challengesafiter
Program asking for updates on the performance of students assigned there from her
school. In these conversations, she described receiving contradicting messages
concerning their performance and potential for returning the following semest
These conflicting messages made it difficult for her to identify instrsiettwo would
treat the students fairly while still providing them a rigorous acaderpierexce.
Anna felt that it was her responsibility to identify instructors who would challérege
students, yet would still be flexible enough to modify their instruction to address
academic and behavioral difficulties. She also felt it was importantntifidene or
two teachers who the student would consider “fun” so that they were allowed an
outlet and possibly develop a relationship that made the act of coming to school more
pleasant.

Mary appeared to share this desire for receiving information from the
alternative program, but she was less proactive in attempting to acquhies imay
have been due to a wider range of duties in the school, compared to Anna, limiting
her ability to pursue these materials. Like Anna, she also believed that @acing

returning student into a supportive class was important. Not having Anna’s long
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history at Pulaski High School, Mary believed that her skills as a guidance lavunse
would help her to identify teachers at Stark High School who could effectively work
with the students returning from Challenges Alternative Program. Accordingrigo Ma
she did not have the opportunity to selectively place the student participants from this
case study. This may have been due to her taking the position of monitor as they were
preparing to return to the school. Tanya, who transferred from Pulaski High School
midway through the semester, also was not selectively placed into her counges. W
observing her in her math class, she appeared bored by the pace of instruction. Mary
spoke with her and confirmed my suspicions, but chose to leave her in the course. She
said that Tanya’s guidance counselor liked to place at-risk students irctasges”

and that since she had been in the school for a few weeks; she didn’t want to disrupt
her schedule.

Differences in the perceived value of quantitative data were also seeribetwe
the two monitors. Anna viewed acquiring a running record of the participants
academic and behavioral performance as a tool required to guide her attiotine
students. For this reason, she pursued this information aggressively. Thougbveeffect
Anna felt that involving her supervisor, Mr. Smith, in acquiring data had jeopardized
her relationship with various members of the faculty. She feared that they now saw
her as “one of them,” and no longer as part of the teaching faculty. Mary, instpntra
did not pursue this information aggressively saying “I don’'t worry about the
numbers.” Though Ms. Johnson, one of Lamont and Hussein’s teachers at Stark High
School, offered her open access to her grade book, it is unknown whether she would

have encountered resistance to providing real-time data as Anna did.
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Rather than focusing on data provided by the teachers, Mary believed that her
own observations provided her the information she needed to successfully implement
Check & Connect with the students she oversaw. While shadowing her, | spent the
majority of the school day accompanying Mary as she made classroom observations
of the students who returned from the Challenges Alternative Program. Chesg t
observations, Mary would take a seat at a desk near the student she was observing and
briefly engage them in conversation while the class was in progress. These
observations lasted between twenty and thirty minutes. Anna did not conduct
classroom observations of this length while | observed her. Twice a day, #ub cyc
through the Pulaski High School doing spot checks and observations of the students
lasting no more than ten minutes. This allowed her to verify that each student,
including the participants in this study, were in their assigned classrooms during
single academic period. Anna’s practice did not allow her time for individualrigtori
which Mary frequently engaged in during her observations. It also did not provide her
an opportunity to consider whether a particular teacher was effectively tirgrtie
students participating in Check & Connect.

Additional differences were observed in the perceived value of collecting
gualitative data from the teachers. Through email, teachers stopping byi¢er off
and brief meetings throughout the building, | observed Anna collecting data
throughout the day. Frequently this data consisted of concerns raised by her
colleagues, but compliments and positive observations were made as well. Anna
believed that maintaining an open line of communication, and being seen as

responsive, was crucial to maintaining collegiality with the faculty. S8héHat this
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collegiality was necessary when she needed to advocate on her studentsMuatyalf
did not appear to take this approach with all of the teachers her students were
assigned to. As discussed earlier, she appeared to possess a more collegial
relationship with the older, more experienced teachers at Stark High School.sShe wa
seen collaborating with them and asking them for additional information on the
performance of the students who returned from Challenges Alternative Prodriam. T
was not observed nearly as frequently with the younger, less experieaceerse In
fact, many were not aware that they should have been communicating with Mary
about the progress of Keenan, Lamont, and Hussein.

Both monitors were provided tools to track the data collected through Check
& Connect and Anna created supplementary tools that allowed her to quickly
document communication between herself and the students, their teachers,
administrators, and families. Documentation was viewed as difficult by both Anna
and Mary. Anna kept files on each of her students, which included students in
addition to the study participants. She found it difficult to record data in a timely
manner, frequently resulting in a backlog. Mary kept limited data. Each believed tha
the tool provided to them, which were modeled on the original Check & Connect
monitoring tools were potentially useful, but they were never used. They stdted tha
their obligation to provide services to nearly twenty students, as well as e
duties in the school, made this level of detailed record keeping difficult.

Staff communication, closely related to information collection and sharing,
was an area where the monitors possessed very different views. Anna had worked at

Pulaski High School for many years and felt that many members ofciléyfevere
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not just her colleagues, but also her friends. She considered it professionally and
personally courteous to not only share the information she could with them, but also
to listen to their concerns and problem solve with them. By doing this she found that
she could deescalate many of her colleagues’ reactions to her studentdisehavi
Anna also found that it allowed her an opportunity to promote her students’
accomplishments and to reduce some of the bias that her colleagues felt towards the
students. By sharing anecdotes about their pro-social interactions with othberae
of the school faculty, she hoped the teachers she worked with would reconsider their
own interactions with the students who returned from the alternative educational
placement.

Mary’s view of staff communication was heavily influenced by her past wor
as a guidance counselor and appeared to be supported by her supervisor, Ms. Jones.
After interviewing the younger teacher participants from Stark Higio&¢|
approached Mary and told her that many of them felt they needed additional
information on the students in order to better address their needs in their classrooms
Mary replied angrily that this was “...a crock, they should mind their own business
and just teach.” A short while later, | asked whether she believed her backgsoand
guidance counselor was influencing her approach to Check & Connect. After thinking
for a few moments, she replied that it likely was and explained that due to her
training, she had a stricter view of student confidentiality than others migit ha
Many topics of conversation between her and the students were purposely not
documented. At numerous points during the semester, Mary discussed how she

approached Check & Connect in a similar manner to her previous work as a guidance
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counselor in a community-oriented, “school within a school,” alternative program.
She often reminisced over her perceptions of success in this program and how its
separation from the larger school community assisted in providing a nurturing
environment for the students. This separation included having its own cohort of
teachers. It is likely that Mary’s desire to protect the confidentjaitg her belief in
the benefits of separating from the larger school community, influenced ftedlim
communication while administering Check & Connect.

The monitors had similar views on measuring the success of the students who
participated in Check & Connect. Both believed that quantitative effects, such as
changes in the students’ academic performance, were unlikely in the shroarid
may not be the best measure of success. Anna believed that progress frortofailing
passing, or failing all courses to passing a few and successfullygaraits
towards graduation was progress that was frequently not acknowledgéeddoyties
school or the students’ families. To make these changes, she believed that
improvements in attendance were necessary. Anna believed that her monitoring of the
students’ classroom attendance encouraged them to not skip classes. This allowed
them longer exposure to the curriculum and an increased likelihood of gaining the
information to pass. Following a behavioral incident, she believed it was essential
advocate on the students’ behalf when consequences were being considered. Anna
believed that by minimizing the length of expulsions, the students wouldn’sfl a
behind and give up out of frustration.

The greater impact that both she and Mary perceived was on the students’

self-esteem and sense of connection to their schools. Anna felt that showing the
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students at Pulaski High School what success could look like would encourage the
participants in Check & Connect to adopt new behaviors. Mary believed that the
sense of connection developed through Check & Connect was the greatest success of
the intervention. Using Tanya as an example, she said that
Well, 1 don’t dwell on the numbers so | don’t know for sure, but, the very fact
that, for example, when | saw Tanya the other day and | said “you’ve been out
for the last two days, where you've been” and that meant a lot to her. And |
know when no one answered from home. She knew that | knew that she
wasn’'t here and that meant a lot to her.
Mary believed that providing an individual who allowed them to feel “safe” and
“comfortable”, it allowed the students participating in Check & Connect tate!
they were part of “a family.” She felt that the students who returned from the
Challenges Alternative Program were “...used to disappointment in people.
Promising, and not being there.” Mary believed that by providing this emotional and
material support, it showed that someone was attentive to them and their needs. Anna
concurred with this and felt that having an individual who cared at the school made
the environment more inviting to the students, which likely positively influenced their
attendance.
Administrators. Both Mr. Smith, the vice-principal at Pulaski High School,
and Ms. Jones, the vice-principal at Stark High School, saw the development of a
positive adult relationship as not only an implementation tool in Check & Connect,
but also a positive effect in itself. One significant area in which thegrdfis in

their perception of the measurable impact of the intervention in their two schools.

This may have been due to their own interpretations of what Check & Connect was
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and their professional relationships with the monitors assigned to Pulaski and Stark
High Schools.

At Pulaski High School, Mr. Smith saw Anna as the intervention and that her
function was to provide support to the students who had returned from the Challenges
Alternative Program. In this role Mr. Smith saw her as having a persotaditcould
be both nurturing and authoritative, as the situation required. He placed a high degree
of trust in her and viewed her as having a leadership role in the school. Mr. Smith
enthusiastically spoke of her actions to maintain communication between the school
and the students’ families and her persistence in pursuing the students’ grades from
her colleagues. While describing her work, Mr. Smith spoke specifically about
Benjamin, Armando, and a number of students who had returned during the previous
year saying that “I think some them would have either been put out or would have
quit” if Check & Connect wasn’t in place.

As we talked, Mr. Smith never mentioned Check & Connect’'s measurable
impact on the students’ academic or behavioral performance. Instead, he focused
more broadly on the impact that Check & Connect had on maintaining their
enrollment at Pulaski High School. Mr. Smith believed that the most important of the
intervention was the emotional support that it provided to the students saying

| think for some of these kids, they didn’t realize what it felt like to be

successful. They didn’t, they didn’t know what it felt like to pass classes. And

to realize they were capable of doing that. And for some of them, once they
realize that ability that they have, I think it's only helped them continue to
want to keep that feeling. | think for some, whether they’ll admit it or not, |
think they finally have seen what it's like to have someone who, who really

cares and will fight for you and kick you in the butt if you need kicked in the
butt. Everyday.
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In comparison, Ms. Jones viewed the role of Check & Connect, and Mary’s
role as a monitor quite differently. She viewed Check & Connect as part okg larg
Positive Behavior Intervention Support (PBIS) program that she had initiated which
focused on providing support to at-risk students by providing support to their
teachers. Within this program, Mary was viewed as a paraprofessional,cetheal t
other members of the support team. She did not provide the same autonomy that
Anna had received at Pulaski High School.

