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ABSTRACT

A CASE STUDY OF AN INTERVENTION PROGRAM FOR
AT-RISK YOUTH IN A URBAN SECONDARY SCHOOL
MAY 1989

DEIRDRE JEAN MACLEOD LOUGHLIN,
B. S., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
M. N. S., WORCESTER POLYTECHNIC INSTITUTE
Ed. D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by:

Professor Byrd L. Jones

This study examined the initiation,
and outcomes of a humanistic,

evolutionary path,

comprehensive intervention

program for ninth-grade at-risk students in an urban
secondary school.

Faced with undereducated workforces,

communities are seeking to retain students through to
graduation to improve work attitudes and employment skills.
Secondary students who are at risk of becoming early school
leavers need psychological, emotional,
support.

and educational

Multiple instruments provided designers,

staff,

and

managers with information and insight about students'
psychosocial and educational needs.

Staff and students were

primary resources in the case study.
A variety of studies described characteristics that
place some students "at risk" and school processes that
contribute to their

leaving school prior to graduation:

low socio-econmic status and single-parent homes;
concept;
not fit

poor academic achievement and attendance;
in to the school culture.

low selfand,

did

Biographies of students

illustrated how family characteristics and school-related
behaviors were interrelated.

School-based change processes

should be sensitive to the mediating structures and climate.
In accord with action research approaches formative
evaluation provided feedback for strengthening program
elements.
Three investigations provided the basis for reporting
results:

the impact of the program on student personal and

academic performance; program structure and characteristics;
and obstacles to implementation experienced by Project Excel
that hindered its acceptance and incorporation into regular
school services.
The program improved self-concept, school attitudes,
and basic skills,
program.

for thost students who completed the

Teachers and students in the larger school became

more sensitive and better

informed about at-risk students.

Regular classes were quieter and more conducive to learning
without potentially disruptive students.
Never the less the resistance to new program elements
substantiated the complexities of introducing change into the
bureaucratic structure of schools and the necessity of
having strong leadership from both the larger school and the
program staff, commitment on the part of program staff to
goals, and an agreement between the larger school and the
goals of the program.

The case study substantiated that a

one year intensive care unit

is not sufficient to overcome

the multiple problems of at-risk students.
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CHAPTER

I

THE PROBLEM AND ITS SETTING

Introduction
Many students leave school before graduation.

Leaving

early may limit adult learning and opportunities for
community development.

Early school leavers can expect a

"diminishing power” over their own lives.

Not only will they

be less able to contribute to an economy which requires an
educated,

trained workforce,

they will also be less likely to

participate in political and social processes.

Furthermore,

to the extent that employers and postsecondary institutions
rely on credentials such as a high school diploma, early
school leavers may never have the opportunity to demonstrate
abilities and competencies acquired on their own.
Nationally and locally, many remedial and job programs
have sought to reduce the school-leaver rate (Heleen,
p.

24);

1986,

yet few have made a difference in educational

achievement,
(Edelman,
Natriello,

social integration, or employment opportunities

1986;

Fine,

1986;

1986;

Power,

Herbert,

1987;

1988; Mann,

Silvestri,

1986).

schools have usually been described as remedial,

1986;
Programs in
single-

faceted approaches that offer narrow academic assistance in
specific subjects.

They have generally not addressed social,

psychological,

and educational needs of at-risk students in

an integrated,

comprehensive manner.

For youth with multiple

barriers to learning in schools, programs should offer
"intensive care," providing psychosocial and educational
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support to improve self-concept, school attitudes, basic
skills, and attendance.

In short, they need to be helped to

feel "at home" in school.
In the 1980s Worcester, Massachusetts, became concerned
about obtaining skilled and trained employees for service,
manufacturing, and other industries.

In response educators

in the public schools expanded and initiated prevention and
intervention programs for at-risk youth.

Innovations in

secondary schools provided psychological and educational
support to give students a better chance for personal,
social, and academic success.
In 1986-87 nine staff members of South High Community
School with assistance from parents, community agencies and
businesses, and local government planned Project Excel, a
program that provided academic, psychological, and vocational
support for incoming ninth-grade at-risk students.

The major

focus of the humanistic, multidimensional innovation was to
provide an environment in which students perceived staff to
be warm, caring, willing to listen to student concerns, and
help solve problems.

This study describes and evaluates the

genesis of Project Excel in 1986 to its completion in 1988.
The Problem
Children need the best possible environment to grow
and develop into responsible citizens who catty on community
ideals, values, traditions, and service.

Families have

entrusted large responsibilities for tearing children to
teachers.

In classrooms young people learn to solve
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problems, to choose actions that reflect their beliefs, and
to emulate successful adults.

Teachers have a responsibility

to create a positive climate for developmental growth, but
historically teachers were viewed as a less important
resource for guidance and character building than family and
church.
Over the past few years many changes in family and
community life have shaped schools and dramatically changed
the climate of classroom in the 1980s.

Neither families nor

neighborhoods offer a secure and caring environment.

Youth

struggle with all the issues of growing up with inadequate
supports and no margins for mistakes.

Schools and teachers

have become crucial in development and have propelled to the
center of a child's life.
Thus educational responsibilities have expanded to
include nurturing, caring, understanding, comforting, and
advocating.

In addition, teachers struggle with a plethora

of problems beyond their control (poverty, single-parent
households, battered children, drugs, and alcohol to name a
few) that affect the learning process.

Instead of being

provided adequate inservice training and support from parents
and community in an attempt to fxnd solutions to some student
problems, educators have been blamed for most of the
problems.

Overburdened by often conflicting roles related to

multiple and ambiguous goals, teachers feel isolated,
discouraged, frustrated, and defeated (Lipsky, 1980,
pp.

40-48).
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As a result many teachers in classrooms are losing the
battle to provide children with the necessary skills and
knowledge for physical, intellectual, emotional, and social
growth.

While many students are still learning and

completing their education despite problems both in and
outside the classroom, a staggering number decide to leave
school early (Institute for Educational Leadership, 1986,
p.

1).

These young people leave school with little or no

training in problem-solving skills, or in fact any other
skills, that will enable them to find employment so they can
become contributing members of the community.

If the early

school-leaver issue is not addressed, it will undermine and
even cripple the school reform movement of the 1980s
(Strother, 1986, p. 325).
Traditionally, schools have both educated and
socialized in order to prepare students for adult roles as
productive citizens.

This role worked reasonably well when

schools were responsible for a relatively small segment of
students in a social structure with similar values.

Young

people, who for one reason or another did not succeed in
school, found work on farms and in factories.

The lack of

a high school diploma was not a problem for individuals or
communities.
Today leaving school early represents a tremendous loss
to the individual, school, and community (Committee for
Educational Development, 1987; Edelman, 1986; Howe II, 1986;
Power,

1988).

School leavers look forward to a bleak future
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with poor

job prospects and low participation in community

life both of which contribute to a sense of

low self-worth.

Schools and teachers experience a sense of failure and
frustration and risk losing support precisely at a moment,
when they need greater assistance.

Because of poor academic

results there is a growing reluctance to underwrite tax
increases for schools.

At the same time the profession is

encountering difficulty in attracting dedicated and welltrained teachers when salaries lag so far behind other
professions

(Gough,

1987; Murray, 1986).

class families exiting urban centers,
increasingly minority and poor.

With White, middle-

schools have become

Communities are also faced

with the problem of recruiting minority teachers as role
models for schools that have large minority populations.
Society also loses the potential talent and productivity that
a more skilled and educated person would offer and also pays
in the form of higher welfare costs,
(Hamilton,

crime, and unemployment

1986, p. 110).

Society, however, has placed blame on the victims, a
majority of whom are underprivileged.
the political where-with-all,

This population lacks

the motivation,

time, and

contacts with powerful institutions to defend themselves.
Although society has blamed the victims first,
blamed schools.

it has also

Now faced with critical shortages of a

trained workforce communities realize that early school
leavers and schools need support from the community-at-large.
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During the 1980s new job openings have generally
required higher level skills and attitudes which value
quality of work.

Good jobs in factories and construction

have not grown, and rapidly growing service jobs in sales and
health care usually require a high school diploma.

Thus,

schools are expected to retain a higher proportion of
students--including females and minorities who have
historically faced discrimination in labor markets.
is becoming an economic imperative.

Equity

At the same time many

community supports, such as stable families and expectations
of progress, have been weakened.

Schools are asked to

provide a safe environment, socialization skills, and health
services, as well as traditional academic subjects.
Social scientists and educators, however, have come to
understand the complexities of the school-leaver issue and
their effect on the community and to urge schools to plan
comprehensive prevention or intervention programs.

For high

schools saving at-risk students entails a "salvaging"
operation.

Successful programs may require psychological

and social services, family support, individual learning of
basic skills at the student's pace, a measured and patient
response to work, and vocational counseling while the
youngster is on the job (Olson, 1987, p. 5).
Twain (1983, p.

132) described contemporary intervention

programs as a shift from the "illness conception of a
problem to a concept that pays more attention to alienation
and powerlessness," characteristics that describe the school
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leaver.

More emphasis needs to be placed on institutional

change rather than the individual.

Since school leavers

possess characteristics that may or may not change, the
institution must provide the necessary conditions for change.
Twain (1883, p. 132) concluded that "most attempts to
create change in social settings continue to rely on direct
delivery services, the major aim being increased control over
the problem."

Typically school-leavers face multiple

problems with both causes and/or solutions lying beyond the
usual boundaries of formal education.
Moreover, the most pressing demands fall on school
districts that do not have resources for delivering the
comprehensive social, health, psychological, and economic
services necessary for salvaging at-risk youth.

That is,

schools serving low-income and minority neighborhoods should
offer higher cost educational programs, but formulas for
Chapter I as well as formulas for funding bilingual, special
needs, and vocational programs do not fully compensate local
districts.

Thus districts, like Worcester, with substantial

other demands for local services and relatively low taxable
property per school-age child typically enroll a higher
proportion of higher cost students.

While communities, like

Worcester, do provide a panoply of social, economic, and
health services, they are neither integrated nor coordinated
with schools.
solutions generally fall into one of two categories:
alternative programs outside the school organization and
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intervention or prevention programs within the school itself.
Both types have validity.

in either case, attention must be

paid to understanding student characteristics that make some
more at rish than others and school processes that contribute
to students not graduating (Fine, 1986; Hahn, 1987; Wehlage &
Rutter, 1986).
As the Rand studies of innovation (McLaughlin & Marsh,
1978) have shown, however, the success of a new project
depends on the "fit" of the program within the school's
organization and setting, staff and climate, implementation
strategies, adaptability to unanticipated events, evidence of
support of school staff, and leadership.

If planners

understand the bureaucratic structure of schools and change
processes they can ease the acceptance and incorporation of
innovations.

On-going evaluations help make mild course

corrections, as well as allowing success to be celebrated.
The setting
Worcester, Massachusetts,

is the second largest city in

New England, has a population of approximately 164,000
(Worcester Area Chamber of Commerce, 1985), and is a central
focus for diversified activities in New England.

Like other

urban communities, Worcester is experiencing a resurgent
growth with a trend leading away from manufacturing to the
service sector

(Worcester Area Chamber of Commerce, 1985).

top priority cited in the Chamber's Focus on the Future
(1985)

is the education and training of the city's youth to

prepare for this transition.
8

Worcester, a city with enormous growth potential
(Worcester Area Chamber of Commerce, 1985) is plagued with
one of the most critical issues facing communities today--an
undereducated labor force.

It is generally acknowledged that

school-leaver rates are much higher in urban centers than
nationally.

Half the high school population in inner city

schools is at risk (Camayd-Freixas, 1986a).

Because so many

students leave school early with so few life-coping skills
and many more are at risk of leaving, Worcester's growth
potential may be limited in technical and service areas
according to the Focus on the Future study.
Project Excel planning team, concerned about the rising
tide of early school-leavers, conducted a needs assessment of
the system.

The survey generated insights about the overall

student population and South High Community School in
particular
p. 4).

(South High Community School [SHCS], 1987a,

A few scattered programs in Worcester addressed the

needs for some at-risk students, but none were located at
South High Community School (sometimes referred to as SHCS)
which had the highest school-leaver rate.
Opened in September 1978, South High Community School
sits on a 41 acre expanse with a spectacular view of the
city.

It has playing fields, outdoor track facilities,

tennis courts, and practice fields as well as an extensive
wooded area with a reservoir which serves as a nature-study
domain.

9

The three level indoor facility consists of large,
flexible-space academic pods, a field house with an Olympicsize swimming pool, an extensive special education wing, home
economics and industrial arts areas, a music wing with
choral, band, and individual practice rooms.

The school

includes a large media center with a television studio,
guidance and health suites, school store, snack bar area, a
medium-sized auditorium, two cafeterias (one for students and
one for staff), teacher lounges and workrooms, ramps for
handicapped, large walkways, and an elevator.
The student population reflects the demographic picture
of the South quadrant of the city (On-site Insight, 1986).
October 1, 1987 attendance records gave a total enrollment of
1335 students:

approximately 0.7% Native Americans, 8%

Black, 2.4% Asian, 17% Hispanic, and 72% White.

The majority

of students are from lower socio-economic homes.
Programs in this comprehensive high school are diverse
to comply with and support a philosophy of maximizing student
potential.

There are four educational paths from which

students can select:
standard.

scholars, honors, college, and

In addition students can elect courses in health,

physical education, business, art, music, television,
publications, work study, distributive education, and early
child growth and development.
Students are encouraged to participate in a wide variety
of extracurricular activities:

clubs, student government

organizations, music and drama groups,
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interscholastic

athletics, school publications, honor societies, and a peer
tutoring program.

Parents and members of the community can

participate in advisory committees, such as the Booster Club,
school advisory councils, and other committees.

The school

is open to the community for special programs, meetings, and
courses after regular school hours and during the summer.
Long-time residents of South Worcester continue to have
proprietary interest in the school they worked for nearly a
decade to build.

This pride in the school and its

accomplishments has been incorporated into the school climate
by students and staff.

South High, in spite of its many

positive accomplishments, particularly in sports, and like
most urban inner-city high schools, has an increasingly high
proportion of poor and minority students who do not function
in the mainstream of the school culture.
South High, however, in spite of its generally positive
reputation, has not met the needs of this emerging student
"underclass."

The staff for all the complex reasons

discussed by sociologists and educators, including a lack of
time and resources, have not been adequate to the massive
task.
As a result South has the highest school-leaver rate in
the city.

Although the overall rate for school district was

calculated at 14 percent for 1986, the school-leaver rate at
South was 20.4 percent with the Hispanic and Black schoolleaver rates at 24 and 16 percent respectively.

The school-

leaver rate in Worcester is calculated by dividing the number
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of school-leavers by the number of students who are 16 years
or older.

In attempt to turn the tide, South High Community

School planned a humanistic and comprehensive intervention
program, Project Excel, for in-coming, at-risk ninth graders.
The designers in order to create a wide support
for the innovation included many community leaders in the
planning.

Business and social agencies, local governmental

officials, as well as parents and students, were invited to
participate.
Careful and thoughtful attention was paid to the
changing student population in the city and in the South
quadrant specifically; and, how these demographic changes
placed many students at risk of leaving school before
graduation.

Planners also considered the diverse student

population of all students at South High and discussed
ways in which the cultural and ethnic differences could be
shared with all staff members.
Student characteristics, such as family background,
in- and out-of-school behaviors, and personal traits,
were examined to provide a better understanding of these
youngsters.

Planners also looked at school and classroom

climate that could be changed to make learning more
rewarding and less frustrating for these students.

Special

emphasis was placed on staff characteristics that would
provide a climate in which students perceived teachers as
warm, caring, and willing to listen to and help solve
problems.
12

Plan of Study
This study examines the rationale for each component in
the final plan, evolutionary path of a program design, and
initiation in light of the following questions:

Did

implementation strategies ensure acceptance and incorporation
into the larger school organization?

Did the program change

attitudes and achievements of at-risk, ninth-grade students
in an urban school?

Did activities accomplish program goals?

Tentative judgments about the overall impact of the program
were made after examining evaluation results at the end of
one year.
Multiple evaluation instruments provided designers,
staff, and managers with information and insight about a
program that gave social, psychological, and educational
assistance to at-risk youth.

School and program factors that

make a difference to at-risk youth and help to retain them m
school are delineated.

Suggestions and recommendations for

implementing future intervention programs in urban schools
are presented after looking at the overall program and its
components.
Based on project reports and summaries (Camayd-Freixas,
1986a, 1987b, Committee for Educational Development, 1987;
Mann,

1986; Natriello,

1986; Wehlage & Rutter,

1986) certain

features are critical elements in successful intervention
efforts to support at-risk students in secondary school
settings.

Humanistic multidimensional programs where

students feel better about themselves and experience success
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have improved self-concept,

basic skill levels,

attitudes,

Hence the central question for

and attendance.

school

the case study of Project Excel:
How does the implementation of a humanistic and
multidimensional school-leaver intervention
program improve the participant's self-concept,
develop positive attitudes towards school, improve
basic skills, and school attendance?
Implementing assumptions for a successful program include:
1.

that a school-within-a-school organization
with supportive staff and intensive counseling
improves self-concept, builds positive attitudes
toward school, improves academic skills and school
attendance (McLaughlin & Marsh, 1978).