During our meeting, Ms. Jones placed great emphasis on her role in designing
the PBIS derived initiative and minimal focus on her views of Mary’s implerhenta
of Check & Connect. She believed that it was not necessary for Mary to communicate
with the teachers of students returning to discuss the students’ needs because

She KNOWS, she should know the kind of teachers that are in the building

and so, as she is talking to the kid, this might be a student who needs, we have

some of our kids who are (snapping fingers) are self-starters, theya@anint
incident, it was a major incident maybe, but it got them somewhere else,

but.... And so, they might not need that same, they might need a teacher that

lets them do what they need to do. That just goes with it. Then another student

might need a teacher that’s a very guiding, you know, the one that’s very
structured and things like that.
In order to develop this knowledge, Ms. Jones believed it was essential to observe the
teaching styles of the faculty in the building. From these observations, shetielie
that a monitor would develop the knowledge needed to place students who returned
from placement appropriately.
It was unclear whether Ms. Jones was aware of any effects attréotdahke

use of Check & Connect, or her PBIS derived intervention. At no point did she

discuss any student specifically. She spoke often of how students who were “not
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ready”, which she described as students who did not believe that they would be
successful at Stark High School, as having a high likelihood of failing upon their
return and that they should remain either at the Challenges Alternative Program or
placed into another program. Ms. Jones stated that “the numbers speak for
themselves” in describing her perception of the success of the various support
programs in place at Stark High School. These numbers were not provided and Mary
herself clearly stated that she did not monitor these statistics. It is unkvioetiner

the failure of a student in Check & Connect, or her PBIS derived initiative, would be
attributed to the design of the intervention, its implementation, or the student not
being “ready” to succeed within it.

Resear ch Question 3

What do stakeholders think about why Check & Connect had an impact on the
students with demonstrated learning and behavioral difficulties who had returned
from an alternative education placement?

Several common themes emerged from the stakeholders as to why they
believed Check & Connect had an impact on the students who returned from the
alternative educational placement. A few views as to why they beliedatnbt also
emerged. In order to present these findings, the views expressed have been grouped
by stakeholder group. This will allow for a comparison of views within peer groups
and allow for shared and diverging perspectives, by site, to be presented.

Students. Many of the students who participated in Check & Connect spoke
of the relationship they had developed with their monitors and how it helped to
support their progress in school and, in one case, with their family. This relgtionshi

was based on a sense of genuine caring and concern that they received frandAnna

Mary, and a belief that their mentorship had value. This belief was not heldtbg all
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students who participated in Check & Connect. It was most evident among those
who, broadly defined, were considered successful by the faculty at Pulaskadnd St
High Schools.

Tanya and Benjamin, both from Pulaski High School, provided the most
detailed explanations as to why they believed they benefitted through thensgii
they had with their monitor, Anna. Tanya, who demonstrated both academic and
behavioral progress, saw Anna as someone who was able to assist her in maintaining
self-control. At a number of points during the study, Tanya discussed her desire t
separate herself from her peers in order to minimize the likelihood of retuoniimg t
behavior that led to her being placed at the Challenges Alternative Program. When
describing her peers’ behavior, she demonstrated a visceral, confrontatamtir
that she appeared to be struggling to control. Her chosen isolation appeared to be an
attempt to control this irritability. Tanya described Anna, and later Magnvshe
transferred to Stark High School, as someone to whom she could talk when she
became irritated and to whom she could go in order to calm down instead of
confronting her peers. As she developed a greater sense of restraiat, Tany
appreciated that the monitors became less proactive in seeking her out and allowe
her to approach them on an as needed basis. She felt that this approach allowed her to
develop the confidence she needed to continue her progress at Pulaski and Stark High
Schools, rather than returning to the Challenges Alternative Program.

Benjamin, in contrast, did poorly academically, but was seen as having made
significant behavioral changes through his participation in Check & Connect.

Members of both the faculty and administration of his school, perceived him as
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someone who still needed to refine his impulse control, but had made progress when
compared to his earlier behavior. Benjamin largely agreed with this assesand

the opinion that his behavior worsened as the semester progressed. He attributed this
to difficulty in resisting the influence of his friends in the school and the contynuni
Benjamin discussed, and was observed, conferencing with Anna more during the firs
half of the study than the second. He felt that having Check & Connect, and Anna in
particular, available to him was helpful and that it provided him an outlet when he felt
frustrated or angry.

The reemergence of Benjamin’s behavioral problems coincided with his
decision to distance himself from Anna and the intervention. He found her proactive
approach uncomfortable, particularly when Anna visited him in his classe®ifuss
at Stark High School, expressed a similar discomfort concerning Mary’s otisesva
of him. Benjamin stated that being approached in class elevated his frustration and
that, though he appreciated that his monitor was trying to help, it “...made the
situation worse” by drawing undesired attention to him. This feeling of undesired
attention extended to his time out of class and led to him feeling that Anna was “on
his shoulder”, particularly when approached in front of his peers. As this feeling
developed, Benjamin began to avoid Anna and her influence on his behavior. In
retrospect, he felt that he would have been less influenced by his peers if he had
maintained his involvement with Check & Connect and his monitor. He hoped to
have an opportunity to meet with Anna the following semester to discuss ways to

maintain contact that were not stigmatizing to him.
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Other participants also commented on the benefits of having a monitor, but
their responses were less detailed and my observations did not support their
statements. Lamont felt that his interaction with Mary was helping him to “not
become a statistic” by providing him advice and helping him to consider the
opportunities available to him if he graduated from high school. Evidence of these
reported interactions was sparse. In fact, on numerous occasions, when Mary
attempted to discuss his future, she was rebuffed by Lamont. Similar sttgteneee
made by Keenan, the student who ultimately withdrew from Stark High School.
Unlike Lamont, Keenan provided more detailed descriptions of his interactidns wit
Mary, particularly while discussing his interest in attending a regtpboma
completion program. This was a program that Mary had discussed frequently and
Keenan’s detailed description of it, and his desire to contact Mary afteedoad
interview there, led me to believe that this was an opportunity that they had discussed
in depth.

A number of the students believed that Check & Connect had provided them
opportunities to succeed that they would not have had without the oversight of a
monitor. These opportunities took a number of different forms. For Armando, his
monitor, Anna, assisted him in returning to the alternative school shortly after the
study semester began. He believed that this was his best opportunity to eemi@cad
credits and continue his progress towards graduation. Benjamin believed that his
placement with teachers at Pulaski High School who were largely williragpkopast
his previous behavior provided him a fair opportunity to succeed. He, as well as other

participants, felt that having the monitor working with their teachers to fgenti
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missed assignments, mediate disagreements, and address unexcused absences gave
them an opportunity to pass their classes which they would not have had otherwise.
Though ultimately unsuccessful with Benjamin, Mary’s communication with

Hussein’s family contributed to the decision to award academic credit for the

semester in spite of his attendance.

In order to identify opportunities for success, both Mary and Anna were
responsible for closely monitoring the academic and behavioral performance of the
students. Reactions to this oversight varied by student. Some found this particularly
onerous and attempted to limit the monitor’s ability to oversee their peroenaand
communicate with their family. Lamont, one of the students assigned to Maeylat S
High School, did not provide a class schedule to his monitor until a few weeks after
reentry and would not give her an active contact number for his family. It is unknown
why Mary was unable to retrieve this information independently. It wasléztened
that this was not an oversight on Lamont’s part. He did not want the school to
communicate with his parent, who was frequently absent from the home. This
resistance hindered the ability of Check & Connect to monitor Lamont’s pericen
and to identify strategies to assist in his reintegration into Stark High ISéhdesire
to limit the intrusion of Check & Connect into their daily lives was expressed by
many of the students, but Lamont’s resistance appeared to be the moatedlcul

The students who were considered to be the most successful, Tanya from
Pulaski High School and Hussein from Stark High School, also desired lower levels
of oversight from their monitors. Rather than attempting to avoid their Check &

Connect monitors, they both explained that they wanted to prove that they though
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they appreciated the school’s concern, a high level of oversight was not needed.
Tanya and Hussein believed that by performing well, they would reduce thescrutin
they received through Check & Connect. They wanted to show the adults in the
school that, in the words of Hussein, that they “...weren’t bad anymore.” Tanya
acknowledged that her past necessitated her involvement in Check & Connect and
appreciated having the opportunity to prove herself. She felt that the reduced
oversight she received after transferring to Stark High School waslaaéher
performance under the intervention.

Through their participation in Check & Connect, many of the students viewed
their monitor in ways that skewed their role in Pulaski and Stark High Schools.
Descriptions provided by the students of their monitor’s role and responsibilities
blurred the distinction between administrator, teacher, counselor, parent, and friend.
An undeniable connection with an adult interested in their success was ksthblis
Many of the students believed that this relationship provided them opportunities to
prove that they could succeed in a comprehensive high school. Some felt that they
had not fully exploited these opportunities, but appreciated that someone had cared
enough to provide them.

Teachers. The teachers assigned to Pulaski and Stark High Schools received
very different experiences through their work with Check & Connect. This rdsnlte
sharp contrasts in their views of what the students received through the inbervent
A high degree of consensus was found in why the teachers believed Check & Connect
had an impact and, among the teachers who did not have interaction with their

school’s monitor, what they believed students returning from an alternative
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educational placement needed to be successful in their schools. The rationales
provided by this second group of teachers aligned closely with the explarations
benefit provided by the teachers who worked closely with their school’s monitor.

The primary explanation provided by the teachers as to why Check & Connect
impacted the students who returned to Pulaski and Stark High Schools was that it
provided a caring, attentive adult in the students’ lives. This view was sharedby ea
stakeholder group. Even though nearly every teacher expressed their owaraffecti
and interest in the students they worked with, it was clear they felt that ditfiault
to develop a close personal relationship with all of them. Having the monitor
available to them, according to Mr. Athens of Stark High School, made school a
“tolerable experience” for children who were disengaged from the educational
process. In his view, the types of adult-student relationships fostered by Check &
Connect, similar to many mentoring relationships he had witnessed in the past,
enabled staff to

... take the sword out of their hands, joke with, get to know, and try to make

high school a process that they could live with. Live through, and sometimes

having genuine_success in that regard, so that they stuck, they graduated and
got out in one piece.
At Pulaski High School, the participants in Check & Connect were known as “Anna’s
Kids” and her role, in many ways, was perceived as a surrogate parent joofman
them. According to Ms. Rodriguez, Anna was the first point of contact when one of
her “kids” began to have difficulties in her class. She was brought in to medtht
and counsel the students who returned from the Challenges Alternative Program prior

to an administrator being contacted for formal sanctions. Ms Rodriguez believed tha



172

Anna’s approval or disapproval was important to many of the students with whom
she worked, particularly those with whom she had a longer opportunity to develop a
relationship.

Mr. Fox felt that Mary had developed a similar relationship with Keenan prior
to him leaving Stark High School. He believed that the caring and support he
witnessed while she worked with him in his class, combined with her “no-nonsense”
demeanor, greatly assisted Keenan. He and Ms. Benning both noted that, in-spite of
Keenan'’s frequent absences, he always asked for an opportunity to make up his
assignments. This was behavior that Mr. Fox had not seen in the past and he felt that
by participating in Check & Connect, the importance of education was being
reinforced in Keenan. Even though Keenan withdrew from Stark High School, his
interest in immediately entering a diploma completion program, and his desilte to ta
to Mary about this, supports Mr. Fox’s view.

Teachers at both sites felt that the relationships that the monitors developed
with the students through Check & Connect positively influenced their behavior.
During the study, only one participant, Benjamin, received a referraldoyscally
aggressive act. Their views of the intervention’s impact on the students’ academic
engagement were less supportive. Among the student participants, only Tanya and
Hussein were considered academically successful. Neither the stndetitsir
teachers attributed this success to Check & Connect. Many of the staffenieivat
Pulaski and Stark High Schools who worked with these two students felt that their
motivation for success was internal and not coming from the intervention. In fact, Ms.

Rodriguez at Pulaski High School and Mr. Simmons and Mr. Gibson from Stark High
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School were surprised that these students had been to an alternative educational
placement due to the drive they saw in them. Regretfully, this drive was codsidere
rare among the students who returned from the Challenges Alternativerrogra
Many of the teachers interviewed believed that Check & Connect could
influence a student’s academic progress, but they were unwilling to makekatbla
statement concerning all students. Rather, they preferred to discuss the sthdents
returned from alternative placements on a case-by-case basis. &letidyteachers
at Pulaski High School believed that the monitor’s support and advocacy had the
capacity to keep a child “afloat”, at least temporarily. They felt thatritteisiasm
and support that Anna provided was able to push students through individual
assignments, but this forward movement could not be maintained without the active
participation of the student. The Pulaski High School teachers felt that continuing
progress required a sense of “personal responsibility” that the monitors could only
encourage, not instill in the students. Discussing Benjamin, Mr. Bartlett stat
Benjamin is pretty consistent in his unwillingness to participate, so he’yg prett
consistent. You know you can't fix everybody. For some reason he just
doesn't find the value in, | can’t say all education cause | don’t know, but
(core subject area) at this point in time in his life, and it's very evident in what
he does in a classroom. He doesn’t participate and he jokes with his neighbors
but, when it comes to work, he wants no part of it
This view concerning the limited efficacy of Check & Connect when students were
not perceived as active participants was also found at Stark High School. Ms. Johnson
and Mr. Athens, at Stark High School similarly, felt that Lamont demonstitted |

interest in education and attempted to disengage and blend into the background of the

classroom without participating. Speaking broadly, they believed that this lack of
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interest negatively influenced the attendance, and ultimately the goadrege, of
many students who returned from the alternative education program. When asked
what role Check & Connect might be able to play with addressing this behavior, they
replied that they didn’t believe that it could and directed no fault towards Mary, his
monitor. Both teachers felt that Lamont required additional assessment so that
targeted academic support could be provided to him. This required the consent of his
parent, which could not be obtained without a means to contact her, and an interest in
participating academically that they did not see in Lamont.

This perception of engagement in Check & Connect, and the educational
process broadly, was the most frequently stated reason why teachesscdobla
some students who returned from the Challenges Alternative Programdaceael
others failed. It was this personal engagement that they believed contributed/éo T
and Hussein’s success, while Lamont and Benjamin experienced a less productive
outcome. In spite of this view, and the open frustration that many of the teachers
expressed, nearly all described being committed to finding ways to emgage t
students in their classrooms. They just didn’t know how and looked to the students,
and their monitors, for ideas. Mr. Athens, in particular, wanted to engage the students
in this process as a way to encourage their active participation in any edacplan
that he implemented. Describing conversations he had with students in the past he
stated

| can’t read your mind, tell me what you want.” “Tell me what you want me to

do.” And, when you’re not getting something, you’ve got to tell me that

you're not getting it and you've got to tell me why. And I'll do whatever you

want. If you want more time, sit in the back, sit on the roof, do you want to sit
n my car... | don't care; just tell me what you need.
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His frustration, and one that was that shared by many of the teachers, wasthat ma
of the students who were considered at-risk for dropout by the school were either
incapable or unwilling to respond to these questions. This is how Mr. Athens
perceived Lamont. He had hoped that Mary, his monitor, would have been able to
help him find these answers so they could have more effectively taught him. This was
information that he did not believe that her work with Lamont could provide without
greater participation by the student.

Ms. Johnson and Mr. Athens were not alone in their interest in finding ways to
more effectively work with the students who returned from alternative edoahti
placements. In fact, many teachers felt that the additional background and support
they received from the monitor at their school helped them to more effectively serve
the Check & Connect participants. This indirect impact on the students’ school
experience was most frequently described by the teachers at PulaskicHagi. S
Many of the teachers at Stark High School, particularly the youngeszxpssienced
staff, believed they would have been more effective if they had received this. At
Pulaski High School, all but one of the teachers interviewed described receiving
information on the students that they considered beneficial. Mr. Collins stated that i
gave him “an edge” in understanding the needs of his students. Ms. Hunt, a teacher
considered to have a poor working relationship with Anna, presented the sole
dissenting view. She described not receiving background information on the students
from the monitor at Pulaski High School and said that she did not recognize the
intervention’s role in the building due to it not being introduced to her by the school’s

administration. When described to Ms. Hunt, she felt the intervention had the
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potential to be beneficial to her and her students.

Many of the teachers at Stark High School shared Ms. Hunt’s interest in
receiving more information about the students who returned from the alternative
program. The three younger teachers all stated that they had limitedtiateraith
the intervention and felt that greater communication would have enhanced their
ability to work with the students. Ms. Benning, in particular, said that she wished she
had known more about Keenan’s background so that she could have found a way to
work with him more effectively. Ms. Johnson described having greater interaction
with Mary after the initial interview, but was unable to identify any positiveact
with Lamont. Oddly, the younger teachers did not direct blame at Stark High
School’'s monitor, Mary, for this lack of information. Each of them, instead, described
a culture of limited communication between the faculty, administration, and support
services at Stark High School as playing a more significant role.

One of the specific areas of concern many of the teachers expressed,
particularly at Stark High School, was perceived as outside of the influence ¢f Chec
& Connect. This was the teachers’ belief that the students who returned from the
alternative educational placement and Lamont in particular, possessedwery |
academic skills. Mr. Athens and Ms. Johnson both believed that this was one of the
most significant barriers to success and that assessment and remedamatidriaie
been a component of the alternative educational experience. Mr. Athens, along with
two other teachers, believed that these deficits contributed to the students
“disappearing” when they felt overwhelmed academically. He believedhbse

deficits, as well as the influences of the students’ homes and communities, were
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beyond the influence of Check & Connect.

Monitors. The reasons why the monitors believed that Check & Connect had
an impact with the students who returned from the alternative educational piaceme
closely aligned with those expressed by the teaching faculty. Difesemere seen in
how Anna and Mary saw their roles at Pulaski and Stark High Schools and these
differences influenced their approaches to working with the students anty fé&meé
to these differences, slight variations in their views as to why Check & Connect
impacted the students were expressed.

One area of consensus shared by Anna and Mary was their view that the
caring relationship developed with the students who returned positively impacted
them. Each interpreted this positive adult role differently. Anna, in particula, use
these insights as a way to encourage her students and to promote them in the eyes of
her colleagues at Pulaski High School. She felt that is was important to try to
encourage the development of relationships with positive adult role models within the
school, as well as with her. Anna believed that developing these relationships would
strengthen the students’ sense of connection to Pulaski High School and enhance the
likelihood of continued attendance. To accomplish these goals, Anna spent as much
time as she could learning about her students’ backgrounds and attempted to talk with
them about areas of personal interest, particularly sports. She then used tHayflexibi
she had as a Check & Connect monitor to meet with her colleagues to try to match
her students’ interests with staff and activities in the school. Anna focused @ sport
due to the shared interest she held with many of the students and due to the academic

requirements mandated for participation by Pulaski High School. She hoped that the
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desire to participate with a team at the school would motivate the students to perform
academically in order to maintain their eligibility.

Mary similarly believed that creating a caring relationship witrsthdents
was important, but expressed that the security this relationship createdveas m
important than encouraging connections within Stark High School. She believed that,
through Check & Connect, she was able to create a relationship with her students that
was “...like a family.” Mary believed that this created a sense of safetysecurity
for her students that allowed for a refuge from the pressures of the largel sc
environment. Even though she casually discussed connections that some of her
students had made with coaches in the building, she did not describe the use of Check
& Connect to facilitate the development of these relationships. Rather, Magydaukli
that the intervention should be used to assist in the development of services from
outside of Stark High School. She felt that one of the deficits in the Check & Connect
model was that it did not marshal the resources of the community to provide role
models and mentors who could provide enriching experiences for the students and
illustrate the benefits of continuing their education. Mary felt that focusing
exclusively on services available within Stark High School would not benefit many
students who returned from the alternative educational placement, includimgt_am
and Keenan, who she believed were more drawn to activities outside of school than
within it. These were directions she hoped to explore after the completion of this
study.

In many ways, Mary’s perspective appeared to be an attempt to rebeeate t

“school within a school” model in which that she had previously worked. Even
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though both monitors took very different positions on the direction of their efforts,
Anna focusing her attention within the school and Mary focusing hers outside of the
school, their shared interest was in providing something that they believed the
students were not receiving is indisputable. Each believed that one of the beti ways
express their caring for the students was to seek out ways to provide for their
emotional needs. For this reason, both Anna and Mary believed that one of the
greatest sources of support they provided to the students was an open-door policy that
allowed for the discussion of needs beyond those pertaining strictly to the school. One
of the areas of need that arose from these interactions was that of material
deprivation. By using Check & Connect, and the relationships they developed

through it, both monitors felt that they were able to uncover hidden barriers to school
inclusion among their students, frequently revolving around the issue of poverty. On
two occasions, | saw Anna acquiring free athletic equipment and proper school
clothing for students on her caseload at Pulaski High School. Neither was a
participant in this study, but one of the students had returned from the Challenges
Alternative Program during the preceding semester. The other was sé¢gislason
placement in the alternative program. Anna viewed acquiring these items as a
investment in the students’ continuing enroliment at the school. Mary similarly
believed that understanding the issue of poverty, and the embarrassment frequently
associated with it, was an essential function of her role as a Check & Monitor. She
believed that some of the students’ academic noncompliance was a component of not

having the resources required to fully participate in school. For this reason, she
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believed that it was necessary to be generous with school supplies with thesstudent
on her caseload describing how, for some, receiving a pen or a pencil wasasignific

An additional view of where the monitors believed Check & Connect had
impact focused on the gauging of the students’ academic and behavioral progress.
This was the most quantifiable component of the intervention and often seen as the
most important component of Check & Connect. Anna, the monitor at Pulaski High
School, was highly concerned about the perception of this data by her supervisors,
while Mary was not. In addition to the value placed in the students’ grades and
behavior, both viewed the collection of data as a motivational tool for both the
students and their teachers. Anna believed that her pursuit of information cogicernin
academic and behavioral data showed that she, her supervisor Mr. Smith, and the
school at large, valued the students. She felt that her pursuit of information was
similar to what an involved parent would do. Mary felt that by visiting the classroom
of her students at Stark High School, she more effectively conveyed this message
Anna described that when one of her students failed an assignment or received a
consequence for his or her behavior, they frequently had difficulty recovering. They
would give up hope, stop working, and begin to exhibit greater behavioral difficulties.
Through her use of Check & Connect, the students were answerable to someone with
a vested interest in their success. The teachers were as well. Anna adgsalthat
progress was slow, slower than she believed the school district expected. & spite
this, she felt that identifying classes where the students who returnedtieomata/e

educational placements could pass, the earning of some if not all of their eredits i
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semester, and demonstrating to them that they could succeed was a valuetge ser
provided by Check & Connect.