2.

that a positive program climate is one in which
students perceive teachers to be supportive,
willing to listen, and willing to help solve
problems (Edmonds, 1979; Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack,
Rock, 1986; Fine, 1986).

&

3. that community support creates a wider base of
resources, such as, knowledge, jobs (both paid and
volunteer), mentors, funding, and program
participation (Heath & McLaughlin, 1987; Mann, 1986;
Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).
4.

that parental support encourages student
participation in intervention programs and builds
better linkages between parents and teachers in
issues related to at-risk youth (Ekstrom, et al.,
1986; Mann, 1986; Natriello et al., 1986).

5.

that cooperation and support from the school
administration encourages support from the entire
staff (Sarason, 1982).

6. that program staff must be able to communicate
successes and needs to administration, regular
school staff, parents, and community supporters
(Mann, 1986; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).
7.

.

8

that program staff must facilitate for the
integration of students into the regular
school program (Natriello, 1986).
that staff development assists in implementation,
acceptance , and incorporation of a multidimensional
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change program into a large school organization
(Sarason, 1982) .
9.

that an intervention program at the high school
level be comprehensive enough to address social,
psychological, and educational needs of at-risk
youth at this late stage in the development of the
problem (Hamilton, 1986; Mann, 1986; Natriello,
1986; & Silvestri, 1987).

10.

that a collaboration with parents, community
agencies, and businesses supports intervention
programs for at-risk youth (Jones & Maloy, 1988).

Staff and students are primary resources in the case
study.

In addition,

communication from parents and

community/business organizations are examined to assist in
evaluation,

the solutions to the school-leaver issue.

Observations of student-teacher interactions,
staff and students,

field notes, guided journals of students,

questionnaires of staff,
standardized tests,

interviews of

students, parents, and mentors,

and program records are used to construct

a phenomonological understanding of the multiple realities of
organizational processes.

Questionnaires investigated and received feedback from
various program components about the affective domain.
Interviews and student journals examined relationships
between staff and students.

Observations and anecdotes from

field notes gave additional insight into these interactions.
Standardized instruments diagnosed and/or measured cognitive
development, attitudes towards school, and self-concept.
School records were used to compare attendance rates of
program participants with the previous year.
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Two questionnaires, designed by the researcher for staff
and students respectively, assessed the value,
components of the project.

climate,

and

These instruments gave feedback

and input as to strengths and weaknesses of the design;

and

program records quantified certain program elements.
A description and need for an intervention program at
South High Community School set the stage for this
evaluation.

Standardized tests were selected and

questionnaires designed by the researcher with input from the
Office of Tests and Measurements and Government of the
Worcester Public Schools, program staff, parents,
planning committee members,

students,

and the researcher's advisor.

Chapter Outline
Chapter I briefly introduces the school-leaver

issue,

discusses consequences of students leaving prior to
graduation,
school.

and describes the setting of both community and

The plan of the study and definitions of terms are

also included.
Chapter

II surveys the research literature about factors

that contribute to the school-leaver
background,

issue:

in- and out-of-school behaviors,

characteristics of at-risk youth;

leaving school early.

complexities of the issue.

and personal

school processes that cause

students to leave school before graduation;
of

family

and,

consequences

Case studies illustrate the
School processes includes a

discussion of characteristics of effective schools and the
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school's important role in retaining all students.

Also

included in this chapter is a discussion of the change
process itself focusing on:

school organization and social

structure, some theories of change, and first and secondorder change.

The initiation, implementation, and

incorporation phases of the change process are also reviewed.
Chapter III describes the initiation and overall
implementation stages of Project Excel.

Both initiation and

implementation are presented in a chronological format.

The

evaluation design used to measure outcomes of project
activities and give input and feedback for strengthening
program elements is presented.

Validation of instruments and

their limitations are also included.
Chapter IV reports results as they relate to the basic
research question and implementing assumptions.
is divided into three investigations.

The format

First, the self-

concept, school attitudes, basic skills, and attendance of
Project Excel students are reported and analyzed.

Second,

program structure and characterisics are analyzed with
special attention paid to obstacles in implementation.
Lastly, implementing assumptions are explored.

Findings are

substantiated by qualitative and quantitative research
instruments.
Chapter V concludes with a summative report of Project
Excel.

Some recommendations and suggestions for future

program designs in urban high schools are included.
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Definitions of Terms
At-risk youth—students who possess behavior patterns and
certain characteristics that increase their likelihood
of leaving school prior to graduation.
Case Study--an investigation of the planning, implementation,
and outcomes of a ninth-grade intervention program,
Project Excel, for ninth-grade students in a secondary
urban school.
Change Program—a program that introduces irregularities into
the institutional pattern of behavior or doing work.
Early school leaver—a student who leaves the school before
the twelfth grade without graduating or having an
eguivalent diploma.
Evaluation—a standarized or staff-designed measurement of
the effects of Project Excel activities on the selfconcept, basic skills, school attitudes, and attendance
of students.
Implementation—process of establishing a change program for
at-risk youth.
Intervention program—a program designed to change behavior
patterns or characteristics of at-risk youth in order to
retain them in school.
Prevention program—a program designed to prevent at-risk
students from leaving school.
Project Excel student—a student, defined by program staff
for official record keeping, as one who remained in the
program for six weeks or more.
Regularities—institutional patterns of behavior or methods

of doing work.

organization with the changing cultural
norms of staff and students that affect school programs.
Self-concept—a person's perception of how the world views

him or her.
Self-esteem—a person's perception of him/herself.
Urban
t iiu u * « " • - --
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CHAPTER

II

UNDERSTANDING WHY STUDENTS LEAVE SCHOOL BEFORE GRADUATION

Studies have identified a multiplicity of factors that
contribute to students leaving school before graduation.
Some studies have adopted holistic approaches in order to
examine the interactions among forces that impinge on youth
in family, school, and neighborhood.

Others have taken a

disaggregated approach in order to focus on specific
impediments facing at-risk youth in urban schools.

They have

examined student characteristics and school processes.
Some of the elements can be changed and others cannot, but
when each impacts on the other the consequences are
magnified.
An adaptation of the template designed by Natriello,
Dallas,

and McDill in Taking Stock:

Renewing our Research

Agenda on the Courses and Conseguences of Dropping Out
p.

169),

(1986,

revealed the complex flow of forces influencing

early school leavers:

Characteristics
of
SHCS Students^

Decision to

Consequences

Leave school-of leaving School
prior to
early
graduation
SHCS Processes-"^

A review of literature related to school-leavers used this
framwork as a guide.

19

Characteristics of Early School Leavers
A school leaver is commonly defined as a student who
stops attending school before graduation, has not formally
transferred to another institution, and has not earned a high
school diploma or its equivalent
Morrow,

1986;

Page,

1977).

(Good,

1973;

Hammack,

1986;

For many youth leaving school

early is a positive decision and not captured in the label of
dropout.

Many of these students have to cope with problems

and concerns from family backgrounds and home life;

in- and

out-of-school behaviors, and personal attributes; perceptions
and feelings of school in general, how they view their fit
into the school culture, and how school has treated them; and
feelings of powerlessness to change their images and lives.
Many school leavers live in poverty;
parent,

come from single¬

foster, or non-parent homes; are minorities; and live

in urban or

isolated rural areas.

These young people come

from families with minimal educational backgrounds and have
little hope of attaining an education (Ekstrom et al.,
p.

58).

1986,

Some possess psychological and emotional wounds that

stem from mental, physical,

and sexual abuse.

The problems

are exacerbated by alcohol and drug-related dependence of
family members and/or the youngsters themselves.

Some have

poor self-esteem and self-concept, attitudes that are
reinforced by negative responses of schools that blame the
victims.

These multiple factors all contribute and reinforce

the decision made by many youngsters to say "school is not
for me—I'm leaving!

(Ekstrom et al.,
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1986;

Fine, M.,

1986;

Hammack F.,
1986a;
al.,

1986;

Massachusetts Department of Education,

Hodgkinson, H.,

1986;

1986; Wehlage & Rutter,

Mann, D.,

1986; Natriello et

1986).

Earlier studies of students who have left school before
graduation have concentrated on family background,
attitudes, out-of-school behaviors,

in-school

and personal attributes.

Since all these factors and more have an effect on the atrisk student,

it is difficult to divide them into nice, neat

little packages.

Even though research has identified indices

in each category,

case studies illustrate that all are

interrelated and in ways that usually strengthen the effect.
Studies have shown that the following family traits
contribute to leaving school early:
—low socio-economic status,
—single-parent homes,
—racial or ethnic minority,
--fewer opportunities for outside activities, and
—low self-concept.
(Edelman, 1986; Ekstrom et al., 1986; Fine, 1986; Hammack,
1986; Hodgkinson, 1986; Mann, 1986; Natriello et al., 1986;
Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).
Each of these factors alone are enough to place some students
at-risk, but when they are compounded they leave students
alienated, powerless,

and deprived.

For those who have

little support from family and community,

school is their

only haven, but the schools cannot provide a twenty-four hour
support system for these students.
Several stories from discussions with Project Excel
students illustrate how family and personal lives placed some
students at risk of becoming early school leavers.
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These

vignettes also show how an intervention program responded to
their needs.
John,

a sixteen-year-old White male, was scheduled

to repeat the ninth grade for the second time when he was
referred to an intervention program.
worked to support himself.

He lived alone and

He had no transportation to come

to school because he lived out of district.
or

His home life,

lack of one, was a significant factor of his failure in

school and placed him at risk of being an early school
leaver.
After counseling and staff assistance, John responded
positively.
average;

His self-concept improved from average to above

and his basic skill levels improved.

He showed a

slight gain of 0.4 grade levels from 10.2 to 10.6 in
mathematics and a large 2.3 gain in language arts from 8.6 to
10.9 grade levels.

His attendance improved 41 days from 80

absences the year prior to the program to 39 during the
project year.
Teachers told John that he could earn promotion into the
11th grade if he completed six academic credits in school and
two credits for work experience.

The first day of school the

following September John waited anxiously in the junior line
for his schedule.

The assistant principal told John he was

not on the list and to report to the sophomore line.

School

rules had prevented John from earning the two promised
credits for work experience.
angry,

One week later, humiliated,

and frustrated with the system, he quit to join the
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National Guard with hopes that someday he would earn a
General Educational Diploma

(GED) and enter college.

Jim was a nineteen-year-old Black male with a friendly
manner.

His peers looked up to him as a role model.

In

spite of his outward appearance of leadership and
responsibility,

Jim failed grade nine twice and was overage

for his class.

Many factors contributed to his failures in

school,

the major one being chronic absenteeism.

School

records reported 34 absences and 39 tardies during the
previous year.
Students and staff accepted Jim with genuine affection;
they considered him one of the biggest hopes of the program.
During the year, however,

the same behavioral pattern of

chronic absenteeism surfaced.

At first staff made every

effort to help Jim, but they could not remedy his family
circumstances which required him to assist his mother and
siblings with financial support.
Jim's attendance became worse.
of 48 absences for the year.

He accumulated a total

He did improve slightly in

basic skills levels, gaining 2.2 grades in mathematics from
8.7 to 10.9 and 0.6 grades in language arts from 10.1 to
10.7.

His self-concept did not improve, but remained above

average.

Staff recommended Jim attempt his GED because he

was overage for high school and needed "to get on with his
life."

Jim started grade ten, but left one month later.

These two histories illustrate how family background
place many youngsters at risk.
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The intervention program

helped John and Jim achieve some personal and school
successes;

but,

bureaucratic school rules prevented John from

graduating with his class;

family circumstances placed

financial burdens on Jim's academic endeavor.
Attitudes and behavior of at-risk youth are complex and
hard to change.

Many youngsters reflect and demonstrate the

impact of the external forces,

especially home circumstances,

which permeate the child's life and exacerbate the following
in-school factors for at-risk youth (Ekstrom et al.,
Fine,

M.,

1986;

&

1986 ):

—were more likely to repeat a grade,
—were more likely to be overage than classmates,
—were lagging in academic achievement,
—had low reading and math skills,
—described themselves as disliking school,
—had in-school detentions and suspensions,
—did less homework,
—had higher rates of absenteeism,
—had lower levels of participation in school,
—were less likely to feel popular,
--felt other students saw them as "losers" or
troublemakers, and
—had weaker educational support services.
Most of these descriptions create a perception of the
school-leaver as being a failure in school and rejected by
the institution;

this feeling of alienation can lead to poor

self-esteem and concept.

Again these behavioral

characteristics may ignore the root causes that placed the
youngster at risk in the first place.

Jane and Joe are two

students whose stories typify some school-related behaviors
of at-risk youth and how an intervention program tried to
help.
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Jane,

a White fifteen-year-old female who was

overweight, participated in a school-leaver program when a
regular staff member discovered that she was a loner,
school,

and wanted to quit when old enough.

hated

Jane's mother

relied on her to look after her younger brothers and sisters.
The year prior to the program she was absent 37 days and
tardy 39 times and had to repeat the ninth grade.
Jane responded positively to the program.
friends with classmates,

She made

found staff supportive to her needs,

and participated in all program activities.
help Jane secured a job after school;

With staff

staff intervened and

supported her when her mother wanted her to stay home to
babysit.
Jane's attendance did not improve as home conditions
prevented her from always attending school.
attendance, however, Jane progressed.

In spite of poor

Her self-concept

improved from slightly below to above average.

Her basic

skills showed that she improved 2.5 grade levels in
mathematics and 3.5 grades in language arts.
summer program to earn additional credits.

With a new

outlook on life, she was ready for grade 10.
grade 10 and is succeeding academically.
however,

Jane attended a

Jane entered

Jane's attendance,

continues to remain poor due to the same home

pressures.

joe,

fourteen, was small for his age and was picked on

by his peers.

His disruptive behavior in classes led

counselors and teachers from a feeder school to recommend him
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for an intervention program.

During the project year Joe's

acting-out behavior caused him a lot of trouble.
thrown out of class,

He was

placed in the program coping room,

required to fill out self-observation sheets, and then
counseled.

He drained staff energy to the point that they

felt angry and frustrated with him.
Staff numbers were pleasantly surprised, after
expressing feelings of failure in not being able to change
Joe's classroom attitudes, when self-concept results showed
Joe had improved from average to slightly above average.

In

addition his mathematical skills improved 1.3 grade levels
from 9.9 to 11.2; and,
7.0 to 9.0.

language arts improved 2.0 grades from

His attendance stayed approximately the same

with 11 recorded absences the year prior to the program and
13 the program year.
Joe entered the 10th grade standard track in the fall;
feedback from teachers reveals he is making remarkable
progress.

Joe,

in fact, was promoted from standard to

college mathematics for the second semester.
These vignettes illustrate that an intervention program
changed school failure into success and improved feelings of
low self-concept for two young people who were at risk of
leaving school.

In Jane's case, however,

family problems

continued to cause chronic absenteeism that may prevent her
from completing high school.

Out-of-school behaviors of at-risk youth are difficult
or almost impossible to change because they are a result of
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both home and school characteristics.

Studies have

identified some common out-of-school behaviors in students
who are potential early school leavers
& Fine,

(Ekstrom et al.,

1986;

1986):

--spent more time riding around or going on dates,
—were less likely than stay-ins to discuss their
expectations with parents,
—spent less time reading,
—were more likely to be working for pay,
—liked the job better than school,
—felt the job was more important than school, and
—expected to attain less education.
How do teenagers, who are at risk of being early school
leavers, occupy their lives out of school to prevent them
from being bored and how do they get excitement into their
lives?

Some hang around with their peers who for the most

part are just like themselves and occupy their leisure time
with whatever the "in-thing" to do is for their age;

and,

others get jobs to support personal habits or family.
School is usually less exciting than MTV,
boarding,

skate

joy riding, or exploring alcohol, drugs, and sexual

experiences.

Reading, writing,

reguire attention,

readiness,

and time.

themselves failures in school,
feelings from their

job.

and homework assignments
When students feel

they may gain more positive

Also,

jobs lead to income that

allows teenagers from poor families to purchase status
clothes and particpate in social events.
Personal characteristics are always a concern in issues
related to at-risk youth.

Studies have identified some

common personal attributes characteristic in early school
leavers,

such as,

low socialization skills, too little
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character development,
al.f
al,

1986;

Fine,

M.,

and low self-esteem (see Ekstrom et

1986;

Hodgkinson,

H.,

1986;

Natriello et

1986).
Character development and socialization skills are

important for an individual's self-worth as well as to a
community that values these attributes as necessary for good
citizenship and productive employment.

Some schools provide

a psychosocial framework for building character and
socialization skills but most fall short of their target
for numerous social and educational reasons
McLaughlin,
Gender

(Heath &

1987).
is also significant to at-risk teenagers in

distinct ways.

Males have a higher school-leaver rate mainly

because of school-related behaviors which tend to lead to
more suspensions and failures.