In spite of the benefits that both monitors attributed to Check & Connect, they
believed that the intervention would not be successful with all students who returned
from alternative educational placements to Pulaski and Stark High Schools. Mary
believed that some students felt lost and overwhelmed in the larger environment and
were unable to make the personal connections she believed were essentiab® succe
among the competing stimuli. She believed that Lamont was this type of student and
felt that he would have benefited from remaining at the alternative promgitarnts
lower student population and higher ratio of staff to students. Mary believed that
Lamont might have benefited from a program similar to one she had previously
worked with that consisted of a “school within a school” with high community
involvement. She did not believe that she, or the intervention, was going to succeed in
getting Lamont to eventually graduate.

Anna’s efficacy concerns focused on the academic remediation and emotional
preparation the students received at the Challenges Alternative Progeam. S
guestioned whether many of the students could succeed at either Pulaski or Stark
High School if they had passed only a few of their courses at the alternativarpyo
while receiving levels of support that were unavailable in her school. Anna was
unclear how Check & Connect was expected to impact a child who was two years
behind in credits and whose skills were so low that they could not keep up with the
curriculum. She believed that their frustration would lead to them either leaving

being expelled if they acted out on their frustration. Acting on frustratiorsees as
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a sign of immaturity by Anna. She felt that students who were mature, who
recognized the consequences of their previous behavior, and who were committed to
making necessary changes in their school behavior could overcome their academic
difficulties. Anna felt that Tanya was one of these students and believed ticht&he
Connect had helped to guide her through the changes she herself felt were required.
Anna initially thought that Benjamin possessed a similar maturity, and was
disappointed when he returned to his earlier patterns of behavior. She felt that without
this within the student, Check & Connect would have minimal impact.

Along with concerns over the students’ capacity to succeed in the
comprehensive school, the Anna and Mary also questioned their willingness to be a
part of the school community. Anna believed that students who said they were not
ready to return to their comprehensive school likely were not. Without a desire to be
in the comprehensive high school, she did not believe that they would be willing to
interact with Check & Connect and would perform poorly in hopes of returning to the
alternative school, or simply stop attending all together. Mary felt that Jootenss
had made a decision to fail. She believed that these students would not be satisfied in
a large school setting and felt a greater commitment to activitibe icommunity
than they did within the school. For these students, Mary believed that Check &
Connect would have a limited impact and that providing services in a community
setting would be more beneficial if they wanted to continue to pursue a high school
diploma. Anna similarly observed that some students were compelled to attend
school, frequently by the courts, but had decided to actively resist participatian in t

educational process. She believed that the intervention could, at best, be used to
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minimize the disruption caused by these students to the greater educational
community.

While exploring this topic of students who she felt were less likely to benefit
from Check & Connect, Anna remarked that there was a distinction between students
who had been placed at the alternative program for a singular incident vergus thos
who were placed there due to pattern of behavior. She believed that theseadifferen
impacted the efficacy of the intervention. Anna felt that students placed due to an
incident likely possessed a personal goal for success that the students wehneopa
poor performance didn’t. Anna saw their actions as a singular mistake and that they
viewed placement as an adverse consequence. Both Tanya and Hussein were viewed
this way, though this perception did not incorporate poor behavior that occurred prior
to their first interaction with either Anna or Mary, their monitors.

For students with a pattern of poor performance, Anna did not believe that
referral to the Challenges Alternative Program was viewed as anvaversi
therapeutic placement. Returning to their former patterns of behavior, upon their
return from placement, required little personal effort. This served to confirm the
beliefs of many of the staff members in their schools, and strengthened;titkcere
held by many towards the returning students. For these students, meeting the
academic and behavioral standards of the school was difficult due to their
unfamiliarity with success, limited persistence when setbacks weoergeced, the
risk of alienation form their peers, and potentially from their families.

During the course of the semester, Mary frequently spoke of the sucslesses

had witnessed while participating in her previous position as a guidance counselor at
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community-oriented, “’school within a school” program. While reminiscing, she
discussed feeling that students she perceived as having a low likelihood f@ssucce
under Check & Connect, particularly Keenan and Lamont, would be more much more
likely to graduate under that model. Anna did not have this experience and had a
generally low opinion of the few alternative programs that she had observed. Due to
this, she felt that she had to find a way for Check & Connect to support the students
who returned from the Challenges Alternative Program. Her solution was to not
discharge students from service.
Mary, in contrast, describing the students she worked with at Stark High School,
stated that
| know I'm going to be asked which ones should be moved on and I've come
to the conclusion that 90% of mine are ready to go on. There are a few that are
still needy, but I think they're ready to go. I think that 1 year, no more than a
year and a half, with support should be sufficient.
Anna felt that, in order to have a chance of succeeding at Pulaski High School,
students would likely need to be involved with Check & Connect until they
graduated. She did not believe that judging their progress by semester, or even by
year, provided a valuable measure of achievement when the end goal was@radua
This position more closely aligned with those of described in the original Check &
Connect research literature (Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley, 1998; Sinclair,
Christenson, & Thurlow, 2005)
Administrators. Significant differences in the views as to why Check &
Connect had an impact on the students who returned Pulaski and Stark High Schools

emerged during the interviews with Mr. Smith and Ms. Jones, vice-principals at the

two schools. These differences may have been due to their views of the intervention,
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the role of the monitor, and their perceptions of the students participating in the
intervention. Mr. Smith viewed Check & Connect as an intervention directed at
students, considered at-risk for dropout by Pulaski High School, by a professional
given wide authority to monitor and mentor the students, and the flexibility to adjust
her approach to accommodate the students’ needs. Ms. Jones, the vice-principal at
Stark High School, did not see Check & Connect as an intervention directed at
students who had returned from alternative educational placements. Rathew ghe sa
as a component in a broader Positive Intervention Behavior Support (PBIS) which she
had designed and initiated. The role of the monitor was viewed as a paraprofessional
support position whose task was to support students by supporting their teachers. In
this role, Mary was not given wide authority or latitude by Ms. Jones and she was
considered someone who implemented Ms. Jones PBIS variant, with particular
attention placed on the students who returned from the Challenges Alternative
Program.

Just as Mr. Smith provided a high degree of responsibility to Anna in her
implementation of Check & Connect at Pulaski High School, he also credited a great
deal of its perceived success to her. He believed that her persistence ing@mgégi
the students, pursuing performance data from the teachers, and intervenirenbetwe
these two groups to maintain the students’ progress was critical to sustaeing
students who returned from the Challenges Alternative Program in his school. Mr.
Smith believed that many of the students had never experienced having someone who
simultaneously cared for them and pushed them to perform. They never had someone

who was nurturing yet also authoritative. He viewed Anna as being very much like
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the parent that many of the students did not have at home. Mr. Smith felt that many of
the students reacted positively to this and that without Anna implementing Check &
Connect in his school, many of the students who returned from the Challenges
Alternative Program would have become overwhelmed with the pressures and
freedoms of a large comprehensive high school. The result of this would likely have
been either dropping out of school or being “pushed” out through expulsion.

In contrast, Ms. Jones did not see Mary as essential to the implementation of
Check & Connect at Stark High School. She saw Mary as a paraprofessional
administering her PBIS variant to a group of at-risk students which included the
students who returned from the alternative program. Her work as a Check & Connect
monitor was considered part of this PBIS initiative. When describing the role of the
intervention, Ms. Jones described it as an initiative which required Mary tohesit t
classrooms of the teachers in the building to learn their strengths and weakness
order to influence the placement of at-risk students. In obtaining this information, she
definitively stated that it was not necessary for a monitor to discussdkgrband of
a student with a prospective teacher in order to determine a “good fit” betwatn an
risk student and a teacher. After placement in a classroom, the monitor was
responsible for making regular observations of the students and tasked with
supporting the teachers during behavioral incidents. As described by Ms. Jones, once
placement in classroom was made, the intervention was essential reactdsetved
behavior or general requests made by a teacher. Proactive acts by the maaitor we

discouraged, likely due to the risk of violating the students’ confidentiality or
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contributing to potential bias by the teacher towards the student. According to Ms.
Jones, her data supported the effectiveness of this approach.

Neither Mr. Smith nor Ms, Jones attributed the failure of a student to succeed
under the supervision of Check & Connect to the intervention or its implementation.
Rather, they questioned the preparation of students returning from the Challenges
Alternative Program to succeed in Pulaski and Stark High Schools. Mr. Smith,
focusing on their academic and behavioral skills, felt that many students wene poorl
prepared while at the Challenges Alternative Program and he had begun to question
the wisdom of sending more students there. He felt that, while within placement, thei
academic and behavioral needs were “managed” by the small, controlled
environment. Mr. Smith saw limited evidence that their deficits, both academic and
behavioral, were being remediated. When they returned to Pulaski High School, they
were unable to cope with the freedoms associated with the comprehensive school
setting. Ms. Jones believed similarly and felt that his discomfort and anxiety
contributed to integration problems and resulted in poor academic and behavioral
performance.

Ms. Jones expressed a second concern that focused on the concept of
“readiness.” She described “readiness” as a sense that the students/éehzskas
to whether they were prepared to succeed in a larger comprehensive environment.
She believed that students who had the personal insight to tell her that they were
apprehensive about returning to Stark High School, and felt they would not succeed,
would not be successful. For these students, she did not believe that they should

return and should remain either at the Challenges Alternative Progialaced in
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another off-site facility. Ms. Jones believed that if the students who returned and
failed to successfully reintegrate were asked, they would state thavehey't ready

to return to her school. Those who were successful would say they were. If this was
the case, it is unclear if Ms. Jones believed it was possible for a student whoysaid the
were ready to fail under her intervention programs. Those who did were not ready.
Their failure could only be attributed to their lack of readiness. It is unknown if she
believed that a student who felt he was not ready could succeed through the use of
Check & Connect or her PBIS variant.

During my discussions with the two vice-principals, two very different views
of the evidence of program impact emerged. While discussing Anna and her work,
Mr. Smith described working closely with her and provided stories of how she had
interacted with various students in the building, including the study participants. In
these stories, he talked appreciatively about Anna’s work in diffusing volatile
situations, interacting with parents, and in helping students maintain theinemol|
in Pulaski High School and eventually graduate. At no point did he discuss “the
numbers”, the quantitative data that Anna believed the district valued in galging t
efficacy of Check & Connect. Mr. Smith only provided qualitative data concerning
programmatic impact, all of which he attributed to Anna’s work.

In contrast, at no point during my interview with Ms. Jones did she discuss
any student in particular. She did not mention a study participant or any of the other
at-risk students who participated in the intervention at Stark High School. Ms. Jones
was unable to provide specific examples of Mary’s work with any student and spoke

in generalities. When | asked her about the potential influence of Maryissesde
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skill set as a former guidance counselor in her work as a monitor, she renhatked t

“It might”, but then reinforced that these skills were unimportant in her role as an
implementer of her PBIS variant. When asked whether she believed that the
intervention had positively impacted the students who returned from the Challenges
Alternative Program, she enthusiastically replied that it did and that dbeted|
extensive data on the students who participated in the intervention and that “the data
speaks for itself.” This data was not shared with the researcher.

Based on my observations and interviews at Stark High School, I question the
value of the data that Ms. Jones spoke of. During interviews with numerous teachers
on her staff, | was told that students who returned from alternative placements,
including those who patrticipated in this study seldom exhibited aggressive or
flamboyant behavior in class. Rather, if they attended class, they wenbeass
passively disengaged. They were not disruptive, but nor were they productive. An
observation would provide “a snapshot” of behavior and perhaps a momentary uptick
of productivity. According to Ms. Johnson, a teacher who worked with both Lamont
and Hussein, these “snapshots” were not representative of the daily educational
experience of the students. Ms. Benning and Mr. Simmons both were unaware of who
Mary was or why she was observing their classrooms until | spoke to theny If the
had a concern about Keenan or Hussein, the two students with whom they worked,
they did not know that they should contact Mary and provide her information about
what they were experiencing. Furthermore, Mary herself stated thdidstiefocus
on the quantitative academic or behavioral data produced by the students, preferring

to concentrate on her own observations of their behavior. Of the three students who
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were followed during this study, one was considered moderately successfa@intuss
but advocacy was required in order to have his credits awarded due to his
absenteeism. The second, Lamont, passed a single class with a “D”. Maeyl l&aat
he was suspended for excessive tardiness a few days after he returne@dThe
student, Keenan, withdrew from school midway through the semester. Based on the
statements of her staff, and the performance of the students, the quality oathe dat
about which Ms. Jones spoke is questionable.
Control Students and the Challenges Alter native Program

During the development of this case study, the performance and experiences
of three control students; Andre, Canard, and Darius were also examined. As shown
in Table 1, academically, they performed considerably worse than the stutients w
received Check & Connect. In fact, only one core course was passed amonggthe thre
control students. The behavioral performance of the three students was mixed. Two of
the students, Canard and Darius appeared to have a similar number of absences and
behavioral referrals to their peers who attended schools implementing Check &
Connect. Andre received twice the number of behavioral referrals as he had prior t
being placed at the alternative program, yet less than a fifth of thecaks®etailed
information concerning the nature of his behavioral referrals during these two
semesters was not available. Due to the district’s policy of recordysgstiapended
as absences, | believe that many of the behavioral referrals Andredeatter he
returned from the Challenges Alternative Program did not result in suspensions fr

school.
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When asked about their experiences since returning from the alternative
program, each control student described a feeling of being lost within the school.
They did not feel academically prepared to pick up where they left off and wished
that they were enrolled in smaller classes that could provide them additionaltsuppor
Casual relationships with teachers were discussed, but they each desaiingd f
closest to the vice-principals in their schools who were responsible for angrsee
their discipline. While describing their experiences at Patton and Ningtz Hi
Schools, their statements led me to believe that they did not feel connected to the
school community. Both Andre and Darius discussed wanting to be involved with
their schools’ athletic programs, but were ineligible to participate. Ohtee,tonly
Darius had a clear sense of what he wanted to do after high school. Canard and Andre
did not, and had difficult explaining how their experiences in high school potentially
impacted their lives beyond Nimitz High School.

As with the Check & Connect participants, the three control students all spoke
fondly of their time in the alternative educational program. Each student described a
deep relationship that they had formed with a staff member there and spoke of how
they had received emotional support and guidance from that individual. At the time of
the three interviews, they had not formed a similar bond with a staff membédreat eit
Patton or Nimitz High School and wished that they could return to the alternative
program. Second interviews with the Check & Connect participants occurred
approximately a week after Darius, Canard, and Andre were interviewed. Each of the
students who received the Check & Connect intervention, and who completed the

semester at either Pulaski or Stark High School, identified a teacheethey f
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particularly close and expressed no interest in returning to the Challengasafite
Program.

Three students who chose to remain at the alternative educational program;
Daniel, Samantha, and Allison were also interviewed. Samantha would have returned
to Pulaski High School as this case study began. Daniel and Allison would have
returned to a high school in a rural community in the school district. All three were
considered successful by the program and the student with the lowest GPA, Daniel,
had a higher GPA than either the Check & Connect participants or the control
students. When asked why they chose to stay, each discussed feeling thaiidey
greater academic and emotional support at the Challenges Alternative Ptioginam
they would at their home school. They felt that they had staff who were intereste
their success, who would take time out of their day to talk with them, and who
genuinely cared for them. Each was worried that they would not receive this
emotional support upon their return to their home schools and that it might contribute
to a return to their previous behavior. When asked, each of them said they would have
preferred to stay at the alternative educational program for theimiagaigh
school years, but acknowledged that this was not possible due to the curriculum
available at the site.

Summary

Within these findings, several themes concerning the use of Check & Connect
with students returning from an alternative education placement emerged.stbé fir
these was that the intervention could be used to support a student, but to have greatest

impact it was necessary for the student to be committed to having a different school
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experience than they had in the past. The second theme is that the majority of the
stakeholders define success more broadly than by the values a student had earned on
their GPA, or the number of behavioral referrals, or days absent that they had.
Success was seen as still being enrolled at Pulaski or Stark High School and
progressing, sometimes slowly, towards graduation. This outcome was perceived to
be less likely in the absence of Check & Connect. Students who expressed having a
stronger connection to their schools were perceived as more successful. This was
most frequently achieved by the student participants developing a stratignship

with their monitor, or another member of the school faculty. Students who did not
participate in Check & Connect at their schools expressed a sense of disconnection
from the two control schools and reflected fondly on the adult relationships they had
made at the alternative program. This sense of connection, and the feeling of support
it created, was one of the largest reasons why the three students intervieaved w
remained at the Challenges Alternative Program chose to not return to their home
schools. Finally, the staffs at both schools were interested in the interventiaitand f

it either was, or could be, beneficial to the students. Most of the teacherstfalt tha
partnership with the monitor would increase the likelihood of success of Check &

Connect in supporting this population of students.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION

Using case study methodology, | have examined the experiences of a group of
high school students who participated in Check & Connect upon returning to their
comprehensive high schools from an alternative education placement. Their
experiences were compared to those of a small group of control students who
returned to two demographically similar schools lacking the intervention. The
viewpoints of the intervention participants’ Check & Connect monitors, a sample of
their teachers, and the vice-principals overseeing the intervention skiR&l&tark
High Schools were used to provide additional perspectives on the students’
experiences. Data from interviews with these stakeholders was suppofitedirys
from student surveys and archival data describing the students’ academic and
behavioral performance.
Findings

The evidence showed greater improvement in the intervention participants’
behavior than in their academic performance. Of the students who completed the
intervention, all but one student received the same or fewer discipline i=ferral
compared to prior to their placement in alternative education. Only two of the
students exhibited aggressive behavior in school while participating in Check &
Connect. These consisted of two isolated incidents, one involving Benjamin from
Pulaski High School and one Keenan from Stark High School. The teachers who

witnessed these incidents both reported that, after returning from their bahavior

sanctions, neither student exhibited any additional behaviors of concern in their room.
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Academic declines were seen in nearly all of the students who returmed fro
the alternative program. The decline was most evident among the control students. Of
the three students, only one passed a single core academic course. Students who had
an IEP or 504 plan demonstrated greater academic difficulties than thdisaioled
peers. Only two of the control students met this condition. Among the intervention
students, students who were perceived as having a longer history of academic
difficulties; Benjamin, Lamont, Armando, and Keenan performed more poorly than
their peers.

Stronger perceptions of the programmatic impact of Check & Connect were
found during the development of this case study than quantifiable results. As with the
guantifiable findings, greater impact was seen in the area of behavior than in
academic performance. Nearly all of the students who participated in theiiien
felt that they had exhibited better behavior than they had in the past which they
attributed to their participation in Check & Connect. They felt that their rel&ijons
with their monitors helped them to moderate their responses to pressures in the
school. The staff at Pulaski High School largely agreed with this stateBtafitat
Stark High School believed that the intervention could have produced this effect, but
many felt they had inadequate evidence to fully commit to the statement. Afhong a
stakeholders interviewed, the monitors held the strongest convictions concerning the
impact of Check & Connect. Each believed that the quantitative measures of&Check
Connect were insufficient tools to measure the success of the interventiontiéary
monitor at one of the two intervention high schools, felt that the positive attention and

sense of security provided by the intervention were a greater indicator e§succ
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while Anna, the monitor at the other school, believed that the benefits of the
intervention were likely not measurable immediately. She believed thatirables
academic improvements would follow improvements to attendance and behavioral
indicators due to the greater amount of exposure to the curriculum.

Several students felt that they had performed better academicallyéyan t
had in the past. Teachers believed that the intervention had the potential to help the
students participating in Check & Connect by providing opportunities to succeed. The
responsibility to act on those opportunities was thought to rest solely with the
students. Several teachers felt that the students participating in Check & Cuathec
capitalized on the opportunities presented to them in their classes. Othenggoercei
no discernable change in academic effort.

Surveys conducted showed that the most successful intervention students felt
a strong, and frequently growing, sense of connection to their comprehensive schools
and to the staff they were working with. Students, who were less successfakdelt |
connected to the staff and reported a lower interest in continuing their education
beyond high school. The responses of the control students varied greatly with two
students feeling strongly connected to their comprehensive high school and one
feeling little connection to his.