Some male students also leave

to help support single-parent mothers who have younger
children

(Camayd-Freixas,

when pregnant
16);

1986a).

Females often leave school

(Institute for Educational Leadership,

1986, p.

although a few schools have begun to accommodate teenage

mothers with nurseries and a relevant curriculum.
Finally,

studies only skimmed the surface of the most

sensitive area in the personal attributes of teenagers at
risk,

the issue of appearance.

Teenagers,

especially those

with fragile egos who perceive themselves as unattractive
because of overweight,

facial problems, and poor hygiene,

are the brunt of peer ridcule and pressure.

Unattractiveness

can have a negative effect on self-esteem and concept;
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it can

exaceibate the problems of adolescence that natually occur at
this stage as well has have a negative effect on in- and outof-school behavior

(Ekstrom et al.,

1986).

Clearly,

if

families lack resources to help improve personal appearance,
programs in school must assist either by direct help or
through referral to appropriate individuals or agencies in
the community.
To provide more insight into the feelings and attitudes
of early school leavers a more powerful resource should be
tapped—school leavers themselves.
and Rock
Beyond,

(1987 , p.

59)

Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack,

in their analysis of High School and

a study conducted in 1980 and 1982 by the National

Center for Education and Statistics, reported the following
major reasons for student leaving school early:
—did not like school,
—poor grades,
--offered job and chose to work,
—getting married,
—could not get along with teachers,
—had to help support family,
—pregnancy, and
—expelled or suspended.
Other reasons more likely related to root causes could
contribute to students leaving school early; however,

in-

depth exit interviews are difficult to procure as most
students leave school abruptly and are seldom contacted after
they leave.

Bruce Wells in his doctoral thesis

(1982)

showed

evidence that often official reasons and real ones diverge,
the real reasons being obscured but unfortunately carried
with the school leaver into the community where they continue
to cause problems for the individual.
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Two additional

interviews with early school leavers

provide some additional clues for leaving school early.
first story is about Sue.

The

She was placed into an

intervention program on the recommendation of guidance
counselors.

Sue was an attractive, minority female,

years old and a ninth-grade repeater.

sixteen

She had a pleasant

personality and was well-liked by her teachers.

Sue was

tardy 110 times and absent 42 times during the year prior to
the program.
bus,

She failed to get up in the morning, missed her

and either walked to school or was absent.

Her

excessive tardiness and absences played a significant role in
her failure in class.
Staff counseled Sue,

phoned often to wake her, and

picked her up occasionally; but, she still overslept.

Sue's

self-concept improved from much below average to average.
She was behind grade level academically.

Her mathematics

scores showed her at a 6.3 grade level which declined 0.3
after one year; her

language arts level did improve, however,

1.2 grades from 6.7 to 7.9.
Sue's underlying problems at home dominated the writing
in her guided journals—her feelings of despair, a possible
pregnancy, and attempted suicide.

She also expressed how

badly she felt about school failures and her personal
unhappiness.

Her

journal was a call for help which she did

not receive.

She called for help but did not receive it.

Sue quit school in May one month before the end of school.
She came to school with multiple problems, and entered the
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community with those same problems plus the record of not
graduating.
An early school leaver who made the decision to return
to school gave this advice to students who might have similar
problems:
My problems started at the end of my sophomore
year and continued into my junior year.
There
was so much pressure and confusion in my personal
life which I was unable to share.
I found it very
difficult to continue school.
I had teachers who
cared and tried to convince me how important it
was to stay in school and get a diploma.
There
were people who could help me with whatever
problems I had.
But, like all thick-headed kids
I had my mind set up and had the attitude, I
don't need a diploma, I can find a job anywhere,
they will hire me.
I'll make enough money to
support myself.
Well, for those of you who are in that situation
now, stop and listen to those who are trying to
help you.
Quitting school is not going to solve
your problems; you will still have them in or out
of school and you'll go nowhere by quitting.
I stopped and realized it, came back to school,
and that was the best decision I made in my life.
I thought real pressure was staying in school when
all my friends were moving on and leaving me
behind, but the honest truth is that it's much
more difficult coming back having no friends
at all and seeing all your friends' brothers
and sisters in your classes.
I am in my Senior year and will graduate in June.
I am planning to enroll at Worcester State and go
for my Bachelors Degree.
It goes to show you
things can get better if you take the time and
talk things out.
Don't be afraid to listen or
talk to someone who tries to help you.
Give them
a chance, let them help you make the most
important decision of your life—your future.
To the extent that at-risk youth have little support
from home and community for self improvement, intervention
programs need to find ways to revard motivation and
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pei sistence.

Also,

poor and minority students suffer from an

absence of positive role models and reduced rewards for those
who face discrimination in labor markets.
Despite some common elements cited in the research,

each

student has unique problems that require individualized
program components.
relate to family;
absenteeism,

Most problems of early school leavers

failure in school due to tardiness,

and disruptive behavior;

low self-concept; and,
plans,

unhappiness.

personal attributes and
Individual educational

therefore, might better address the diverse factors

that impact the lives of at-risk students.

Personalized

approaches could be adopted in intervention programs,
providing each student with sufficient support for coping.

School Processes
Gary Wehlage,

speaking at Boston's spring 1986

conference on early school leavers,

said that "the process of

becoming a dropout is complex because the act of rejecting an
institution is as fundamental to society as school must also
be accompanied by the belief that the institution has
rejected the person"

(Wheelock,

1986a, p.

8).

A school

leaver accumulates all the negatives inside a school
environment and finally reaches a critical point--the
decision to say,

'I'm leaving--this is not for me!'

Studies on school-leavers in the Massachusetts Advocacy
Center Report identified some school characteristics that
"push” students out (SHCS,

1987d; Wheelock, 1986b, p.
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66):

—kids drop oat because they don't fit in;
—teachers who misbehave by name calling or using
abusive language;
— lack of teacher interest;
—administrators who yell at students;
—staff who implement rules unfairly and or
inconsistently;
--a curriculum that fails to challenge students;
--sorting of students into separate classes for "needs,"
"repeaters," or "bad kids;"
--teaching approach that does not actively involve
skills; and,
—unresolved tension among staff.
A scenario excerpted from many interviewed at-risk
students revealed these typical school procedures (Appendix
D).

Acting-out behavior results in being yelled at in front

of peers,

suspensions, and made to feel dumb.

avoidance,

frustration,

The resulting

and anger caused them to skip school.

As a consequence students lagged in classwork, quit trying,
and failed classes.
grade level,
or losers,

As a result students were "too old" for

thought that others looked at them as "retards"

and therefore behaved as one.

Then the school

"labeled" her/him as being a problem student, and the label
stuck!

If and when the student realized and understood what

had happened, he/she believed it was too late to change.
student

The

left school to get away from frustration and failure.

Warm,

nurturing environments that support students,

offer guidance,

and allow them to feel success are essential

to keeping students in school.

One major factor in building

a positive school climate is good relationships between all
school staff and students.
David Elkind in The Hurried Child
school

leavers have "school burn-out."
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(1985, p.

175) stated

He further reported

"children with high expectancy and enthusiasm are turned off
when there is

'a non-supportive environment' and some

children acquire

'learned helplessness.'"

This helplessness

occurs when tasks are too difficult and overburdened teachers
do not see symptoms,
Wehlage and Rutter

and in some cases do not want to.

(1986) argued schools should enable

youngsters to experience successes,
participation rewarding,

find institutional

and develop aspirations for

additional schooling.
Effective schools create the greatest holding power in
retaining children in school
Lewis,
1985;

1986,

1987;

(Glickman,

Nicholson,

Littky & Fried,

1988;

1987; Gough,

Stephens, Elden,

Sizer,

1984,

1987;

& Lewett,

1986). The

inspection of effective school research conducted by Ron
Edmonds

(1979)

identified these important characteristics:

--strong administrative leadership especially in
instructional matters;
--the school must have a climate conducive to
learning; it should be orderly, clean, attractive,
and free from vandalism and discipline problems;
_there should be a school-wide emphasis on basic
skills and all school staff must share in the
mission of the school;
—teachers must encourage all students, regardless of
family background, to achieve his/her own potential;
and,
..
--a system of monitoring and assessing pupil
performance and taking steps to solve problems such
as declining test scores.
Fine et al.

(1986)

argued that most schools would be

more hospitable if they were smaller,

offered an

individualized curriculum and instructional strategies, and
fostered programs consistent with cultural and community
conditions in which the student lives.
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Staff should

continually assess the impact of their program on students
including potential school-leavers.

Finally,

the system

should coordinate the monitoring and evaluating of all school
programs.
All schools face external environmental problems beyond
their control:
families,
Stedman

drug and alcohol abuse,

homelessness,

(1987,

p.

215)

single-parent

and overcrowding.

Lawrence C.

stated that one solution could be to

change the effective school formula "from one narrowly
focused on schools to one broadly concerned with the urban
community and its residents.”

This assumption helps to

create a better understanding for schools to move from the
role of deliverer of educational services to that of broker
of multiple services discussed by Heath and McLaughlin
p.

(1987,

580).
In summary,

research illustrates that the most

significant factor,

so far,

in keeping young people in school

to learn seems to be a positive school climate where schools
are responsive to individual student needs and students feel
safe and happy.

Quality interpersonal and intergroup

relationships are necessary for creating this positive
atmosphere
p.

34).

(Institute for Educational Leadership,

Schools, however,

environment.

1986,

operate within the larger societal

Support and help from the community are needed

to make schools more effective in creating a good climate for
learning.
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Leaving School Early:

Technical and Political Issues

Leaving school before graduation should be simple to
measure;
al.f

p.

a student is either present or not
435).

A review of the literature revealed that the

issue is complex

(Barber & McClellan,

Fortenberry & White,
Richards,

(Natriello et

1988).

1987; Hammack,

1987; David,

1986; Morrow,

1988;
1986;

There are variations in school-leaver

definitions,

school-leaver formulas, and data collection

procedures.

Some studies measure school-leaver rates through

individual or household surveys, while others rely on
statistics compiled by districts (Natriello et al.,
p.

435).

1986,

Both encounter technical problems and political

issues.
Schools
lists

of

Many

reports

Clark,

enrollees,

states
and

rates

enrollment

funding

is

daily attendance.

(Morrow,

a

are

additional

and

unexcused

are

school

Porter,

critical

are

based

As

concerns.
absent

districts

and

1988).

school

publish

Reports

(Gallup
of

factor to

schools

on the enrollments

low

because
or

average

schools might keep truants,

on their books to maintain

Absenteeism and methods

of

funding

enrollment

Should schools keep both excused

students

&

and politically embarrassing.

a result,

41).

graduates,

computerized

compared accordingly

confusing

and transferees

1986, p.

transfers,

local

1986;

are

formulas

deceased,

and

schools

1987; Morrow,

graduation
But

statistically maintain accurate

student

leavers.
these

can

on their
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rolls

and who

establishes criteria for determining the acceptable number of
unexcused absences before disenrolling students?
Transfer is still another problem of school districts.
The responsibility for counting the school-leaver in their
dropout statistics is on the home school if the student does
not transfer to a formally approved public school or its
equivalent.
Corps,

If a student joins the Armed Forces or the Job

for example, the home school must consider the student

a school leaver as neither enterprise is held accountable
(Morrow,

1986, p.

41).

High school graduation discloses still another concern.
Each state is autonomous and generates its own graduation
standards.

There are exceptions to eligibility requirements

in some states,
certification,
(Morrow,

such as,

special education, vocational

certification of attendance, and the GED

1986, pp.

41-42).

Uniform computation procedures are politically
difficult.

Some school systems use continuous or

discontinous enrollment procedures.
is based on a calendar year,

unlike discontinuous procedures

which uses a nine or ten month year.
procedures can use two methods:
Average Daily Membership.
procedures.

Continuous enrollment

In addition, accounting

Average Daily Attendance or

There are wide ranges in both

A teenager who attends an alternative school can

be counted or excluded by the use of one of these formulas.
Cohort measurement, a better and more accurate method of
computing school-leaver rates as it monitors students over
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several years,
and time

is seldom used because districts lack money

(see Morrow 1986, p.

Three major

49 for more dicussion).

issues contribute to the technical problems

of data collection.

First

is the transient

nature of the

school population with large numbers of students leaving
school over the summer.

Second, States and local school

systems compute their data differently.

Lastly,

there are

differences in the length of time between the initial absence
until the student is declared a school-leaver,
months or one calendar year
Morrow,

(Hammack,

i.e., nine

1986; Mann,

1986;

1986).

Consequences of Leaving School Early
Consequences of leaving school early,

the last component

of the Natriello et al.

template,

illustrated a need for more

research and analysis.

Wehlage, Rutter, Ekstrom, Goert.z,

Pollack, and Rock substantiated this need.

Studies

corroborated that the self-esteem of school leavers rises
after leaving school, however,

there a loss of cognitive

ability in leaving school early.

The consequence of this

loss has not been tallied but conjecture is that long-term
costs may be enormous
1986).
leavers'

(Ekstrom et al,

1986; Wehlage & Rutter,

Detailed comparative information on early schoolexperiences may reveal attitudes, behaviors, and

cognitive performance of these youngsters
1986, p.

(Natriello et al.,

175).

In order

to be prepared to enter the workforce young

people need written communication skills, a basic
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understanding of

fundamental mathematics,

reason and learn new skills as
(Natriello,

1986).

and the ability to

job requirements change

Education must be meaningful for at-risk

students to stay in school past the mandatory age.
example,

For

the 1986 annual earnings of students with fewer than

four years of high school was $16,605 and their unemployment
rate was 11.6 percent.

Students with four years of high

school earned a yearly average of $19,844 with an
unemployment rate of 6.9 percent

(Fountain,

1988, p.

Opportunities and earning power are much greater

36).

for those

who complete high school.

Suc.cessful Programs
Successsful school-leaver programs, both in and outside
the school structure, are varied and multifaceted.

Research

provided three possible approaches that can overlap and/or
complement each other:

services to ensure that students

develop basic skills needed for employment, psychosocial
development for positive social interaction,
or marketable job skills;

and vocational

structure to give some order as

well as to develop a climate which encourages students to
stay in school;

and the learning and earning model that

provides motivation piece essential to at-risk youth.
The first approach focuses on services provided by the
program.

Most include all or some combination of these

components:
—an academic remedial component in basic skills
with computer-aided instruction,
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--a social/psychological component to improve self¬
esteem and concept, and
--a vocational component to address work readiness
and skills.
(Camayd-Freixas,
1986; Natriello,

1986a;
1986).

Institute for Educational Leadership,

The second approach focuses on program structure.
analysis of successful alternative programs by Wehlage
pp.

33-34)

An
(1986,

identified these characteristics:

—small size,
—program automony,
—a committed teaching force,
—nontraditional curricula,
--experiential education, and
—positive atmosphere and supportive peer culture.
While Wehlage established these criteria after studying
Wisconsin programs, these characteristics have been supported
by research in other states
Leadership,

(Institute for Educational

1986).

The third approach is the "learning and earning" policy
which links schools with paid employment.
pp.

14-16)

care,

identified 4 "C's"

Dale Mann (1986,

in successful programs:

computers, and coalitions.

cash,

The first "C", cash, aimed

to connect basic skills and learning with work experience.
Mann expressed "the need for a link between ^earning and
earning,"

for example, the Joint Training Partnership Act,

the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act, and the Youth

Employment Demonstration Program Act.
The second "C",

care,

identified the need for teacher

care and concern for students.

Wehlage

(1986) added that

there must be a quality of communication between teacher and
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student.

Wehlage

(1986,

pp.

14-15)

stated that "successful

programs were small with lots of personal contact:
had high expectations,
techniques,

teachers

used a wide range of instructional

cared about student progress; and students were

challenged to succeed at feasible tasks and had opportunities
to take initiative and to show responsibility."
Computers have two important uses:
the student's own pace
tool to aid instruction
fourth "C",

individual growth at

(student management) and a learning
(instructional management).

The

coalitions, gain importance in preventing

isolation experienced by school-leaver programs.
need for community involvement

in intervention and prevention

programs through establishing partnerships,
business-school arrangements

Mann saw a

(see Mann,

for

instance,

1986, pp.

14-16 for

more detail).
A successful intervention at the secondary school
should provide for the diversity of student needs
1988)

(Okula,

and consider all or multiple parts of all three

approaches.

If the intervention model is implemented

inside the school strategies must be designed to ensure the
fit of the innovation into the structure of the school.

School Structures and Change Processes
Schools entail complex organizational structures that
generate multiple realities.

Sarason

(1971, p.

3)

stated

"any attempt to introduce a change program involves some
existing regularities,

behavioral or programmatic."

A new

program, thus, must understand these regularities; how and
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why it

intends to change them;

and, what strategies are

needed for the change to be accepted.
Successful

interventions should alter regularities in

school processes that hinder at-risk students.

To pave the

way for a successful change planners should have an
understanding of theories behind the structure of schools and
change processes, as well as the need for change, before
focusing on the goals and objectives of the project.

Once

the model is selected planners and program staff should
strategize to ensure the "fit" of the program into the larger
school organization.

A monitoring and feedback system can

evaluate the impact of

individual components on program

participants and the larger school organization,

as well as,

the impingement of the larger school on the program.
Planners can act as overseers of the evaluation or delegate
responsibility to an appropriate individual or agency outside
the program (Lauffer,

1978, p.

81).

The organization of schools has for many years been a
top-down management.
roles,

regulations,

(Bratiotis,

1982;

The formal structure has set specific
and procedures—the bureaucratic mode

Lipsksy,

1980; Miles,

1975).

The flow of

decision making comes from the school committee and
superintendent to principals,
teachers,

to department heads,

and finally to students and parents.

to

Ultimately

teachers interpret decisions reached through the bureaucratic
process and incorporate them into their classroom
experiences.
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This organizational structure can be seen as simple to
understand and follow,

but when it is interlaced with the

powerful culture created by students and staff,

the internal

social structure becomes a complicated mix of human
interactions with many subcultures.

In addition,

the social

structure is replete with other diverse and complex human
relationships for both staff and students:
accepted/nonaccepted,

rich/poor,

male/female,

fast learner/slow learner,

White/Black/Hispanic/Asian/Greek;

the list goes on and on.

Blend into this mix emotional and psychological problems of
adolescence, the subculture of drugs and alcohol,
promiscuity,

the deteriorating family life,

sexual

then meeting the

needs of all students in a school becomes an awesome,
sometimes overwhelming,

and even impossible task.

The internal structure of school today consists of
a student population with varying sets of values and
cultures, many of them far from a traditional and older staff
who,

for the most part,

have been trained to deal with

students whose values and culture are similar to their own.
Interactions are then set up between students and teachers
that,

unfortunately,

increase the likelihood of many at-risk

youth leaving school before graduation.
Environmental factors play a large part in contributing
to students leaving school before graduation.

Schools cannot

change family background and circumstances that place some
students at risk, but they can make school learning more
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appealing and meaningful so that students will stay in
school to acquiie skills leading to employment.
Piojects that actively seek support from a variety of
community resources can be successful

(Ekstrom et al.,

Herbert,

Mann,

et al.,

1988;
1986;

however,

Justiz & Kameen,
Olson,

1986).

1987;

1986;

1987; Natriello

Good public relations rely,

on acceptance of this support by administration,

program staff,

and students.

In addition,

if coordination of

this support is to be successful, planners need to be aware
that school boundaries are permeable to changes,
stresses,

pressures,

and ideologies of agencies/businesses involved and

should be cogizant of theories behind interorganizational
relationships--IORs

(Cummings,

1980, p.

323).

IORs are created usually when several organizations band
together to address common problems.
school-leaver issue,

For instance,

in the

IORs can be created through the

establishment of advisory councils that consist of community
leaders,

parents,

and local government officials.

A broad

coalition of community-based organizations can bring
additional resources and community support for programs
dealing with at-risk youngsters, provide students with
training and opportunities for employment, and communities
with a better educated and trained future work force.

Their

success will depend, however, on the expertise and leadership
of planners and program staff to establish boundaries and
specific responsibilities for council members.

Early stages

of an IOR depend on a dedicated and persistent person who
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acts as the
linkages

"driving force" to ensure healthy council

(Lauffer,

1978, p.

39).

One framework that could be helpful in initiating IORs
for early school-leaver programs was developed by the Center
for Organizational and Community Development at the
University of Massachusetts.

The model uses two stages of

development whose boundaries are loosely connected and
permeable to changes,

identity and structuring.

Both

stages are divided into three sub-divisions, each are
subjected to environmental factors:

problem

setting/negotiation, direction setting/empowerment, and
effective organizing/operations.

Specific tasks are assigned

in each stage of the IOR development (Reed,

1986).

The next consideration in planning a change program is
an understanding of the interaction between the
organizational structure and human dimension, both in and
outside structural boundaries.

Any change in this process in

and outside the organizational structure is complex and
occurs over long periods of time
Sarason,

1971,

1982).

(Emery & Trist,

1965;

When introducing an in-school program

into the larger school setting, educational leaders and staff
should seek an understanding and agreement with program
needs,

goals,

and objectives.

This agreement is necessary

for acceptance of the change and prevention of potential
conflicts

(see Brown,

more details).

1978; Brown L.

& Covey J.,

1983 for

A new program needs to be reflective of the

larger environmental picture,

such as divergent community
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values and ideologies, educational philosophies, and economic
realities.

Failure to take into consideration any of the

above parts might hinder both implementation and
institutionalization of the proposed change.
Based on the understanding of the complexities of
schools and their social system and before "setting the
stage"

for change, planners should investigate change

processes.

One popular approach starts with psychological

and social psychological processes within a group while a
second examines systems from a sociological perspective
(Rice,

1969, p.

556).

Psychological and social psychological approaches
emphasize individual and small group dynamics.
Rice

(1969, pp.

556-557) these processes are needed to

perform specific tasks.
individuals,

According to

pairs,

Activities are usually delegated to

or small groups in order to reduce time

spent and increase efficiency.

The larger group relies on

the integrity of the individual or small groups in fulfilling
tasks in order to complete program goals and objectives.

The

essence of change within the school, then, manifests itself
in the individual and small groups as they vie to become par t
of the larger system and have a voice in school improvement
processes.

Sociological and systems theory emphasize

characteristics of the large social system,

such as,

factors

reflected in the curriculum which mirrors and adapts itself
to changes in the community,

state, nation, and the world,

and often becomes the primary target for change in direction.
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Larry Cuban

( 1988 ,

pp.

341-42 ) described two kinds of

change within a school that affect curricula:
and second-order.

first-order

Using engineering terminology, he called

first-order "quality-control problems which improve the
efficiency and effectiveness of what is done."
several examples in schools:
scheduling activities,

He cited

selecting better text books,

allocating resources equitably, and

recruiting better teachers/administrators.

He summed up

first-order change as trying "to make what already exists
more efficient and more effective, without disturbing the
basic organizational features, and without substantially
altering ways in which adults and children perform their
roles. "
Again in engineering terms, Cuban (1988, p.

342)

described second-order change as "solutions to design
problems

.

.

. which seek to alter the fundamental ways in

which organizations are put together

.

.

. and reflect major

dissatisfactions with the present arrangement.

In schools

this change includes introduction of

structure,

"new goals,

and roles that transform familiar ways of doing things into
new ways of solving persistent problems."
voucher plans,

Examples are

open classrooms, teacher-run schools, team¬

teaching, and in-school alternative programs.

Cuban stated

that successful changes introduced and incorporated into
school organizations have been first-order.

Second order

changes experienced some success only when "individual
teachers and principals selectively adapted them to local
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conditions";

but most have been unsuccessful due to lack of

coordination and understanding of the overall goals.
prevent failure in second-order change,

To

an understanding

and agreement between the larger school organization and
goals,

structure,

and roles of the new program have to be

procured.
In addition, planners cannot lose sight of the reasons
for change and how they will alter regularities in the
school,

keeping in sight that there can be several successful

approaches to solving problems.
out,

however,

useful

Twain

(1983, p.

132)

pointed

that "the likelihood of the approach being

is related to the care taken in conceptualizing the

problem in its socio-political context and consideration
given to each step in the program development process."

This

advice is important to designers of change and is critical
to the success of the program.
Understanding theoretical frameworks for depicting
change provides planners with additional
perspectives.

insights and

These guidelines enable them to clarify their

own innovation and its integration into the larger school
organization.
Phases of Change:
The Rand model

Initiation,
(1975)

complexities,
change.

Incorporation

identified three phases in

planning change—initiation,
incorporation.

Implementation,

implementation,

and

Each stage has its own uniqueness,
and conflicts.

Initiation sets the stage for

This phase involves interactions of five factors:
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generation of new ideas, mobilizing support among staff and
community,

formulating preliminary plans,

resources,

and estimating an administrative structure for the

program (Rand, Vol.

4,

1975, p.

David Twain (1983, pp.

allocating

44).

117-121) discussed two issues

important to groups initiating change:

factors responsible

for problem occurrence and conditions perceived by the
community as undesirable.

Responsibility for the problem is

usually seen in the context of blame and based on a "values
perspective" which can be emotional and cause conflict
(Twain,

1983, p.

118).

Cause is more an issue of theory and

is viewed in a hypothetical context that is much less
volatile.

Planners should ask these questions:

a problem?

Why is there

What factors contributed to the problem?

By

raising these issues in open forums, planners may achieve
consensus.
Writing the proposal for funding or acceptance centers
around three factors identified by Twain (1983, pp.
122):

target for change,

for change.

117-

change goals, and responsibility

Target for change identifies and screens a

population whose needs can be addressed by program goals and
objectives.

Goals can encourage growth and development of

the target population or can prevent the problem from
occurring in the first place

(Twain,

1983,

118).

Once goals

are established then the responsibility for the change is
determined and an appropriate treatment may be
conceptualized.
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The last element in initiation is adoption of strategies
"to pave the way"

for implementation.

Goldman and Moynihan,

In an analysis of

Mary Koch (1977, p.

39) described four

variables related to "effective diffusion":
--gaining commitment to the general notion of the need
for planning and change,
—gaining commitment to the specific planning model
adopted,
—dealing with interface issues (resolving conflicts
among subgroups and departments), and
--communication around coordination of problems.
These variables are important in strategizing for
implementation.
crucial elements:

Researchers analyzed and identified two
receptivity and commitment.

Receptivenesss on the part of the client system "profoundly
influences the perception of the change agent's performance"
and commitment from individual actors are critical to any
strategy for implementing a change process

(Koch,

1977, p.

40) .
Barnes and Reed

(1982, p.

2)

suggested a possible

linkage for the community continuum:
cooperation, coordination,

networking,

and collaboration.

They also

discussed the importance of "personal growth and development
of individuals involved in these linkages."

Advisory

councils that meet periodically can develop these
relationships to maximize commitment and support.

Prevention

and intervention programs can look to advisory councils as
one I OR that can engender community support.

A well-

organized council with good personal communications can
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develop a sense of responsibility and motivation in members
to provide the necessary resources to meet student needs.
Incoi poiation, the final phase in the change process
starts when a program becomes part of the routinized behavior
of the system.

Koch

(1977,

pp.

49-52)

in her analysis of the

Rand study identified important factors to successful
incorporation:
—programs which attempted to replace current practices
were most likely to be continued than were projects
which represented "add-on's" to existing strategies;
—projects that succeeded to any degree included
training or staff development activities almost
without exception; and,
—projects initiated with strong district support and
which were also seen as a solution to a particular
problem were incorporated almost without exception.
Projects that are successful also rely on actions of district
administrators or superintendents to ensure continuance.
Evidence in the Rand study shows the decision centered around
these four major concerns;
—the project's "success" during implementation;
—the centrality or importance of educational needs
served;
--the resources required; and,
--the organizational-political forces inhibiting or
promoting innovation (Vol. 4, p. 12).
The Rand studies identified factors in programs that seemed
to tie "the project's success" to the initial motivation for
the program.

If educational needs were a priority the cost

factor was tied to positive results.

The most important

organizational-political factor in continuance seemed to be a
sense of ownership and local involvement.
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Sarason (1982, p.

77)

identified three additional

factors in the Rand model that are necessary in the
incorporation phase:
--school organizational climate and leadership.
—characteristics of schools and attributes of
teachers, and
district management capacity and support.
Factors that focus on specific aspects about the school
organization and social structure are germane to this phase.
In his discussion of organizational climate and
leadership in schools,

Sarason (1982,

p.

77) described the

need for "the active support of principals and the
effectiveness of project directors."

A supportive and

insightful school leader is necessary to help create a
positive school climate for all students and to ensure proper
planning and implementation of a change program.

An

effective program coordinator is necessary to direct the
overall change and to act as a liaison between the new
program and larger school organization and community.
Discussion about characteristics of schools and
attributes of teachers centered mainly around three teacher
factors that affected project outcomes
77):

years of teaching,

ability.

(Sarason,

sense of efficacy,

1983, p.

and verbal

These traits are perceived as creditable assets of

program staff to regular staff who might have some
reservations about a new program.

In school-leaver programs

these attributes create a positive environment that lead to a
higher probability for program success.
to measure

Sarason was unable

"with precision" district management capacity, the
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third issue important to the incorporation phase.

He left

very little doubt, howver, that support from school officials
and program staff was essential

(see Sarason,

1982, for a

complete dicussion of these issues).
Evaluation
Most programs implemented into schools operate on a "hit
or miss" basis.

They may have a minimal or no evaluation to

provide input and feedback or to measure efficacy of the
program.

For instance, in A Working Document Document on the

Dropout Problem in the Boston Public Schools (Camayd-Freixas,
1986a, p. 104) educators recognized this concern and
identified it as "a missing element in all their programs."
An evaluation is important to determine what programs work
best, to improve existing valuable projects, and to modify
individual components (Morris & Fitz-Gibbon, 1978a, 1978b, &
1978c; Richards, 1988; Scriven,

1987).

Findings can also be

used to terminate programs or justify current investment in
terms of future gains (Lauffer, 1978, p. 81).
Successful outcomes and acceptance of change cluster
around three central issues (Campbell, 1985, p.
on an on-going program evaluation:
and expansion.

33) that rely

improvement, continuance,

Relative strengths and weaknesses of program

elements can be identified through on-going evaluation
processes.

Staff can use information to change or strengthen

program elements during the year rather than waiting until
the end when it is too late.

Success in the overall goals of
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the change can be measured by qualitative and quantitative
instruments and is essential for program continuance.
Continuance also relies heavily on the success of the
change on the target population and by how well the program
is perceived and accepted by the larger school staff and
students.

A carefully planned evaluation can use a variety

of instruments to measure successes which can be communicated
and shared.

Provisions for on-going needs assessments to

meet changing populations are also important; priorities
need to be set with respect to students most in need of
services.

Adequate funding, both private and public, are

necessary in this phase and can be solicited through local
school boards, or through state and/or federal grants.
Expansion can occur if policy-makers and funding
agencies are convinced that the program has successfully met
its goals and objectives.

One way of achieving this goal is

through a well-planned evaluation design that can prove
program success.
In conclusion,

intervention programs for at-risk youth

must create an atmosphere that is warm and nurturing to
provide an opportunity of personal,

social,

and academic

success and to ensure that students stay in school.

This

climate can be created through positive human interactions.
To be successful these programs must consider and examine the
characteristics that place the youngster at risk in the first
place and school processes that discourage students from
leaving school and encourage students to learn.
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Programs

also need to consider strategies for initiation,
implementation,
change

(Rand,

and incorporation to help create successful

1975).

The bottom line in any change process, however,
human dimension!

is the

Leadership of administrators and program

directors, positive interactions between teachers and
students, good peer relationships among students, a positive
school climate, and parent and community support are some
essential elements that can help to establish successful
change programs.
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CHAPTER

III

THE PLANNING STAGES OF AN INTERVENTION PROGRAM FOR
EARLY SCHOOL LEAVERS
This phase of the study describes chronologically the
events leading to a school-leaver intervention program for
ninth-grade students at South High Community School.
According to the Rand study of innovations (Vol. 4, 1975, p.
44)) several important factors occur in innovation processes:
generation of new ideas, mobilizing support among staff and
community, formulating preliminary plans, reallocating
resources, and devising an administrative structure for the
program.

The description focused on these factors as a guide

to examine this phase along with observations, field notes,
minutes of meetings, and planning documents.
This section also examines the implementation process
and factors in and outside program boundaries from inception
to the end of one year in an attempt to describe this phase
holistically.

Participation and observation (Yin, 1984), as

well as interviews, guided journals, questionnaries, and
standarized tests provided the basis for an attempt to
explore this phase.
An evaluation design adapted from the Evaluator's
Handbook by Lynn Morris and Carol FitzGibbon (1978a)
and other publications and reports (Campbell & Stanley, 1963;
Kosecoff, 1982; McDuffie-Taylor, 1985, 1987; Morris & Fitz¬
Gibbon, 1978b, 1978c) established a framework for looking at
specific parts of the program.
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The design included formative

and summative sections.
self-concept,

Results assessed student growth in

school attitudes,

basic skills,

and attendance.

Feedback and input from evaluation instruments provided staff
the opportunity for strengthening program components.
Chapter III concludes with validation of instruments and
limitations of the study.

Planning Project Excel
On October 1,

1986, the administration of SHCS

established a planning committee to design an innovative,
comprehensive,
youth.

The planning committee included nine South High staff

volunteers:
teachers.

the principal, two guidance counselors, and six
On October 10,

coordinator,
tasks,

and multidimentional program for at-risk

1986, the committee selected a

established meeting times, prioritized major

and developed a time frame to meet filing deadlines

for state funding.

Members divided tasks; each person was

responsible for one or more activities.
That afternoon a heated debate followed from the
question "why did South have the highest school-leaver rate?"
At first staff reacted defensively, blaming statistics and
administrators in the central office for bad publicity.
Members also patted themselves on the back by emphasizing
what "a good job" they were doing at South.