Perceptions of the implementation and effects of Check & Connect varied,
primarily by the perceived quality of the relationship the stakeholder hadheith t
monitor. Students who had developed trusting relationships with their monitors, such
as Tanya and Benjamin at Pulaski High School, found the support and advice they

received helpful, but occasionally overbearing. They, along with Husseirrlat Sta
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high School, felt uncomfortable receiving additional attention while among their
peers. Each understood that their past required this additional scrutiny. Tanya and
Hussein used this additional attention to show that this level of oversight was no
longer required. Other students felt that the attention they received from their
monitor, particularly from Mary at Stark High School, was helpful and assisted t

in moderating their behavior. For example, Lamont believed that he was less
disruptive in class due to the oversight provided by Mary when she conducted her
classroom observations.

Teachers who had a close working relationship with the monitor at their
school expressed strong support for the use of Check & Connect. They found the
persistence and counseling provided by Anna and Mary beneficial to the students
which ultimately aided their efforts in the classroom. Teachers who did notbdesc
close working relationships with their school’s monitor often could not describe what
actions Anna or Mary were taking as they conducted Check & Connect. Each of these
teachers believed that they would be better prepared to work with students who
returned from alternative education placements through more extensive colatborat
with the monitors assigned to Pulaski and Stark High Schools.

Two approaches to the use of Check & Connect appeared during the
development of this case study. These approaches appeared to be influenced by the
backgrounds of the monitors and the priorities of their supervisors at Pulaski and
Stark High School. At Pulaski High School, Anna focused on developing connections
between herself, the students, and the resources within her school. This approach

appeared to be related to her long-standing history as a subject areadteRctaski
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High School and limited background in the resources available outside of it. Anna’s
focus on developing connections within the school was supported by Mr. Smith, her
supervisor, who was beginning to believe that students had a better opportunity for
success under Check & Connect than they had if they were placed at the Challenges
Alternative Program.

Mary’s approach was to try to protect the students who returned from the
alternative education program from Stark High School. This approach appeared to be
an outgrowth of her training as a guidance counselor and her experience of working
in a “school within a school” community oriented alternative education program.
Through withholding information from her colleagues and exploring potential
resources outside of Stark High School, Mary attempted to create an insdi&lr, “sa
environment for the students that sheltered them from the pressures of the larger
school environment. This approach was largely supported by her supervisor, Ms.
Jones, who similarly believed that it was not necessary to share significant
information with the students’ teachers. She felt that this information, and the
programmatic decisions made with it, should be kept within the intervention.

When asked why Check & Connect had an impact on the students who
returned from the alternative education program, each stakeholder group crezlited t
relationship developed between monitor and student. The majority of the students
believed that their monitor genuinely cared for them and were concerned about their
educational progress. They expressed that Anna and Mary were significant
individuals in their lives and that their guidance and support was valued by the

intervention participants.
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The teachers who were interviewed felt similarly and creditedripadt on
student behavior that they perceived to the mentoring relationships developed through
Check & Connect. They believed that it provided a caring and attentive adult to the
students; a role that they frequently felt ill prepared to fill due to the number of
students enrolled at Pulaski and Stark High Schools. By developing a close
relationship with the student, many of the teachers received, or hoped to receive
information from the monitors that enhanced their ability to work with the Check &
Connect participants.

As previously discussed, the two monitors had slightly different views as to
why Check & Connect had an impact on their students. The foundation of both of
their views focused on the development of caring relationships between themselves
and the students. Anna believed that though it was important to show the Check &
Connect participants that she cared for them, it was also important to find others
within the school that would care for them also. She felt that by finding and helping
the Check & Connect participants develop relationships with other teachers,s;oache
etc. within the building, she could strengthen their commitment to remaining at
Pulaski High School. Mary, in contrast, believed that the intervention was best used
to build a safe, and secure environment within Stark High School that would be “like
a family” for the students who returned from the Challenges Alternativednodm
this, she sought to create a refuge within the building from the pressures oféne lar
school environment. This view was heavily influenced by Mary’s previous alteznati

education experiences and guided her practices at Stark High School.
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The administrators at the schools also credited the caring relationship
developed between the monitors and students through the use of Check & Connect.
Mr. Smith, the principal at Pulaski High School, credited the continuing enrollment of
many of the Check & Connect participants in his school to Anna’s relationship with
them. He believed that through her work, she was helping the faculty to become more
vested in the success of the at-risk students in the school and hoped that it would
improve the likelihood of their graduation. Ms. Jones at Stark High School also
believed that Mary expressed genuine caring for the students on her caseload, but
assigned any credit for programmatic impact to the PBIS variant she haddlirec
Mary to implement with the students.

In summary, greater evidence of positive impact due to Check & Connect was
seen in the qualitative findings than in the quantitative findings. The small sample
size, fidelity of implementation, and length of implementation all likelycidig: these
findings. These factors, and their impact, will be further explored in my discussion of
the earlier research literature and the limitations of this study.

Relation totheLiterature

The findings from this case study closely align with those from earlier
research. Each of the early Check & Connect studies (Lehr, Sinclair, &eDisog,

2004; Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley, 1998; Sinclair, Christenson, &
Thurlow, 2005) examined the efficacy of a monitoring and mentoring intervention on
the academic performance, attendance, and a behavior of students considsked at-ri
for drop-out. Each showed evidence of positive impact after a year of partinipati

and a greater likelihood of graduation after four years of participation in the
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intervention. Findings showed improved attendance and behavioral performance, but
less impact on the academic performance of the participants. The trué benefi
academically, was the enhanced resilience and persistence detadrisgrthe

participants leading to a higher likelihood of graduation after four or fiaesyghen
compared to a control group.

This study showed similar difficulties and findings to Kershaw and Blank's
(1993) study of youth returning from alternative educational placements. A high
attrition rate was seen among the potential pool of student participants in tlgis stud
Along with Keenan, who withdrew from Stark High School, three potential control
students were unavailable. They did not reenroll in the comprehensive high school
after leaving the alternative program. Staff reported that they stoftpediag
school without formally withdrawing. As in Kershaw and Blank’s (1993) study,
many of the school staff attributed the participants’ successes anddalumarily
to the students themselves, and not to the services they received either at the
Challenges Alternative Program or through the Check & Connect intervention.

As in Kershaw and Blank’s (1993) study, several school staff members held
negative beliefs concerning the capacity for students returning fromaditer
educational environments to change their behavior. Staff held different viewslisowa
students who were placed at the alternative program due to a singular incidesit vers
those placed due to a pattern of behavior. Students placed due to a single significant
incident were viewed more positively than those with an established pattern of
difficulty. These perceptions did not appear to be based on factual information.

During our discussions, Anna, the monitor at Pulaski High School, stated that



202

students placed due to a single incident had personal goals for success that were
likely not shared by their peers with an established pattern of poor behavior. Mary
believed that students most likely to benefit from alternative education could be
identified long before they were placed. Tanya and Hussein, both considered
successful by the monitors, were viewed as students placed at Challéegestike
Placement due to a single incident. This perception was not accurate; both students
exhibited behavior problems the previous year. Their involvement in Check &
Connect was the monitors’ first contact with either student.

Mentoring studies such as those conducted by Dubois, Holloway, Valentine,
and Cooper (2002), Rhodes, Grossman, and Resch (2000), and Thompson and Kelly-
Vance (2001) showed that, over an extended period of time, mentoring relationships,
similar to those essential to the successful implementation of Check & Coramect, ¢
lead to improved academic performance, as well as attendance. Key components tha
led to the achievement of these results were the longevity of the relationship, the
frequency of contact, and the quality of the interactions between the mentor and the
youth. These factors have bearing on the early Check & Connect research and the
findings from this case study.

While acknowledging the positive impact of Check & Connect in these early
studies, questions about fidelity of implementation were raised by the Wirtas W
Clearinghouse (2006). Many of these focused on the verification of the interactions
between the monitor and the students. These questions can be added to those focusing

on the quality and longevity of the mentoring relationships previously discussed.
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Many of the concerns raised were limitations found during the development of this
case study.
Reliability

Multiple measures to assess the veracity of archival data and tiditelcd
interpretation of qualitative data were used during the development of this case stud
All grades, attendance, and behavioral records were provided by the monitors and
then verified using the cooperating district's central database. Inet@metords, or
unusual findings, were then addressed by contacting the individual schools for
additional data.

Student surveys, direct observation, and qualitative interviews were used to
provide triangulation. | found close alignment between the survey responses and the
student participants' interview statements. Due to differences observed in the
implementation of Check & Connect by the two monitors, true replication between
the two sites was not achieved.

Analyst triangulation was achieved through the use of a cohort of African-
American graduate students from the College of Education who examined the raw
interview data. This group was used to provide ethnic alignment with the student
sample and to mitigate the impact of potential bias. The African-Amerrealuage
students independently examined and interpreted the interview data colleatgd dur
the development of this case study. The found a high degree of similarity in their

interpretations of the data to my own findings.
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Limitations

The findings presented are not without limitations. Yin (2003, p.9) states that
a case study is an appropriate research design when “a “how” or “why” question i
being asked about a contemporary set of events, over which the investigatalehas lit
or no control.” In spite of this, efforts were made to address fidelity of
implementation concerns in both the “check” and “connect” phases of the
intervention. These efforts will be examined first followed by a discussion of the
quality and longevity of the mentoring relationships provided by the monitors,

During the “check” phase of Check & Connect, it is essential to systathatic
monitor a student's academic and behavioral performance, as well as attetedance
provide real-time feedback to the student and immediate intervention to address
problems. Approaches to meeting these goals varied by site. At Pulaskidhigbl,S
conversations with Anna and members of the school administration revealed that
student data was frequently not updated in “real-time.” According to the teacher’s
union contract, grades were only required to be submitted quarterly. In addition, due
to the size of the school, a backlog of attendance and behavioral data was common in
the records office. Behavior referrals, as an example, could be received by the
administration, acted upon immediately, but not recorded in the database until days
later. Anna attempted to bypass these issues using her relationships witltlyeda
obtain information via frequent email and personal requests. She believed that these
techniques provided her more timely data than the school’s central database could
provide. This alternate source of data also possessed limitations. First, thadualdivi

receiving a request for information required the time to process it andragngss to
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do so. This was not always immediately available and delays in responseigdytic
when academic data was requested, were common. Second, an individual interacting
with a student participating in Check & Connect would need to know to contact Anna
immediately if a behavioral concern was raised. Many members offthelgaculty
were unaware of which students participated in Check & Connect and, when required,
sent behavioral referrals to the main office to be addressed by an admanistra
without contacting her. Due to her Anna’s close relationship with the admtiaistra
team, these incidents did not impact her ability to implement Check & Connect
effectively as much as delays in academic data did.