Two hours later

they reluctantly agreed that South High did have a high early
school-leaver

rate.

In addition, the committee decided to

investigate indicators in the demography of the district that
could place youngsters

in the high school at risk.
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On October 24, a member

illustrated that Worcester had

many features associated with at-risk youth:
economic neighborhoods,

low socio¬

single-parent, and minority families,

and a rising number of children living in poverty.

"88% of

the single-parent families were below the city median income
with 60% of that number well below that amount.

Most of

these single-parent families were headed by women who had
very low incomes"

(On-site Insight,

1986, p.

21).

The

following chart illustrated the percentage of children living
below the poverty level:

Children Under 18 in Households with
Incomes Below Poverty Level:
1970

1980

1986(est.)

11.7%

22.5%

27.0%

In addition to single-parent families, there were other
changes in types of households that placed students at-risk:
a decrease in the number of married families, and an increase
in non-family (homeless,

foster care etc.) households

(see

Appendix A).
On-site Insight
districts:
Clearly,

(1986, p. 4) mapped the city into 8

4 Inner and 4 Outer areas (see Appendix B).

some districts have more demographic predictors

common to at-risk youth than others.

South High Community

School draws its population from Inner District I,
Outer District VI.

II, and

Students in these areas possess more

predictors of at-risk students than other districts.
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Table 1, p.

60,

illustrated that there was a rise in

minority youth city-wide coupled with a decrease in White,
non-Hispanic youth.

The highest minority-student increase,

however, was in the SHCS district.
a.

Black, non-Hispanic youth have increased 14% city¬
wide with 93% of that number living in the SHCS
district.

b.

Students with a Spanish origin have increased 28%
city-wide with 85.3% of that number living in the
SHCS district.

c.

Asian youth have increased 162% with 86% of
that number living in the SHCS district.

d.

White, non-Hispanic youth, have decreased 26% with
24.6% of that number living in the SHCS district.

This information showed that youngsters in the South area had
another at-risk

indicator.

Worcester Public schools, concerned about the rising
tide of early school leavers,
of the system.

conducted a needs assessment of

The survey generated the following insights

about the overall students population and SHCS in particular.
1.

Poverty in Worcester, has increasingly
become a problem of women and their young
children in fatherless families.
Eleven
percent of all families are poor, four of
ten poor people are children and one of
every five children is poor.
The number
of single-parent households has risen 76%
in 15 years.
The number of Hispanic,
female-headed households has risen 1600%
in ten years, with the number of Hispanic
children rising 35% in the same period.

The percentage of Worcester families receiving
welfare assistance is 14.3% (5,617) families.
At the present time 24.4% of Worcester students
are from families receiving AFDC.
2.

Thiry-five percent of the city population
has less than a high school diploma and
represents 38% of Worcester's unemployed.
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(Worcester Master Plan:

ETHNIC COMPOSITION OF STUDENTS IN WORCESTER IN 1986
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3.

The Worcester Public Schools at the
secondary level, serve quadrants of the
city, with the SHCS serving the highest
numbers and percentage of "at-risk" youth
in the city.
The student dropout rate in
the Worcester Public Schools during the
1985-1986 school year was calculated at
14%.
The dropout rate for SHCS targeted
in this proposal is 20.4%; with Hispanic
and Black dropout rates at 24% and 16%
respectively.

4.

Greater numbers of poor and single-parent
students at South High mean that more
students have fewer resources—economic,
social, and pyschological.
The psychosocial
needs of South High are great.
These at-risk
young people face uncertain future as workers
and citizens.

5.

Worcester's 1985-1986 statistics reveal
that 41% of the early school leavers did
so because of economic reasons.
That is
why a strong work experience, counseling,
and outreach component have been planned.

6.

Exit interviews with early school leavers
and student-centered group discussions
reflect an essential need on the part of
students to be connected with adults who
understand the desire of students to
achieve goals of immediate and concrete
value.
(SHCS, 1987a, p. 4)

During the last two weeks in October the principal and
planning director renovated a small room adjacent to the
copying room in the main office as a library.

They also

bought or borrowed a variety of publications and current
information on school-leaver rates,

school-leaver

prevention/intervention programs, models, policy measures,
political

implications, and other topical information.

Each

member of the committee read a topic in the library
publications,
designs.

such as,

collection procedures and evaluation

In addition members examined one or more successful
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prevention/intervention programs nation-wide using literature
surveys and telephone conversations.
The overriding question in discussions of the literature
review and successful models was "why do students drop out
of school?"

On October 15, 1986, Janet O'Connor, a committee

member, shared the following answers:
—attitudes of teachers towards students;
—teachers destroy kids feelings about themselves;
—attitudes of the home;
—"school is boring;"
—students are not given enough responsibility;
—school committee expectations are unrealistic;
—students lack confidence in themselves; and,
—education is not valued by parents—for example,
"parents question certain subjects and question if
taking that subject will get their child a job."
John McFadden, another committee member, also interjected
comments from the SHCS teachers:

THE JOB IS TOO BIG!

(Minutes, October 15, 1986).
The focus of next few meetings centered on the type of
student that could best be served in an intervention program
at SHCS.

According to the National Commission on Excellence

in Education (1984a), some 10-15 percent of all students in
the United States ages 16-20 are:
disadvantaged.

alienated, deprived, and

The planning committee developed the

following student descriptions (SHCS, 1987c, p. 6):
1.

Alienated youth may not be deprived
economically, but are having problems
transitioning to adult roles because
of problems relating to socialization
and education.
They are likely
psychologically and socially to^be
"outside the values of society."
These young people are uninterested
in or dissatisfied with the values
represented by school and work.
They
lack motivation to succeed in expected
62

ways.
They have poor school and work
attendance records.
Often mature for
their age, some are passive, others
defiant.
2.

3.

Deprived young people have severe
problems of growth and maturation.
They are at once most in need of
help from social and educational
agencies and who are least able
to seek out and profit from such
help.
One may find high rates of
criminal activity, drug and alcohol
addiction, chronic unemployment,
physical and emotional illness,
dependence on welfare, and
institutionalization.
Society
currently spends huge sums on these
youth.
Disadvantaged young people have some
personal and academic skills with a
degree of family support and
motivation/attitudes, which still
values education and work.
They
suffer from various effects of
economic deprivation and racial
discrimination.
These students
are not yet alienated from
traditional values of education and
work, but are at risk of becoming
so.
Disadvantaged youth may run away
from home, drop out of school, do
not keep jobs, or even commit minor
crimes.
They represent an unfortunate,
serious under-development of human
resources.
These young people can
benefit from financial aid, counseling,
and support programs in order to
translate their potential into
achievement.

Some planning members wanted the program to serve all
types of at-risk youth and others did not.
however, a compromise was reached.

On October 15,

The committee agreed to

develop a program that would address educational and social
needs of the disadvantaged with major emphases on improved
self-concept, attitudes towards school, basic skills, and
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attendance.

Students who were alienated, deprived,

behaviorally disordered, special needs, or bilingual would
not be forgotten or ignored, they would be referred to
appropriate programs or agencies that could better meet their
needs (Note 1).
That same day committee members introduced overviews of
their own models in lively presentations that included a
vivid and creative title.

Project Excel, the principal's

title, triumphed over such names as We Care, Three I's, and
Project Propel.
The following guidelines became parameters for members
to stay on task:

major pieces, major actors, simple

structure, number of participants, and other unique ideas
(Minutes, October 15, 1986).

A brief description of these

guidelines are:
major pieces—structural components,
major actors—number of staff needed to effectively
carry out program goals,
simple structure—pieces designed to fit easily into
program and school organizations,
number of participants--the number at-risk youth that
could best be served in an intervention program at
SHCS, and
unique ideas—any activities or characteristics needed
in the program that would motivate and create
incentives for retaining at-risk in school.
On October 21, 1986, the planning committee considered
some common factors in successful and innovative programs
reported in the School Dropouts:
(Natriello,

Patterns and Policies

1986):

—programs are varied and different in terms of
effectiveness;
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—the school-leaver issue problem can be analyzed in
ways depending on your philosophy and
statistical bias;
school-leaver rates should include both annual and
cohort formulas;
—a positive, even therapeutic, response from the
institution is needed; and,
successful programs include student awareness of
choice and self-determination.
On October 21, the committee also agreed to some major
elements of Project Excel:
a team-teaching approach with daily planning time,
—the employment of a humanistic approach emphasizing
the development of a positive self-concept,
—a full-time counselor,
—a work experience component,
—low teacher/student ratios,
—training for teachers, and
—a built-in evaluation design.
On October 27, 1986, the committee again reviewed the
models of planning members and decided on these major
structural components:
—an academic/basic skills component,
—a counseling (self-concept) component, and
—a work experience component.
The academic module would allow students to learn at his/her
own pace using computer-aided instruction with assistance
from individual teachers.

Counseling would encourage and

assist in personal/social functioning.

Work experience would

allow students to apply their skills and knowledge while
developing good work habits, also a positive job experience
might offer the success lacking in his/her school history.
November meetings focused on the challenge to place all
structural pieces into a workable schedule for both students
and teachers in context of the school’s overall organization.
What degree of isolation did the program need—none, partial,
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total?

Some planners feared that isolated students would

lead to isolation in life.

An agreement was reached to

involve Project Excel students in extracurricular activities,
regular homeroom periods, and lunch.

Those students who were

ready academically and behaviorally would be integrated into
regular classes.

Planning committee members urged, however,

that integrated students be placed in classrooms which
provided a positive environment for learning by
understanding, caring, and nurturing staff members; the
future staff would decide on the appropriate teachers
(Minutes, November 13, 1986).
Other structural factors discussed and considered by the
committee were;
(1)

Class time—should class periods be
lengthened or shortened?

Members decided that a flexible structure with modular
scheduling would best serve needs of the program, and Project
Excel staff would organize the daily plan.
(2)

Partnerships—should the program establish
business and community partnerships?

On November 15, 1986, the committee stressed the importance
and need for developing partnerships between school and
business and/or community agencies to expand resources for
Project Excel.

Students could benefit from on-the-job

training and be given the advantage of being in an
established working environment.

Companies, on the other

hand, could benefit from good public relations, satisfaction
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in helping the community-at-large, and training students for
the future workforce of the city.
November was a busy month as committee members decided
to visit successful intervention programs in the area.
Although members had read about characteristics of at-risk
youth and the climate needed for improved social and
educational growth, they wanted reinforcement in direction¬
setting.

In early November two separate teams of teachers

visited Project Ventures at English High in Boston and
Enterprise Co-op at Cambridge Rindge and Latin and returned
with enthusiasm for their design.

The visitations also

reinforced the following elements needed for successful
implementation:
—a caring and supportive staff,
—a positive school climate in accepting the change
program,
—administrative support,
—community involvement, and
—adequate funding to provide a comprehensive program.
A major conflict, however, surfaced between the planning
committee and students in Enterprise Co-op.

Students argued

that parental involvement was not necessary for their success
in the program; they added in some cases it would be
detrimental and might cause them to leave school.

Finally

the planning committee, undaunted by this argument,
unanimously decided to involve parents in Project Excel
through on-going communication and counseling efforts
(Note 1).
Another debate surfaced around the issue of closed
versus open space as SHCS is an open-space facility, and
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on November 23 the planning committee concluded:
teaching in 3 closed area would help students
focus on their subject matter, and
—a closed area would give students the privacy
that they might need.
These conclusions, however, raised more questions:

Would

students have a feeling of embarrassment being isolated in a
closed setting?

What would other students think of them?

Would the "label" of being in the program affect student
morale? (Minutes, Nov. 23, 1986).

These questions would not

be answered until the first weeks of implementation.
The committee discussed deadlines for admission and
number of students to be selected towards the end of most
meetings.

Then on November 23, 1986, members finally agreed

on a May deadline as late admission would greatly affect the
teaching-learning process; they also agreed to limit the
number of participants to 45 to ensure small student-teacher
ratios (Note 1).
No meeting ended without a discussion of staffing.
Planners constantly asked, "where will we find teachers with
all the attributes needed to create the climate necessary for
the program that they had designed?"

Planners were realistic

in their concern that successful implementation would rest on
a staff who was caring, nurturing, committed, competent, and
patient.

Recruitment of SHCS staff was a priority.

A quote

from an early meeting (Minutes, November 13, 1986) summarizes
committee feelings:
The possibility of hiring a new staff member
suggests that this particular member will
have to relate to the adjustment of a new
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school, new staff, and a new program.
A
current faculty member may feel comfortable
and other staff members may be willing to
help out.
The teacher must realize that all
students cannot be reached.
The teacher must
prepare him/herself for high levels of
frustration.
Each day with improved attitudes
of students, teacher goals will be achieved,
if and when, teachers themselves meet their
own standards which will be determined by the
committee and teachers involved.
Many meetings centered around the administration of the
program.

Planners finally concluded that coordination be

a team effort and administrative responsibilities shared and
rotated by all staff members.

The principal who was involved

with the planning and had investment in its success would
make ultimate decisions about the program (Note 1).
Next on the agenda was community support.

On December

12 and 15, 1986, the planning committee hosted luncheons for
both business and service agencies respectively.

After

sharing a description and overview of Project Excel's goals
and objectives, community members contributed valuable input
and suggestions as well as support through potential service,
job sites, and funding.

Massachusetts Electric Company, for

example, donated $2500 for incentives and scholarships
(Note 1).
During January, members of the planning committee
individually or in teams wrote the proposal.

During a

writing session on January 27, 1987, three additional issues
emerged:

the budget, an organizational chart, and formation

of an advisory council.

Possible functions of the advisory

council included (Notes 1 & 2):
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—public relations,
— ideas exchange,
—connections with social agencies,
—on-going funding considerations,
—overseeing a scholarship fund,
—awards ceremonies/banquets, and
—developing a sense of purpose and contribution.
A meeting on February 3,

1987 with Dr.

Mary Koch, the

Principal of SHCS, Robert Wally, Planning Coordinator of
Project Excel,

and Ron Scott, Director of Worcester

Occupational Inservice Training Center,

reaffirmed the

establishment of interagency cooperation and a collaboration
effort for Project Excel.
On March 18,

1987,

proposal for review.

the committee submitted the final

The planning committee,

of exhilaration and self-satisfaction,

feeling a sense

focused their

attention on strategies for implementation.
In a school preparing to accept a process of change
(Brown,

1978; Brown L.

Weick & McDaniel,
prepared.

1989)

& Covey J.,

1982;

Sarason,

1983;

school climate must be ready and/or

After a careful and thoughtful discussion of the

SHCS climate,

the idea of "Celebration Day" emerged to

acknowledge staff members who contributed to a positive
school environment at SHCS.

During the program on June 1,

1987, guest speakers used all available time so the planned
discussion of at-risk youth and reasons for establishing
Project Excel never materialized;
implementation was never set

and the stage for

(Notes 1 & 3).

The remaining responsibilities of the planning committee
included:
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—writing the grant,
—designing job descriptions for Project Excel staff,
— selection of space and materials includinq
computers,
—developing a budget,
—designing a screening instrument for potential
students, and
—developing an evaluation design for analyzing the
various activities related to the goals and
objectives of the final proposal.
Many activities occurred simultaneously at this point and
members of the committee divided responsibilities and worked
alone, in teams, or all together.

After each task was

completed or delegated to individuals or groups outside the
planning committee, members took on a new role—advisors to
Project Excel.

The involvement of the nine-member planning

committee was critical to the design of the program.

As

members of the advisory committee, their support was
important in implementing Project Excel.
Writing of the Grant
During the months of March and April a team of
professionals consisting of the Director of Government and
Federal Programs of the Worcester Public Schools, the
Director of the Planning Committee, the outreach counselor,
the evaluator of Project Excel, and members of the Regional
Office of Education wrote the grant.

Writers incorporated

the planning proposal into grant guidelines and added changes
due to funding priorities and other logistics.

Final goals

of Project Excel were (SHCS, 1987a):
a.

To implement a comprehensive and
cooperative service delivery network
to better meet needs of at-risk students
and families.
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b.

To effect school environment in order
that the institution becomes more
responsive to the needs of at-risk
youth.

c.

To employ a humanistic and multi¬
dimensional approach leading to a
positive global self-concept and a
reduced number of early school
leavers.

d.

To replicate the program in the
remaining three quadrants of the city
after field testing and evaluation.

Other changes included:
a.

Reduction of staff from six to five members.
The social worker and psychologist position
were combined into one.

b.

An increase of potential students from 45 to 50.

c.

A plan for dissemination of materials to three
populations:
local schools, other educational
agencies, and the public.

d.

The name of a coordinator or administrator of
program activities.

The program counselor agreed to coordinate Project
Excel, at least for the first year.

Even though the

counselor did not want the job, he accepted the position but
never developed a cooperative, team-consensus approach to
decision making as initially envisioned (Note 1; SHCS 1987a).
The following changes written into the grant expanded
the goals of the program and tied it to other activities in
the regular school:

a comprehensive health center that was

in the planning stage and development of a positive school
environment for all students at SHCS.

The goals and

activities planned by the grant-writing team went far beyond
the objectives and expectations of the planners.

72

Selection of staff

The planning committee with input from the Office of
Government and Federal Programs wrote job descriptions for
the future staff.

Union policy and contract did not consider

the value of warm and caring attributes of teachers needed
to work with at-risk youngsters when deciding on job
requirements.
The final staffing pattern of Project Excel consisted
of:
1 counselor
4 teachers:
1 mathematics/science
1 reading/english
1 social studies/gym
1 vocational
Five staff members were White and consisted of one female and
four males.

Even though efforts to encourage SHCS staff to

apply, only two members were selected.

Two other staff

members, however, had substituted in the school.

As luck

would have, most staff possessed the necessary qualities to
communicate with students in a caring and affectionate way
(Notes 1 & 3) .
Budget
On March 25, 1988, members of the budget subcommittee
presented their proposal to the entire planning committee.
When the budget was accepted it provided for the following
distribution of monies (SHCS, 1987c, pp. 31-33):
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Total salaries
$213,960.00
4 teachers
1 Aide
1 Outreach counselor
Summer salaries
After School Hours
Total cost of computers
and software
$25,305.00
Total cost of equipment
11,280.00
Total cost of supplies
7,800.00
Total cost of IA supplies
23,500.00
Educational trips
1,960.00
Van Lease
5,500.00
Travel Expenses
500.00

Total Program cost

289,805.00

By mid-May South received news that grant monies for Project
Excel were cut drastically from $289,885.00 to $52,000.

A

shocked and stunned planning committee reacted with total
disbelief.

They knew that their dream of a well-funded

program had just been shattered.
however,

Disheartened planners,

tried to pick up the pieces and reprioritized to

ensure that the project they worked so long and hard to
design would be implemented in spite of the loss of expected
funds

(Notes 1 & 3).
The reduction in funds placed constraints and hardships

on the future program.

Grant money paid for one and one-

third teacher salaries,

some computers, and software.

The

Worcester Public Schools paid for the remaining salaries,
most computers,

supplies, and books.

educational trips,
equipment,

van lease,

There was no funds for

Industrial Art supplies,

and testing materials.

The remaining $1800 was

budgeted for software and other supplies
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(SHCS,

1987b).

Selection of Space and Materials
Space for program activities required a minimum of three
classrooms and a counseling/office area, which could be found
only in the music wing.

The area consists of five large

enclosed classrooms, two offices, and four practice rooms.
The music department occupies two classrooms, an office, and
practice rooms which left three classrooms and one office
available for use.

The evaluator used one practice room for

interviews and related activities.
A planning subcommittee selected fifteen Tandy 1000s,
three printers, and various software to assist teachers in
basic skills techiques.

Project Excel teachers selected

books from the appropriate academic departments; the
vocational instructor ordered some Industrial Art supplies
after implementation; and the school supplied the paper,
pencils, and other materials (Notes 1 & 3).
Selection of Students
The planning committee used qualitative and quantitative
criteria for identifing, screening, and selecting students
for Project Excel.

Looking at characteristics that placed

students at-risk, the committee also looked for evidence
that a student could succeed.

Four major criteria used for

identifying eighth-grade students from Sullivan Middle and
Vernon Hill, Gates Lane, and Columbus Park whose population
feed into SHCS:

twenty or more absences; one or more F's in

a major subject; one or more years over age; and, fourth
stanine or below on M.A.T. test (SHCS, 1987a, p. 5).
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A

student data collection and diagnostic worksheet also
generated more information about potential students.
In addition a team of guidance counselors,
administrator(s) from the feeder school, and the outreach
counselor selected students based on school behavior and
attitudes of students and sixth-grade achievement records
that gave evidence of early school successes.

Some students

and parents requested admittance to Project Excel (Note 1;
SHCS, 1987d).
The outreach counselor acting alone added the following
criteria to the screening instrument in the spring of 1987
(SHCS, 1987d, p. 1):
—low academic achievement,
--below grade level in basic skills,
—school-based behavior,
— low socio-economic background,
—feelings of alienation and powerlessness,
—history of poor attendance,
—low self-concept,
—frequent class cutting, and
—minority group representation.
After completion of all procedures the counselor
selected students for Project Excel students and notified
parents, students, and school staff.

Parents and students

were invited to an "Information Night" and were asked to sign
contracts designed by Project Excel staff to show commitment
to Project Excel (Notes 1 & 3).
Inservice Program for Project Excel Staff
The counselor conducted a four-week summer inservice
program for Project Excel staff at South High Community
School.

The agenda provided time for:
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"getting to know you"

activities, organization of space, selection of books and
materials, and designing curricula.

Staff planned a

tentative daily schedule for the first few days.
Program climate was the highest priority.

Staff

believed that a positive environment would create an
atmosphere where students would feel comfortable, willing
to change negative school attitudes, and improve basic skills
and attendance (Appendix M).
Implementation of Project Excel
The academic year began with a staff orientation on
August 31, 1987, at SHCS.

The principal introduced the

members of Project Excel during the opening session.

The

coordinator welcomed all faculty members to visit the
program.

During time designated for departmental meetings

Project Excel designed first-week activities around school,
neighborhood, and the city.

Staff solicited help from

regular school faculty in selecting and providing materials
to assist them in their efforts.
Each department received class lists; Project Excel
listed only 33 students.

The low number concerned staff.

The coordinator asked for an emergency meeting with guidance
personnel and the principal to discuss recruitment of
additional students.
ninth-grade repeaters.

They immediately decided to include
With advice from guidance, criteria

planned was 0 credits or failure of all ninth-grade subjects.
Guidance counselors compiled a list of potential students to
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be interviewed by the counselor and/or teachers of the
program.
Project Excel students attended regular homeroom
which was part of the mainstreaming strategy for integration.
Staff members used this time to recruit students from the
list prepared by guidance.

After registration, Project Excel

staff and students met in the choral room.

Morning

activities led by the counselor/coordinator centered around
the socio-psychological dynamics of the group.

Day two

continued with lunch, tours of the school, and an end-ofthe-day group meeting (Note 1).
At the after school meeting, an exhausted staff recapped
the day's events and stated "it was not what they had
expected—it was a huge challenge"

(Note 1, September 1).

The teaching staff decided to provide students with more
planned activities to make day three more structured than
day two.

For the first time teachers and counselor expressed

some mild differences in their philosophies which hinted of a
possible conflict between the educational and psychological
paradigms employed by the program.
Day three went more smoothly.

Staff recruited more

students; and, they were more verbal and communicative with
staff.

Some students raised concerns about feelings of

isolation from the regular school and friends.

Others

expressed concern about not being treated like other
students--they wanted classes rather than group activities.
During the after-school planning session staff decided to
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permit students to go to lockers between the last two periods
of the day.

This change would provide opportunity for

students to feel part of the regular school population, to
meet friends, and to feel less isolated.

In seeking a

solution to the second concern teachers planned more
structural learning experiences.
By the second week students and staff felt more
comfortable with one another.

Staff planned and/or

implemented the following activities (Notes 1 & 3):
—some students were mainstreamed into the following
academic and enrichment areas:
French, Spanish,
Latin, business, distributive education, art, and
music;
—field trip to Eastern States Exposition in
Springfield;
—guest speakers;
—election of Project Excel Officers and Executive
Board;
—car wash;
—magazine Drive;
—Project Excel Parents Night;
— initiation of a mentor program with Shawmut
Worcester County Bank; and,
—recreational movies to conclude the weeks activities.
During the first few months staff formulated a daily
plan and placed students into three groups according to
ability and maturity level.

The group arrangements became

unsatisfactory to the teaching staff mainly because of
differences between maturity levels of incoming ninth-graders
and ninth-grade repeaters.

Finally, teachers placed the

repeaters into one group and divided the other students into
two additional groups depending on maturity levels and
academic ability.
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The schedule was in constant flux during the first few
weeks.

Changes in some positions occurred.

The vocational

teacher assumed responsibilities of social studies teacher;
and, the social studies teacher assumed responsibilities of
computer teacher.

Because of this rearrangement, the staff

eliminated most of the vocational component from the program.
Counseling was interspersed throughout the weekly schedule.
Since program staff did not have regular, non-teaching
duties, they assumed office duties, participated in gym
period, and called homes when students were absent or late.
The final daily schedule is illustrated Table 2, p, 81;
and, group and staff assignments illustrated in Table 3,
p. 81.
All students and staff attended morning meetings which
ranged from the planned fifteen-minute period to more than
one hour on many days.
the schedule.

If time ran over, staff readjusted

An additonal change occurred on Fridays;

recreational movies replaced journal writing and period 4.
The evaluator and staff administered the BOTEL, WRAT,
and MAT pretests during September and October.

Test results

were completed quickly and shared with staff, parents who
participated in counseling with their child, and students who
asked or were counseled.

The evaluator administered and

completed school attitude and climate scales, conducted
initial interviews with students and staff, and sent a prequesionnaire to parents.

The counselor did not administer

the Piers-Harris Children's Self-concept Scale until late
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TABLE 2
PROJECT EXCEL DAILY SCHEDULE

7:00 -

7:35

Staff Planning

7:40 -

8:00

Morning Meeting

8:00 -

9:00

Period 1

9:00 -

9:10

Break

9:10 - 10:10

Period 2

10:10 - 10:15

Break

10:15 - 11:07

Period 3

11:07 - 11:33

Lunch

11:37 - 12:04

Gym

12:04 - 12:45

Journal

12:45 -

Period 4

1:40

TABLE 3
PROJECT EXCEL STAFF AND STUDENT ASSIGNMENTS

Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

Period 1

Math/Science

Computers

English/Reading

Period 2

Computers

Math/Science

Social Studies

Period 3

Social Studies

English/Reading

Computers

Gym

(all staff and students)

Journal

(all teachers assigned to classes/office duty)

Period 4

English/Reading

Social Studies
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Math/Science

November and December due to problems with test selection and
bidding process of the Worcester Public Schools,

a delay in

scoring by the counselor prevented results from being known
until late February; and, the counselor did not share results
with all members of staff, students, or parents (Note 1).
By the end of recruitment period Project Excel increased
their enrollment to 63 students, 33 incoming freshman and 30
ninth-grade repeaters.

The following chart summarizes the

number of students by race served by grant funds:

White

Black

48

8

Hispanic

Native
American

Asian

Total

6

1

0

63

Thiry-five were male and twenty-eight were female; five were
from low income families on AFCDC or receiving free or
reduced school lunches.

Since eight, or 23.8 percent, of the

students were Black, they represented the largest ethnic
minority population, although Hispanics were the largest
minority population at SHCS.
Twelve of the sixty-three left the program—mostly due
to family and peer pressure as well as discipline and
academic problems (SHCS, 1987b, p. 2).

Exit interviews,

conducted by the program counselor, revealed these reasons
for students leaving the program:
—students choice;
—relative preferred the regular school program;
—mother wanted him away from friends in the program;
—wanted to be with friends in the regular program;
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--staff recommendations;
--needed a bilingual program;
a repeater who had been misplaced;
— afraid later readjustment to the bigger school,
possible special education referral;
—behavioral problem—special education referralmother would not hold her child accountable;
--frustrated, a Trade School applicant., who feared Excel
would prevent participation in athletics; and,
--ran away from home.
All students, but one, left Project Excel to reenter regular
programs or other programs that could better meet their
needs.
The following chart presents student terminations by
race and gender

White

Black

M

M

F

33

(SHCS, 1987b):

F

23

Native
American

Hispanic
M

F

M

10

F

00

Asian

Total

M

M

F

00

F

66

This shift disproportionately affected the Black students.
Presumably a Black or minority adult in the program might
have been a role model who undertood their needs and offered
more realistic solutions to their problems.
Fifty-one students remained in the program for a major
part of the year; thirty incoming freshman and twenty-one
ninth-grade repeaters.

The next chart represents the

population by race:

83

White

Black

Hispanic

Native
American

Asian

Total

3

5

1

0

51

42

The largest minority group in the program changed from Black
to Hispanic and although the percentage did not equal that of
the general school population, it reflected the largest
minority group.

Of the remaining students twenty-nine

students were male and twenty-two were female; five were from
low-income families (SHCS, 1987b).
Observations from Mid Term through Final Weeks.

In January,

suggestions and feedback from administrators, evaluator, and
students placed a new emphasis on education rather than
counseling.

Some teachers employed a team-teaching approach.

As academics became more intensive, counseling became less
intensive.
A mentor program initiated by the Alliance of Education
and sponsored by the Shawmut Worcester County Bank provided
an opportunity for some students to work with adults in the
community.

Volunteers from the ninth-grade repeaters group

paired with professionals from the banking staff.
objectives of the mentor program were (Note 4).
1.

To acquaint students with the range
of careers in banking and with
information about the skill
requirements for these careers.
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The

2.

To help students understand practical
applications of skills and concepts
learned in school.

3.

To provide a business contact for
students and through this non-teacher
adult an outside perspective on
student career goal and studies.

4.

To let students observe in the mentor
qualities essential for success in the
business world, for example, communication
skills, cooperative work skills, and proper
work habits.

Mentors met students after a training session conducted
by the Project Excel staff.

Each mentor-mentee pair

established meeting times, usually every two weeks.

The

five-month pilot program generated positive relationships
between students and adults, as well as exposing students to
job settings, careers, and an adult other than a parent or
teacher.

Early publicity about the mentor program in local

newpapers boosted the morale of students and staff (Notes
1, 3, & 4).
By February, obstacles in the implementation of the
program began to reduce momentum of staff and overshadow
positive actions and results of the first half year.

Staff

members became less enthusiastic which impacted on the
effectiveness of counseling and academics.
stopped:

Many activities

corporation meetings, guest speakers, newspaper,

phone calls to parents, and recreational field trips.
Students in the work experience program decreased from the
original twelve to two.

The only viable activities were

assemblies run by the regular school, movies, and the mentor
program.
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The final weeks of the program were difficult.

Many

students "dropped out" of the school-leaver programl
Attendance for remaining students was sporadic and poor.
Staff suddenly realized that most students in the program had
more than 21 absences.

Enforcement of a policy established

by the Worcester School Committee in August, 1986, that
students with 21 absences could not receive credit for the
year, might have prevented most remaining students from
entering their sophomore or junior year.
Staff proposed Excel points to motivate students to
attend school regularly and contracts to allow students to
make up work (Note 1).

Students could earn Excel points from

any staff member in the program or regular school.

After

earning a predetermined number, students could sign up for a
field trip to Riverside Park in Springfield on June 2nd,
v

1988.

Most students were enthusiastic about earning points,

but when calculating points became a burden for staff they
delegated the responsibility to students.

By June 1st, 1988,

all students, even those who had not earned sufficient
points, participated in the field trip.

Money from the $2500

Massachusetts Electric Company grant paid for the trip.
In an attempt to provide an opportunity for students to
complete missing assignments as a requisite to pass some
academic classes, the counselor designed contracts.

Only

a few, however, agreed to sign the document (Appendix D; Note
1).

All students, but one, received credit for the year's
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work.

The coordinator and acting principal of SHCS made the

final decision to waive the attendance policy.
During the final week, staff celebrated the end of
school by hosting a cookout for students and their friends.
Students presented staff with sweatshirts in appreciation for
their efforts during year.

The implementation of the one-

year intervention program planned for ninth-grade at-risk
youth at SHCS, Project Excel, came to an end.
The Evaluation Design for Project Excel
The planning committee included an evaluation package as
part of the overall proposal of Project Excel.

Process

evaluation, a fairly new discipline (Campbell & Stanley,
1963) assesses efficacy of program design.

Public funding

for programs to alleviate societal, health, or educational
problems strongly implies accountability.

Evaluation may

demonstrate positive and/or negative effects of a program
on its target population.

The planning committee included

an evaluation package as part of the overall proposal of
Project Excel.
A battery of evaluative tools focused on:

psychosocial,

cognitive development, school attitudes, and attendance/
tardiness of program participants.

The evaluator with

assistance from the Department of Tests and Measurements of
the Worcester Public Schools selected or designed a battery
of competence and achievement tests, questionnaires/surveys,
and interviews.

The evaluation design had input from all

persons involved with or affected by Project Excel activities
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including planners, program and regular staff, students,
administrators, parents, mentors, and counselors.

The

evaluation package included formative and summative designs
with qualitative and quantitative instruments (Scriven,
1967) .
The overall evaluation design for Project Excel is
illustrated in the next chart (Morris & Fitzgibbon, 1978a,
p. 52):

Needs
Assessment

Program
Planning

Formative
Evaluation

Summative
Evaluation

1-2-3 -—s*- 4

Since the needs assessment and planning stages were completed
before implementation, the formative evaluation designed in
1987 and implemented in 1987-88 included:

posttests, pre

and posttests, and time series instruments.
The evaluator administered posttests in May of the
program year to analyze staff and student perceptions.
Results also gave input and feedback about strengths of the
program and possible adjustments needed for future designs.
Project Excel staff, the evaluator, and school guidance
counselors administered the pre and posttests to measure
and analyze various components of the program.