Mary, the monitor at Stark High School, stated that she did not monitor the
academic and behavioral data available from the records office, nor did gwe lieli
was necessary to communicate with the teachers. She believed that her own
observations, combined with the reading of the teacher comments from the quarterly
interim reports, were sufficient. During my biweekly feedback emails, cos@bdout
this approach were raised. Mary’s approach to acquiring data greatlgt@dbeer
ability to respond quickly to the needs of the students on her caseload, including the
participants in this study. An example that illustrates this involves LarDaetto
excessive tardiness to class, he was suspended from school for two days. Mary
learned about his suspension after he returned to Stark High School. She angrily
stated “nobody told me” when describing the episode to me. Shortly after this
incident, Mary began to request information more frequently from the teachers

working with the study participants. Subsequent interviews showed that Matigls ini
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approach of limited communication with the teachers was endorsed by the Stark Hig
School administration.

In Check & Connect, rigorous documentation, including the use of monitor
sheets and student logs, is required. Collection of this information was difficult at
both Pulaski and Stark High Schools. Anna worked with approximately fifteen
students at Pulaski High School, in addition to the three who participated in this case
study. Each of these students received “intensive” Check & Connect services. She
found it very difficult to document her work in a systematic and timely manneondue t
the size of this caseload and frequent requests for support from students during the
day. It was possible to verify Anna’s interactions with students on the days of my
observation and reconstruct patterns of interactions from the logs she provided. Due
to my observations of the pattern of Anna’s activities during my site visits, &nna’
statements, and by listening to conversation with her students and colleagues
throughout the day, | believe that many of her Check & Connect activities were
undocumented.

At Stark High School, the evidence of interaction between monitor and
student was not as substantial. Logs provided by Mary frequently focused on the
activities occurring in the class, such as the content of a math lesson, and not on the
behavior of a particular student. These logs were provided infrequently agd man
only focused on the days | conducted site visits. Statements made by Hussein led me
to believe that he was observed infrequently when | was not conducting a site visit.
When asked about the small amount of documentation available, Mary explained that

she did not document the majority of her interactions with the students due to the
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concerns of confidentiality impressed upon her during her training as a guidanc
counselor.

During the “connect” phase of Check & Connect, it is crucial that the monitor
uses his or her relationship with the student, as well as the faculty and family, t
impress upon them the importance of completing school and problem-solving with
them so that services can be provided to reach that goal. Records and observations
indicate that Anna, the monitor at Pulaski High School, used her personal
relationships to assist the students in meeting the school’s academic and behaviora
expectations. She attempted to direct the students to additional mentors, such as
athletic coaches, within the school and maintained frequent contact with Huobierts
and families. In contrast, there was no evidence that Mary, the monitor at &hark H
School, established a significant dialogue between herself, the students ntiiegs fa
or most members of the school faculty.

Efforts to influence the fidelity of implementation were limited by the
administrative authority and the willingness of the monitors to accept fdedktac
Pulaski High School, Anna was given wide authority by Mr. Smith and support for
her efforts to obtain information. This authority allowed her to accept my fidelity
feedback, some of which was applied to her practice. Mary, the monitor at Sgark Hi
School, was viewed as a paraprofessional and her activities were cedgdg of,
and subservient to, a broader administrator initiated intervention. During my
interview with her supervisor, Ms Jones, | learned that her approach to both the
“check” and “connect” phases of the intervention was heavily influenced by the

direction she received by the vice-principal. Ms Jones did not believe that Mary
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should communicate openly with the teachers the intervention participants worked
with. She believed that Mary’'s observational skills, along with the observational
skills of the other paraprofessionals, provided her the data she needed. Thisorestricti
on communication impacted Mary’s ability to “connect” the students on her caseload
with additional resources in Stark High School. Mary's ability to act on
implementation guidance by me was restricted by the directions of her adsmbanis
Bullis, Yovanoff, and Havel (2004) stated that the first six months after
release from a restricted setting was critical to the long-taotess of at-risk youth.
This position heavily influenced the development of this case study. In contrast, the
early Check & Connect research focused on the impact of the intervention after a
minimum of a year, with the strongest findings occurring over longer periods of
involvement (Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & Hurley, 1998; Sinclair, Christenson, &
Thurlow, 2005) Research on mentoring of at-risk youth states that not only the
quality, but the length of the mentoring relationship is important to achievingveositi
outcomes (Dubois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002; Rhodes, Grossman, &
Resch, 2000; and Thompson & Kelly-Vance, 2001). By design, this case study only
examined the initial reintegration experiences of students returning from an
alternative high school. Students receiving Check & Connect were only exposed to
the intervention for five months, the approximate length of the Spring Semester.
Though Bullis, Yovanoff, and Havel (2004) stated that this early support is crucial,
continuing support is likely required to see a measurable impact in the students'

academic and behavioral performance, or attendance.
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Discussion

Throughout the course of this study, students at each site discussed the
connections that they had made with the adults in their schools. This was most
frequently noted while discussing their relationships with the teachers &nof site
Challenges Alternative Program. Students frequently spoke of how, due to the small
class size, they had developed relationships with their teachers thatl@gerethan
those they had made with the staff at their home schools. This allowed them to not
only achieve academically through a reduced distraction environment &llawed
them to discuss their anxieties, frustrations, and concerns with an adult who was
genuinely interested in their success. The majority of the interventionipants felt
that the monitors assigned to Pulaski and Stark High Schools made this type of
support available to them, even if they didn’t always make use of it. The control
students spoke of their desire for smaller classrooms in order to recrestteathe
supportive environment they had left at Challenges Alternative Program. Three
students who remained there cited these relationships as one of the prin@ryg reas
why they chose to stay and hoped to develop similar relationships when they returned
to their home schools.

Students’ comments closely aligned with Resilience Theory, one of the
foundations offheck & ConnecfEvelo, Sinclair, Hurley, Christenson, & Thurlow,
1996). Resilience can be defined as an individual's capacity to respond to stress,
adversity, and trauma in an adaptive fashion and succeed despite the disadvantages in
their life (Broussard, Mosley-Howard, & Roychoudhury, 2006; Christensen &

Christensen, 1997; Edwards, Mumford, Shillingford, & Serra-Rodan, 2007).
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Mentoring interventions, such as Check & Connect, are designed to enhance the
resilience of an at-risk youth by providing a non-familial mentor who castassi
regulating the child’s behavior while they are developing the skills negdssa
control their impulses, delay gratification, and moderate their emotionpainess
(Broussard, Mosley-Howard, & Roychoudhury, 2006; Southwick, Morgan,
Vythilingam, & Charney, 2006).

According to Benard (2004), resilient individuals are characterized by four
overlapping areas of personal strengths; 1) social competence, 2) problem, &)lving
autonomy, and 4) sense of purpose. The purpose of Check & Connect is to bolster
and develop these strengths in students at-risk for school dropout. Success in meeting
these purposes was found to be mixed in this case study. Much of this can attributed
to the quality of the relationship developed between the student participants and the
monitors assigned to the two intervention sites.

Among students who described a strong bond with their monitors, significant
benefit was attributed to the efforts made to bolster and develop theim®silie
Tanya and Benjamin, both from Pulaski High School, described in great detail how
the use of Check & Connect, and their relationship with Anna in particular, helped
them as they returned from their alternative education placement. Theyos e
they saw Anna as someone who cared for them and who was concerned for their
future. Other students who participated in Check & Connect did not describe as
supportive a relationship as Tanya and Benjamin described. Keenan, the student who
withdrew from Stark High School, discussed his close relationship with Mary, but

evidence of their interactions was not available. Lamont, also a particisiairlat
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High School, spoke vaguely of his relationship with his monitor, Mary, but had
difficulty describing how their relationship had helped him reintegrate into the
comprehensive high school.

Throughout the development of this case study, questions concerning the
fidelity of Check & Connect implementation by the two monitors were evident.
During the “check” phase of the intervention, collection and organization of data is
required to make informed programmatic decisions. At Pulaski High School it was
possible to reconstruct much of the undocumented data from the available records,
observations of conversations between Anna and her colleagues and students, and
through my interviews with her students and colleagues. This was not possible at
Stark High School. Evidence of the implementation of practices designed to
“connect” the student participants with supports at Pulaski High School were also
evident through reconstructing much of this undocumented data. Conversations with
Mary, the majority of her colleagues, and the students she worked with did not
provide evidence of this occurring at Stark High School. Potential reasons for these
variations in approach include differences in professional background between the
monitors, the monitors’ familiarity with the resources available at eéehasid the
level of autonomy provided by the administrators at Pulaski and Stark High Schools.
Directionsfor Future Research

Continuing research involving the use of Check & Connect in supporting
students returning from alternative education placements is needed. Lktttenn
about the personal experiences of students participating in Check & Connect over an

extended period of time. A case study examining a cohort of students over multiple
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years would allow for a greater understanding of this experience and could be used to
refine the practices of Check & Connect implementers.

Many stakeholders in this study questioned the academic and behavioral
preparation of the students returning to their schools from the Challengesaflter
Program. Surveys could be used to identify specific areas of academic and la¢havior
concern seen by comprehensive school faculty who work with students who have
returned from an alternative education placement. Findings from such a survey could
be used in curriculum and transition planning at these placements as well as other
restrictive educational environments.

An additional area of research that could be explored is the impact of stigma
on the experience of students returning from alternative placements. Dheing t
course of the study, two conflicting viewpoints on the value of background
information emerged. Some teachers expressed interest in why studenpdaced
at the alternative educational program. They believed that this information could
serve as warning and that classroom supports could be established as the student
returned to the comprehensive high school and entered their classrooms. A second
view was that this information should be protected and that the students’ pasts should
not be shared with the staff. The notion was that this information might prejudice the
teachers towards the returning students. The pros and cons of these positions were
discussed by the monitors, teachers, and the student participants themselves. An
exploration of the merits of both of these positions, potentially through a future case
study, could provide valuable data to the community that serves at-risk students as
interventions and policies to support them are developed by researchers and

educational agencies.



Appendix A

Please mark on your answer sheets how you feel about each of the following statements.