A strength of

this design was the ability to demonstrate yearly growth of
students; one limitation was the inability to evaluate growth
and development over short periods of time.
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Cost of

instruments, time, and staffing were major considerations in
selecting this design.
The evaluator administered a series of instruments at
regular intervals to analyze certain program elements.

This

design allowed for better insight into the effects of
specific components on students over a period of time.
In addition to the formal evaluation design, the
evaluator, a participant-observor (Pollard, 1985, p. 219)
logged program events through a personal diary.

Events

included:
—planning sessions of Project Excel,
—business luncheons,
—community agency luncheons,
—award breakfast of the Massachustts Electric Company,
—Advisory Council meetings,
—review of potential student records,
—meetings with representatives of the Regional Office
of the Department of Education,
—meetings with school officials to write the grant,
—numerous meetings with the Office of Tests and
Measurements,
—meeting with the outreach counselor at Sullivan
Middle School and potential students,
—meetings with Project Excel staff during the summer
of 1987 and daily during the 1987-88 academic year,
—meetings with Project Excel students individually
and in groups during the 1987-88 academic year,
--various meetings with the regular staff of SHCS,
—Parents Information Night,
—meetings with administration of SHCS,
—meeting with the regional staff and other groups,
--meetings with the Business-Education Alliance Center,
—meetings with mentors, and
—conferences pertaining to at-risk youth.
Videotaping, tape recordings, and slides also preserved
data from Project Excel.
The researcher with assistance from the Department of
Tests and Measurements and Office of Governmental Affairs of
the Worcester Public Schools, as well as designers and staff
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Of the program selected standardized pre/post tests for
students in the summative evaluation.

Basic skills

instruments included a word recognition test (BOTEL), the
Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT), and the Metropolitan
Achievement Test (MAT) for language arts and mathematics.
The counselor selected the Piers-Harris Children's SelfConcept scale to provide information about student selfworth.
The evaluator selected school attitude and school
climate scales to measure student feelings about school and
learning in general and perceptions of SHCS in particular.
The school attitude scale was developed and validated by the
Springfield Public Schools as an indicator of student
feelings.

The school climate scale was designed by Bruce

Wells (1982) who granted permission to administer the
questionnaire to program students.

This scale provided

more in-depth information about specific school attitudes and
substantiated most results from the school attitude scale.
The researcher designed questionnaires for parents,
students, and staff of Project Excel with input from staff,
parents, and students as well as members of the planning
committee, parents of regular SHCS students, the Offices of
Tests and Measurement and Government and Federal Programs
for the Worcester Public Schools, and the researcher's
advisor.

Participants granted permission to use information

for this study (see Appendix C for general letter).

Staff

and students of SHCS translated the pre/post questionnaires

90

for parents into Spanish for parents who only read in their
native language.

Questionnaires asked parents about their

attitudes and perceptions of education in general, the
importance of their child's education, and their expectations
of Project Excel.

Parents were requested to return their

questionnaires in pre-addressed envelopes.
The researcher administered student and staff summative
questionnaires in May of the program year.
questionnaire was divided into 4 areas:

The student

informational;

opinions about Project Excel (rated and commentary; feelings
about self, family, teachers, other students, and school;
and, a summary question asking students to relate one
experience in Project Excel that they felt strongly about.
The staff questionnaire centered around:

planning design;

implementation procedure, strategies, and structure; and
information about characteristics of at-risk youth and
program components in improving these characteristics.
Interview questions for both students and staff centered
around topics to strengthen individual program components or
to suggest possible changes in the program.

Each area was

subdivided, where appropriate, into staff-student
relationships and program elements.

The environment for

for the interviews was nonthreatening and conducted
individually or in small or large groups.

The sense of

community established between the researcher and both staff
and students after spending more than one year together
created this climate.
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The evaluator had permission to utilize questionnaires
which were not desiged by the researcher.

These instruments

provided input and feed back from the mentor inservice
workshop, work experience, and mentor program.

The staff of

Project Excel designed and administered the mentor inservice
questionnaire in February, 1988.

The work experience teacher

in Project Excel sent work experience questionnaires designed
by Linda Bergstrom, the returnee teacher at Burncoat Senior
High School in Worcester, to employers at the beginning and
end of the program year.

Rita Vanderbeck, program

coordinator for the Alliance for Education, designed and
administered questionnaires to mentors and mentees at an
awards banquet in June, 1988.

Field notes, observations,

minutes of meetings, school and program documents provided
additional information about planning and implementation.
This evaluation is limited to the extent that a one-year
program did not provide sufficient time to properly assess
social and educational growth and development of students.
In addition, a first-year program, that has not established
an identity or support for acceptance, does not provide
enough time for fair judgements about its quality.
Many instruments were subjective in nature.
Questionnaires, interviews, guided journals, field notes, and
minutes provided many arenas for dialogue, but could be
biased by variables including:

the question itself, the way

in which it was administered, and how it was interpreted.

In

addition, some individuals may not have expressed their true
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feelings and answered questions to satisfy the researcher.
Some questionnaires (parent and staff), limited by the number
of respondents, could have skewed results,

staff could have

been biased and influenced by the closeness of staff members
and the researcher.
The evaluation process may have been self-limiting.

To

provide sufficient information about a one-year program, it
was necessary to administer a variety of instruments.

The

number might have been too burdensome for both staff and
students and may have prejudiced some answers.

On the other

hand, the variety of measures utilized suggests that no
particular bias should have influenced the overall impression
of the impact of the Project on students.
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CHAPTER

IV

STUDENT IMPROVEMENT, PROGRAM EFFECTIVENESS, AND
IMPLEMENTING STRATEGIES

The results of many tests provide an evaluative
description of a one-year intervention program that addressed
social, psychological, and educational problems of ninthgrade at-risk students in an urban secondary school.

Data

substantiated the effects of Project Excel on student selfconcept, basic skills, attitudes about school,
attendance.
during,

and

A class profile describing the group before,

and at the end of the program is included.

The major

research question asked how does the employment of a
humanistic and multidimensional school-leaver

intervention

program improve the participant's self-concept,
positive attitudes towards school,

develop

improve basic skills, and

school attendance?
Implementing assumptions include:
1.

that a school-within-a-school organization with
supportive staff and intensive counseling improves
self-concept, builds positive attitudes towards
school, improves academic skills and school
attendance.

2.

that a positive program climate is one which
students perceive teachers to be supportive, willing
to listen, and willing to help solve problems.

3.

that community support creates a wider base of
resources, such as, knowledge, jobs (both paid and
volunteer), mentors, funding, and program
participation.

4.

that parental support encourages student
participation in intervention programs and builds
better linkages between parents and teachers in
issues related to at-risk youth.
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5.
*l5m<n?e?Pe^ti0n,?nd SUPP°rt

the SChOOl

mstration aids in the perception of the chanae
program by the entire staff of the school
9

.

6

that program staff must be able to communicate
successes and needs to administration, regular
school staff, parents, and community supporters.

7.

that program staff must facilitate for inteqr at ion
of students into the regular school program.

.

8

that staff development assists in implementation,
acceptance, and incorporation of a multidimensional
change program into a large school organization.

9.

that an intervention program at the high school
level be comprehensive to address the social,
psychological, and educational needs of at-risk
youth at this late stage in their development.

10.

that a collaboration with parents, community
agencies, and businesses supports intervention
programs for at-risk youth.

To understand how and why an intervention program
affects the lives of at-risk youth and helps retain students
in school, the researcher examined both planning and
implementation stages.

Information collected systematically

over a two-year period from participants, staff, and other
groups involved and/or concerned with the program formed the
basis for analysis.

Documentation of the initiation period

collected by the researcher, a member of the planning
committee, included:

field notes; minutes of planning

sessions; writing the proposal; observations; program
documents;

identification, screening, and selection of

participants; staff selection; activities related to school
climate; and a summer inservice component.

The second-year

data collected onsite by the reseacher, a participantobserver

(Yin,

1984) of the program, included:
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observations,

interviews, guided journals, program and school documents,
standardized tests, and questionnaires.

Results reported

and analyzed present both a disaggregated and a holistic
view of the program and its effectiveness with students.
Three investigations formed the basis for looking at the
results.

The first examined characteristics of at-risk youth

identified in the research question and possible effects of
program components and activities on these characteristics.
The second compared planning and implementation, analyzed
special program activities and characteristics, and
investigated any conflicts in the implementation phase.

The

third attempted to substantiate the implementing assumptions
needed to introduce a new program into a large urban school.
Student Characteristics and Performance
This investigation first identified students in Project
Excel with poor self-concept, negative attitudes towards
school, low basic skills levels, and poor attendance.
Second, these characteristics were reexamined at the
completion of the program to see if any had changed in a
positive way.
Self-concept
The planning committee was extremely vocal and deeply
concerned about improving the low self-concept of students,
which Ekstrom et al.

(1986) and Fine (1986) had identified as

a characteristic of at-risk youth.

Convinced that improved

self-concept could lead to better school behavior and
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attitudes, basic skills, and attendance, staff made it the
number one priority of the program.

Planners believed this

goal could only be accomplished in an atmosphere that
students perceived to be warm, caring, and nurturing.

Staff

of the program, then, were seen as the essential shapers of a
positive climate to ensure successful outcomes.

Counseling

allowed for intensive group and individual work with students
and parents (SHCS, 1987a, p. 1).

Those who could not be

helped by the counselor would be referred to appropriate
community agencies.

This component was a key element planned

for Project Excel.
Interviews conducted by the outreach counselor and
information provided by feeder schools indicated that some
students had problems with peers, divorced parents, and poor
self-image; others felt depressed, alienated, powerless, and
angry; and, a few were very small for their age and picked on
a lot (SHCS, 1987d).

Observations indicated some students

had problems, such as alienation and deprivation, that the
program could not address.

The counselor selected some

alienated and deprived students for Project Excel and
suggested others be transferred to programs that could better
meet their needs (SHCS, 1987d).
Student interviews and guided journals offered
additional insights about feelings of low self-concept
(Appendices D & E):
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--no one really cares;
—my life is a total disaster, I have no reason to
live anymore . . . school is such a drag and home life
is such a bummer;
—my whole damn life is nothing;
—I have been feeling like shit . . . and looking like
shit, a low life, a nothing, I have nothing to show for
myself;
—my Mom, she ignores mel
—I've been goofing off because of things that are
happening at home . . . like my parents getting a
divorce ... my brothers fist fighting when they're
left alone, my aunt (19) yelling at me . . . the only
thing I have left is my dog.
My Mom and Dad are
putting him up for sale ... I don't want to get rid
of him 'cause he protects me from the rest of the world
(and my Dad).
Some statements in student guided journals revealed
additional problems that needed outside assistance.
The Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept scale diagnosed
student behavior and school status, physical appearance and
attributes, anxiety, popularity, and happiness and
satisfaction.

Table 4, p. 99, provides interpretations of

self-concept scores of Project Excel students from T results
which were calculated from raw scores in the Piers-Harris
scale.
The tabulated results from the Piers-Harris pre/post
comparison scale (Appendix F) demonstrated that 37% of
students tested below average in self-concept, 37% of
average, and 26% above average (Tables 5 & 6, p. 101).
These results confirmed that more than on third of project
Excel students had low self-concept that placed them at-risk
of becoming early school leavers and substantiated studeies
reported in Natriello (1986).
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TABLE 4
T-SCORE RANGES AND DESCRIPTORS USED IN
INDIVIDUAL SELF-CONCEPT RESULTS

Total T-score

Descriptor

Greater than 70

Very much above average

66-70

Much above average

61-65

Above average

56-60

Slightly above average

45-55

Average

40-44

Slightly below average

35-39

Below average

30-34

Very much below average

After one year in the program the summative
questionnaire for students asked several questions about
improved self-concept (see Appendix G for overall results).
Students responded that:
—they had done better academically,
—liked school better,
—their attendance had improved,
—liked teachers better,
—had more friends now,
—felt more comfortable around adults,
—had higher expectations,
—were happier, and
—had more control over what happens to them.
Students were undecided:
—if they felt better about themselves,
—were better prepared for next year.
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—had learned more,
--had a better relationship with their parents
--felt better about school administrators, and #
--if life was better.
Program staff corroborated statements made by students and
added that the group identity established in Project Excel
also contributed to improved self-worth (Appendices h & i).
Piers-Harris postscale results (Appendix F) quantified
statements made by students and staff.

Posttests indicated

59 percent of students improved (see Table 9, p. 126).
Twelve students whose self concept remained constant had
average or above average test results, while all those with
lower self-worth improved,

if the Piers-Harris scale had

been administered earlier and scored within a reasonable
time-frame, information could have been used to counsel
students and higher results might have been achieved.
In conclusion, data showed some students in Project
Excel had many, and in some cases, severe problems that
contributed to low self-concept.

Individual or combinations

of problems at home and school were major factors that caused
a sense of unhappiness in many students.

A few home problems

were related to divorces, parents who did not communicate a
caring attitude, and everyday fighting with siblings.
concerns were personal.

Some

Students felt their appearance, such

as overweight and facial problems, contributed to their lack
of acceptance by peers.

These factors, so important to most

adolescents, appeared critical in the lives of Project Excel
students (Appendices D & E).

Most students in the program

were unhappy with their lives both in and out of school.
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TABLE 5

COMPARISON BETWEEN PRE AND POST PIERS-HARRIS
SELF-CONCEPT SCALE OF PROJECT EXCEL STUDENTS
■

"
n = 30

Pre

-Post

Very much above average

0

1

Above average

6

12

Slightly above average

2

6

11

9

Slightly below average

6

1

Below average

2

1

Much below average

2

0

Very much below average

1

0

Average

TABLE 6
PERCENTAGES OF PROJECT EXCEL STUDENTS WHO SCORED
BELOW AVERAGE, AVERAGE, AND ABOVE AVERAGE
ON THE PRE AND POST PIERS-HARRIS SELF-CONCEPT SCALES

Pre

Post

8/30 = 26%

19/30 = 63%

Average:

11/30 = 37%

9/30 = 30%

Very much below ave—
Slightly above ave:

11/30 = 37%

1/30 =

Slightly above—
Very much above ave:

101

3%

The program had positive effects on the
a majority of students,
the program climate?
activities?

self-concept of

what made the difference?

Was it counseling?

Was it

was it the special

Was it relationships between students or

students and adults?

In reality all of these factors

contributed to the improvement of student self-worth.

The

program provided a family atmosphere in which students could
grow and develop, created a bond between students and
teachers that some students had never experienced prior to
the program, and established close friendships between
students.

Certain program components and activities, such as

the mentor program, also contributed to improved selfconcept.

The sense that adults cared and the strong feeling

of community between students and adults (teachers, parents,
and mentors) were the most powerful and positive forces in
improving self-concept according to interviews and
questionnaires.
all up:

A statement made by one student summed it

"I really need to go where I can be respected for

who I am and not what I do or what I look like” (see
Appendices D, G, H, & I).
School Attitudes
Studies have shown most at-risk youth have varied
problems that lead to poor school attitudes (Ekstrom et al.,
1986; Fine,

1986; Hodgkinson, 1987).

Planners believed

students could change these attitudes through program
activities and incentives if students perceived the climate
to be warm, caring, and nurturing.
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St-aff employed several activities at the beginning of
the program to create the desired climate:

assemblies,

field trips, movies, guest speakers, fundraising, and others.
Staff also used a different approach to discipline using
self-observation sheets, team-counseling, in-program
suspensions, group discussions, parental conferences, and
after-school work duty.

These methods dealt with individual

behavior by using a team approach which sought to find
solutions to problems (Notes 1 & 3).
Students selected from feeder schools showed a variety of
behaviors and factors that placed them in the at-risk group
(SHCS 1987d):
—most had failed more than two subjects,
—many had been suspended as many as 20 times,
--some had repeated a grade more than twice,
—many were more than one or two years older than their
classmates, and
—all had excessive absences.
Some ninth-grade repeaters from SHCS exhibited similar
problems and expressed negative perceptions of their previous
year's performance (Appendix D):
—not a good student,
—hated school,
—stayed in eighth grade twice,
— lots of absences and class cuts,
—couldn't stand to sit in class,
—bored,
—rather be working,
—had many suspensions,
—had an attitude problem,
—stayed back in the 2nd and 3rd grade,
—hanging around with wrong kids, and
—skipping school and doing wrong things.
These school attitudes corroborated studies conducted by
Ekstrom et al.

(1986) and Fine (1986):
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However, many

interviewed students blamed home problems for poor attitudes
that resulted in their "acting-out" behavior in school
(Appendix D).
Results from the school attitude and climate pre- and
post-scales (Appendices J & K respectively) indicated student
feelings about school before and after the program.

The

school attitude scale reflected student perceptions of their
fit into the school.
of students'

The climate scale was more reflective

isolation from the total school.