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements about your school?
Strongly Disagree HNeither Agree

Disagree Disagree
Hor
AT | feel close to people at this school. A B C D
A2, | am happy to be at this school. A =] C D
A3 | feel like | am part of this schoacl. A B C D
A4 The teachers at this school treat students fairly. A B C D
A5 | fzel safe in my school. A B cC D

Next, mark how TRUE you feel the next statements are about your SCHOOL and things you

At my school, there is a teacher or some other adult...
Mot at All A Little  Pretty Very

True True Much Much
True True

AB who really cares about me A B cC D
AT. who tells me when | do a good job. A =] C D
Al who notices when I'm not there. A B C D
AQ. who always wants me to do my best. A B cC D
A10. who listens to me when | have something to say. A B C D
Al who believes that | will be a success. A B C D

How TRUE do you feel these statements are about you personally?
Not at All A Little  Pretty Very

True True Much Much
True True

B1. | have goals and plans for the future. A B cC D
B2. | plan to graduate from high school. A =] C D
B3. | plan to ge to college or some other schocl after high school. A B cC D
B4. | know where to go for help with a problem. A =] C D
BS. | can work out my problems. A =] C D
BE. When | need help, | find someone to talk with. A B C D
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Agree
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Student Name School

Intervention
Armando
Benjamin
Tanya
Lamont
Hussein
Keenan

Control
Andre
Canard
Darius

No Return
Daniel
Samantha
Allison

Pulaski-CAP
Pulaski
Pulaski-Stark
Stark

Stark
Stark-Withdrew

Nimitz
Nimitz
Patton

CAP
CAP
CAP

How strangly do you agree or disagree with the

Strongly Disagree = A
Neither Disagree Nor Agree = C
Strongly Agree = E
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Mext, mark how TRUE you feel the next statements are about your
At my school, there is a teacher or some other adult. ..

Not at All True = A AlLittle True =B

Pretty Much True=C  Very Much True=D

&> = F32 > = o ow = ra »
g3 g3 S23 a33 Sso3808%
=t =3 = 7= ® g 2o o o o
£5 2 z 88 5= 5% 5 8
Student Name Schoal T @ 8= =
Intervention
Armando Pulaski-CAP B—B C—--B BB D—--B C-—B B--B
Benjamin Pulaski D-—--D Cc--C C--D D--D Cc---C D--D
Tanya Pulaski-Stark D-—--D D---D D---D D--D D--D D--D
Lamont Stark B—C D--C C--C B--C B---C C--D
Hussein Stark (i c—-C C--B c—--C C-—-B C-C
Keenan Stark-Withdrew D—D C--C B—D DD D---C B---D
Control
Andre Nimitz D D D D C D
Canard Nimitz D D D D D D
Darius Patton C A B C B B
No Return
Daniel CAP D D D D D D
Samantha CAP iz C D C C G
Allison CAP (i D D D D D

Next, mark how TRUE you feel the next statements are about your
How TRUE do you feel these statements are about you
Not at All True = A AlLittle True=B

Student Name Schaol Pretty Much True = C Very Much True =D

FiT 23T BIIERRESE REgR 81EF
4D @ &g 2oTZ53ECx 2E0 = -
g2  S§s 228883553 3583 338
gg “=3s Ifez %% 0% £00
e g ° = ) = 8
Intervention
Armando Pulaski-CAP
Benjamin Pulaski C-—-C B--C B--B D---C D---D C---B
Tanya Pulaski-Stark C--C D---C C---B C---C C---B C---B
Lamont Stark D--D D---D D---D D--D D---D C---D
Hussein Stark C-—--D C---D B--B C---D C---D B---B
Keenan Stark-Withdrew D--C D---D D---D D---C Cc---C C--B
D—D D—B C—A D—-C B-D B-C
Control
Andre Nimitz
Canard Nimitz D D D D D D
Darius Patton D D D D C C
C C A B D C
No Return
Daniel CAP
Samantha CAP D D D D C D
Allison CAP D D D D D D
D D D D C D
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Appendix B
Protocol: Students
Site: Date:
Interview 1
Student Scale

Items taken from the California Healthy Kids Survey
Attach spread sheet

Tell me about your time at the alternative school

What were the classes like?

Did you like going to school?

Describe your relationships with your teachers.

Describe your relationships with the administration.

What did you think it was going to be like when you returned to a regular school?

What did you expect from the teachers?

What did you expect from the administration?

Please describe how the experience of coming to (insert school nameg¢has .

Please describe what it has been like working with (insert monitor/mentor)

What has (insert monitor/mentor name) been doing for you?

Do you think they have had an influence on your grades, behavior, or
attendance?
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How?
Has working with (insert monitor/mentor) been helpful to you in other areas
of your life? If yes, what areas and how?

Tell me about how your teachers have treated you since returning.

Do you feel like you are being treated the same as the other students in your
classes?

Please name one of your teachers that you have had a lot of interaction with.

Describe what you think your future will be like.

How do you think your experiences in school will impact your future?
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Protocol: Students
Site: Date:
I nterview 2

Student Scale
Items taken from the California Healthy Kids Survey
Attach spread sheet

Now that you have been back for a semester, please describe what it hasebeen li
since returning from your alternative school.

What did you expect?
What has been different?

Has anything changed since the semester began?

Please describe how school has been this semester.

What have your grades, attendance, and behavior been?

Describe your relationships with your teachers.

Tell me about how your teachers have treated you.

Do you feel like you are being treated the same as the other students in
your classes?

Describe your relationships with the administration.

Please describe how things have been working with (insert monitor/mentor).

What has (insert monitor/mentor name) been doing for you?
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Do you think they have had an influence on your grades, behavior, or
attendance?

How?

Have they helped you in other areas of your life? If yes, please destabe
they have done?

Describe what you think your future will be like.

How do you think your experiences in school will impact your future?
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Appendix C
Protocol: Faculty
Respondent: Date:
Site:
Interview 1

What do you think about alternative education?

Describe the experiences that led to those opinions or beliefs.

Tell me about your previous experiences with children who returned to school after
an alternative education placement.

Please describe your perception of the transition experience of studentaigetiirni
this school from alternative educational programs.

Has your experience with the students participating in (insert dis{picttgam
name) been different than those you’ve had with previous students who have returned
from alternative educational placements? If yes, how has it been different
Do you feel that alternative education students should come back?
Are there “conditions™?
Do you feel that alternative education students can be successful in your

school?

Are there “conditions™?

Please describe your experiences so far with (insert district’'s progane)?

Do you perceive an impact on the students through the use of (insert district’s
program name)? If yes, please describe.

Do you think the intervention has impacted the students’

-academic performance?
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-attendance?
-behavior?
Why do you think the intervention has or hasn’t impacted the student?
Please describe your relationship with the monitor/mentor and their work with the
student.

Do you think the initiative has had an impact on the school culture up to this point?

Please describe.

Is there anything else you would like to tell me about
- the program?
- the role of the monitor/mentors?

- the students?
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Protocol: Faculty
Respondent: Date:
Site:
[nterview 2

Please tell me about your experiences working with students returning from
alternative educational placements over the course of this semester.

Please describe your perception of the transition experience of studentaigetiirni
this school from alternative educational programs.

Has your experience with the students participating in (insert dis{picttgam
name) been different than those you've had with previous students who have returned
from alternative educational placements? If yes, how has it been different
Do you feel that alternative education students should come back?
Are there “conditions™?
Do you feel that alternative education students can be successful in your
school?
Are there “conditions™?

Please describe your experiences with the (insert district’s prograe) waer the
course of the semester?

Do you perceive an impact on the students through the use of (insert district’s
program name)? If yes, please describe.
Do you think the intervention has affected the students’
-academic performance?
-attendance?

-behavior?
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Why do you think the intervention has or hasn't affected the student?

Please describe your relationship with the monitor/mentor and their work with the
student.

Do you think the initiative has had an impact on the school culture during the
semester?

Please describe.

What “next steps” would you advocate?
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Appendix D
Protocol: Monitor
Respondent: Date:
Site:

What do participating students, faculty, and administrators participatimg iCheck
& Connect intervention think about the intervention?

What do you think about alternative education?

Describe the experiences that led to those opinions or beliefs.

Tell me about your previous experiences with children who returned to school after
an alternative education placement.

Please describe your perception of the transition experience of studentsigetoirni
this school from alternative educational programs.

Can you describe your perception of the experiences of the individual students
on your caseload?

What similarities have you observed?

What differences have you seen?

Has your experience with the students participating in (insert dis{picttgam
name) been different than those you've had with previous students who have returned
from alternative educational placements? If yes, how has it been different

Do you feel that alternative education students should come back?

Are there “conditions”?

Do you feel that alternative education students can be successful in your
school?

Are there “conditions™?
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Describe how your interactions have developed with the students through the use of
(insert district’'s program name)?

What was the relationship like at the beginning? What is it like today?

Do you perceive an impact on the students through the use of (insert district’s
program name)? If yes, please describe.

Do you think the intervention has affected the students’

-academic performance?

-attendance?

-behavior?

Why do you think the intervention has or hasn't affected the student?

Do you think that (insert district’s program name) has helped the students in other
areas of their lives?

If yes, why?

Do you think that participation in (insert district's program name) has had antimpac
on the child’s future? If yes, in what areas? What do you feel has changed?

Do you think the initiative has had an impact on the school culture?

Can you describe why you think this?

What evidence have you seen to support your opinion?
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What do you feel should be “next steps™?

Is there anything else you would like to tell me about

- the program?

- Your role as a monitor/mentor?

- the students?
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Appendix E
Protocol: Administrators
Respondent: Date:
Site:

What do you think about alternative education?

Describe the experiences that led to those opinions or beliefs.

Tell me about your previous experiences with students who returned to school after
an alternative education placement?

Please describe your perception of the transition experience of studentsigetorni
this school from alternative educational programs.

Please describe your experiences so far with (insert district’'s progae)?

Since this initiative has been enacted, what are your beliefs and opiniondgtowa
students returning from alternative education?

Has this experience with these students been different than those you've had
in the past?

Do you feel they should come back?

Are there “conditions™?

Do you feel that they can be successful in your school?

Are there “conditions™?

What, if any, role do you feel this initiative has in your opinions of these
students?
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Do you perceive an impact on the students through the use of (insert district’s
program name)? If yes, please describe.
Do you think the intervention has affected the students’
-academic performance?
-attendance?
-behavior?
Why do you think the intervention has or hasn't affected the student?
Do you think (insert district’s program name) has helped the students in other areas of
their lives?
If yes, why?

Do you think that participation in (insert district's program name) has had an impact
on the child’s future? In what areas?

What role do you see for (insert district’s program name) in your school?

How do you think the initiative has had an impact on the school culture?

Describe.

Why do you think the initiative had an impact?

What do you feel should be “next steps”?

Is there anything else you would like to tell me about [name of program]?

Is there anything else you would like to tell me about [name of child]?



Appendix F

Student:

School:
Check

M

Contact with student
Tardy
Skip
Abszent
Behavioral Refenrral
Detention

In-scheol suspensisn
Out-of school suspension

Spoke with teacher
about studant grades,
attendance, or behavior

Arcessad database for
grades, attendance, or referrals

Connect

Basic

Shared general imformation
Provnded regular feedback
Discussed staying m school
Problem-solved about risk

Intensive
Arranged for altemative to suspension
Contractad for behavior or grades
Communicated with parents
Made special accommodations
Participated in commmmity service
Participated m school-sponsored activity
Participated in social skills group
Worked with tuter or mentor
Academic Support: Other

1

[ )

o=

Problem Solving: Other

L O

o=

Feeceation and Commumity Service Exploration: Other

L

o=

Monitor:
Dates:

R
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