Results from the school attitude pre-scale showed that
although some students exhibited behavioral problems in
school the majority described South High in positive terms:
—a friendly school;
—interesting;
—liked most of the students in their class;
--were proud of their school;
—felt it was important to respect the rights of
all students, to follow school rules, and to cooperate
so others learn;
—felt good when in school and proud of the work they
do;
—felt happy in school; and,
—liked most things about school.
In questions related to learning in general most students
responded that they liked to learn new things, felt that
school work helps them to learn, enjoyed learning in school,
and thought that school was an interesting place.

In

contrast many students stated that they did not like
studying, thought classrooms were often dull places, and
liked to stay home from school.
When combining strongly agree and agree columns of post¬
scale results students indicated a ten percent or more gain
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in these attitudes:

they believed SHCS was friendly, they

liked to learn about new things, it was important to follow
school rules, school work helped them to learn, they felt
happy in school, and they liked most things about school.
Students also indicated a ten percent or more decline in
these attitudes:

they did not enjoy coming to school, did

not like studying, and felt less proud of their school.

Most

responses indicated that Project Excel had little impact on
student perceptions about SHCS and classrooms after one year
(see Appendices J for complete responses).
A comparison between the pre and post school-climate
scale reflected changes in student attitudes about the total
program environment and its isolation.

A sampling of

questions is reported below (see Appendix K for complete
responses).

Analysis was limited to the strongly agree and

agree columns which were combined and used to find indices of
program effectiveness:
2.

Students feel pride in this school:

Pre-scale:

47%

Post-scale:

61%

Increase:

14%

Apparently Project Excel increased students' pride in the
school after one year in the program, contradicting the
school attitude survey.
4.

Students in this school know most of the members of
their daily classes by their first names.

Pre-scale:

62%

Post-scale:

85%

Increase:

23%

Results indicated a strong communication between students
prior to the program; and, the increase illustrated the
advantage of the small student population.
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8*

f^udents *n alternative programs feel like out¬
siders and are put down.

Pre-scale:

59%

Post-scale:

69%

Increase:

10%

The initial response indicated that a majority of students
perceived alternative students as outsiders; the increase
illustrated a stronger perception that the program and
students were stigmatized.
9.

The school rules are fair and reasonable.

^re~sca^e:

62%

Post-scale:

31%

Decrease:

31%

Initial results indicated a majority of students believed
rules were fair, but after one year in the program this
perception dropped substantially.

This fact was due in part

to adults promising credits they could not deliver which
caused many students to distrust adults even more.
12.

Students have influence on school decisions
which directly affect them.

Pre-scale:

62%

Post-scale:

30%

Decrease:

32%

This large decrease was an indicator that students believed
they had no say in their school life.

This fact was due in

part to an innovative program that did not involve at-risk
students in planning program schedules and implementating
activities.

Student committees were given tasks but were not

trusted to follow through.
18.

A student needs to be in a group to be liked
in this school.

Pre-scale:

45%

Post-scale:

55%

Increase:

10%

This increase indicated that students believed group identity
was important to be liked.

Project Excel students reflected
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the common perceptions of adolescents that group identity is
important (Elkind, 1985).
22.

Teachers here know students as individuals.

Pre-scale:

69%

Post-scale:

40%

Decrease:

29%

This decrease strongly indicated that staff became less and
less available to support students and more involved with the
dynamics of the program and its relationship to the entire
school.
30.

People don't pay any attention to what students say
around here.
1

^re~sca^e:

36%

Post-scale:

53%

Increase:

17%

This difference strongly indicated that students' daily input
and concerns about a program developed for them were not
considered by staff.
33.

Students and teachers in this school work well
together.

Pre-scale:

38%

Post-scale:

49%

Increase:

11%

This increase was another indicator of the bond between
students and staff in the program, although students
generally did not perceive that staff listened to them.
43.

There is always some adult in this school that
I can count on.

Pre-scale:

70%

Post-scale:

72%

Increase:

2%

This indicator demonstrated that there was an overall feeling
that adolescents could rely on many adult educators in SHCS
to help solve problems.

The program did not change this

attitude.
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45.

St-udent-s in fhis school are treated fairly.

Pre-scale:

62%

Post-scale:

24%

Decrease:

38%

This large decrease reflected student perceptions of negative
responses from staff, administration, and students of the
larger school toward Project Excel.
The largest differences occurred in four pre-post areas:
that school rules were fair and reasonable, that students
have influence on decisions that affect them, that students
are treated fairly, and that teachers know students as
individuals.

These changes in the pre/post responses

substantiated the serious deterioration of program climate
that prevented positive outcomes in improving attitudes
towards school, and in some cases made them worse.

Negative

responses that reflected the loss of program energy and
effectiveness were mainly due to staff demoralization,
negative perceptions of regular staff and students towards
the program, and lack of support by administration (Appendix
D; Notes 1 & 3).
The only responses that indicated improvements in school
climate included:

pride in SHCS, knowing more students by

their first name, and staff and students working well
together.

These gains, however, made little impact on the

student perceptions of the total school environment.
The school attitude and climate scales provided useful
data about the school and program as well as learning in
general.

Although a majority of students continued to feel

a sense of pride in their school, that teachers listened to
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student problems, and there was always some adult in the
school they could count on, they strongly believed the
program stigmatized them and jeoparized their fit into the
school culture (Appendices J & k).
Negativeness toward school appears deeply embedded in
the behavior of many students.

This characteristic of at-

risk youth is much more subtle and elusive and affected by
many factors both in and out of school.

Negative attitudes

towards school identified in some students were due mainly to
home and school problems.

Poor attitudes in Project Excel

students stemmed from physical, mental, and sexual abuse;
lack of parental support; too much responsibility for
bringing up younger children, helping families with finances,
and low educational expectations.

Some negativeness was

exacerbated by school problems, such as overage for class
level,

reminders of low achievement levels from peers and

staff, and boredom.

Project Excel staff, in spite of heroic

by some, failed in their attempt to change student
behavior significantly, and to an extent caused the program
climate to be more turbulent than the regular school
(Appendix D).
Basic Skills
Studies have indicated that basic skills test scores of
at-risk students are below average (Ekstrom et al., 1986;
Fine, 1986; Natriello, 1986; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).
Planners expected Project Excel could improve language arts
and mathematics one grade for one year of instruction if the
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climate were conducive to learning, students attended school
regularly, and self-concept improved.

To promote better

achievement, a "flexible partial credit system was designed
to offer students a greater chance for success and lessen the
danger of their 'giving up’" (SHCS, 1987a, p. 4).

in

addition, a team-teaching approach and computer-aided
instruction were included to encourage and maximize student
potential.
The pre- and post-tests to diagnose and measure student
growth in basic skills included:

WRAT and MAT in

mathematics; BOTEL and MAT in language arts.

Results show a)

average class gain, b) improvement in both low and high pre
and posttests, c) range of grade-levels in both pre- and
post-tests, d) percentages of students who improved, remained
the same, or declined, and e) gender differences.
Mathematics.

The following information includes results

and some analysis from the pre- and post-WRAT:
a.

The class average gain after one year in the program

was 0.98
b.

(see Table 7, p.

115).

A gain of 0.5 grades and 0.2 in low and high pre- and

post-tests respectively illustrated in next chart (p. Ill)
that the program improved to a limited degree the achievement
of students who scored low or high.
c.

The range of student ability in both pre- and post-tests

were 5.2 and 4.9 respectively, a wide variation that
warranted individual instruction for some students (see chart
on page 111).
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This chart illustrates the low and high pre- and post-test
results and grade ranges reported in b and c respectively:

Test results:

Pre

Lowest score
Highest score

4.6
9.8

Grade level diff:

d.

Post

Lowest score
Highest score

5.2

5.1
10.0
4.9

Of the 29 students who completed pre- and post-tests:
23 or 79% improved,
3 or 10% did not change, and
3 or 10% decreased.

e.

Scores tabulated for gender difference are illustrated in

the next chart:

Test Results:

Pre

Post

Gain

Girls:
Boys:

8.04
6.83

8.82
7.93

0.78
1.10

Difference:

1.21

0.89

Girls tested 1.21 grade levels higher than boys in the pre¬
test; but, boys made a greater improvement after one year in
the program and narrowed the gender gap 0.31 grades.
MAT mathematics diagnostic pre- and post-results
substantiated WRAT scores.

Results and some analyses are

reported below:
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a. The class gained 0.94 grade levels (see Appendix L).
The chart below illustrates low and high pre- and post-test
results and grade ranges reported in b and c respectively:

Test results:

Pre

Lowest score
Highest score

3.7
phs*

Est. grade range diff:

9.3

Post

Lowest
Highest

4.3
phs
8.7

* For purposes of tabulation post high school (phs) was
assigned grade level 131
b.

Low pre- and post-scores recorded a gain of 0.7 grades in

one year with no recorded difference in high scores.

Again,

the program improved to a limited degree the results of
students who scored low.

The testing instrument could not

determine differences in achievement in those who scored
high.
c.

Estimated grade range of the class demonstrated extremes

in mathematical ability, almost double the WRAT results.
This evidence indicated individual instruction for some
students and a need to reexamine the WRAT administrative
scoring.
d.

Of the 28 students who took both the pre- and post-tests:
20 or 71% improved,
1 or
4% remained the same, and
7 or 25% scores decreased.
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e.

Gender differences are

illustrated in the next chart:

Post

Gain

Girls:
Boys:

7.5
7.6

8.2
8.8

0.7
1.2

Difference:

0.1

V£>
•

Pre

O

Test results:

Boys scored approximately the same as girls which
contradicted WRAT results.

Girls gained 0.7 and boys 1.2

grades showing boys improved to a greater degree than girls
and widened the gender gap 0.5 grades.
Both WRAT and MAT results illustrated that the class
improved approximately one grade level in mathematics;

a few

students made substantial progress increasing scores three
grade levels.

Over 70 percent of the class improved;

and,

scores of students who did not decreased minimally.
On the whole students performed within the seven-toeight grade range in mathematics.

The most dramatic

overall class factor from both data tables, however, was the
wide range of grade-levels.

One year

in the program did not

narrow these variations.

Language Arts.

The following data includes results and

some analysis of pre- and post-BOTEL tests:
a.

The overall gain was 0.96

(see Table 8, p.

116).

The

following chart illustrates the gain in low and high pre- and

113

post-results as well as range of grade levels reported in b
and c respectively:

Test results:

Pre

Lowest score
Highest score

4.5
10.0

Grade range diff:

b.

Post

Lowest score
Highest score

5.5

5.0
12.0

7.0

Low pre- and post-scores showed a gain of 0.5 grade

levels illustrating again that the program was able to
improve to a limited degree low achievement scores.

High

pre- and post-score results, however, demonstrated a 2.0
grade gain that doubled expectations of planners and proved
positive program effects on some students.
c.

The range of ability illustrated in the previous chart

was 5.5 grades in the pretest and 7
1.5 grades.

This increase was due in part to improvement in

students who scored high.
suggested individual
d.

in the post, a gain of

This large variation strongly

instruction for some students.

Of the twenty-six students who completed the pre- and

post-tests:
19 or 73% of the class improved,
4 or 15% remained the same, and
3 or 12% scores declined.
e.

Again the next chart

(p.

differences in language arts.
levels higher

117)

illustrates gender

Girls proved to be 0.5 grade

language arts than boys in the pretest and
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TABLE 7
PRE POST WRAT SCORES OF PROJECT EXCEL STUDENTS

n=29
Sex

Pre

Post

Differences

F
M
M
M
M
M
F
F
F
F
F
F
M
M
M
F
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
F
M
F
M

6.0
8.3
4.9
7.3
7.1
7.1
8.9
7.3
8.1
9.6
9.8
9.4
9.4
8.6
8.9
6.9
5.9
5.0
6.0
4.6
9.2
4.7
7.3
6.0
6.0
7.1
7.5
7.3
6.0

9.4
7.8
5.1
7.3
9.2
7.8
9.8
8.9
8.4
9.8
9.8
9.4
10.0
9.4
10.0
9.2
7.6
6.6
8.3
6.2
10.0
5.1
8.4
7.1
8.9
6.9
8.9
6.6
6.9

+ 3.4
-0.5
+ 0.2
same
+ 2.1
+ 0.7
+ 0.9
+ 1.6
+ 0.3
+ 0.2
same
same
+ 0.6
+ 1.0
+ 1.0
+ 2.3
+ 1.7
+ 1.6
+ 2.3
+ 1.6
+ 0.8
+ 0.4
+ 1.1
+ 1.1
+ 2.9
-0.2
+ 1.4
-0.7
+ 0.9

Average scores

7.25

8.23
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+ 0.98

TABLE 8
PRE POST BOTEL SCORES OF PROJECT EXCEL STUDENTS

n=30
Sex

Pre

F
M

7
9

M

5

M
M
M
F
F
F
F
F
F
M
M
M
F
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
M
F
M
F
M
M

7
5
7

9

+1
+2

8

+3

10
10
6
8

11

Average scores

Post
8
12
6

9
10.5
5
9
9

5

8
8

6.5
8.5
8
6

4.5
7.5
8

+1

+3

+2
+1

+ 1.5
-1
+1

+4

9
7

+ 1.5
+ 0.5
-1

8

+2

5
7.5

+ 0.5
same

10
6

5
7
5
8.5

Differences

+2
+1

7

same

6

+1

9
5

+1

5
6

6

8

9
5
5

10.5

7.25
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same
same
+ 1.5

7

-1.5

8.23

+ 0.98

maintained this margin in posttest, scores.

Again these

results showed little difference between genders.

Test Results:

Pre

Post

Girls:
Boys:

7.4
6.9

8.4
7.8

Differences:

0.5

0.6

Gain

1.0
0.9

MAT results in language arts substantiated BOTEL tests
but were closer in range than MAT and WRAT scores.

The

following data includes results and some analysis:
a.

The MAT showed a class gain of 0.93 grade levels (see

Appendix L).

The next chart illustrates pre and post low

and high test scores and range levels reported in b and c
respectively:

Test results:

Pre

Lowest score
Highest score

4.4

cn

CD
•

5.2

phs
CD

b.

range difference:

Lowest score
Highest score

.
r~~

Est.

phs

Post

Low pre- and post-results showed a gain of 0.8 grade

levels with no difference in the high pre- and post-scores,
c.

The range in pre- and post-tests was 8.6 and 7.8 grade-

levels respectively/ again mandating individual instruction.
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d.

Of the 28 students who completed both tests:
23 or 82% improved,
2 or 7% remained the same, and
3 or 11% scores declined.

e.

The next chart illustrates gender differences in language

arts:

Test results:

Pre

Post

Gain

Girls:
Boys:

8.47
8.43

9.18
9.46

0.71
1.03

Diff:

0.04

0.28

These was little or almost no gender gap in the pre-scores;
post-scores of boys showed a slightly greater improvement
than girls.

Again gender was not a factor in the veral

acuity of this population.
Both BOTEL and MAT showed that the class did improve
approximately one grade level in language arts.

Using

conservative results of both tests a few students improved
greatly and scored over 3.0 grade levels higher on the post¬
tests than in the pretests, others did not.
decline was -1.5 grade levels.

The greatest

In spite of losses, however,

over 73 percent of the class improved.
There was a contradiction in the overall scores of the
two testing instruments.

The class average in the WRAT was

in the seven-eight grade range whereas MAT scores showed the
average between the eight-nine grade level.
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Again the most

d.

Of the 28 students who completed both tests:
23 or 82% improved,
2 or 7% remained the same, and
3 or 11% scores declined.

e.

The next chart illustrates gender differences in language

arts:

Test results:

Pre

Post

Gain

Girls:
Boys:

8.47
8.43

9.18
9.46

0.71
1.03

Diff:

0.04

0.28

These was little or almost no gender gap in the pre-scores;
post-scores of boys showed a slightly greater improvement
than girls.

Again gender was not a factor in the verbal

acuity of this population.
Both BOTEL and MAT showed that the class did improve
approximately one grade level in language arts.

Using

conservative results of both tests a few students improved
greatly and scored over 3.0 grade levels higher on the post
tests than in the pretests, others did not.
decline was -1.5 grade levels.

The greatest

In spite of losses, however,

over 73 percent of the class improved.
There was a contradiction in the overall scores of the
two testing instruments.

The class average in the WRAT was

in the seven-eight grade range whereas MAT scores showed the
average between the eight-nine grade level.
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Again the most

dramatic overall class factor from both data tables was the
wide range of grade levels.

One year In the program did

narrow this span to a limited degree in both pre- and
post-scores.
One interesting side observation was the subjective
scoring procedure of the BOTEL.
level results.

Teachers interpret grade-

Project Excel teachers proved to be

conservative in their scoring when results were compared to
the MAT.
Finally, basic skills results of Project Excel students
ranged from grade 3-4 to post high school in the WRAT, BOTEL,
and MAT diagnostic tests with most students testing within
the seventh and eighth grade level.

The range was in part

due to low attendance, negative school attitudes, and
academic problems of many students; others were simply turned
off to the learning environment (SHCS, 1987d).

In addition,

poor adherance to selection procedures allowed a few students
to be accepted into Project Excel who could have been better
served in programs that could better meet their needs.

The

wide range in achievement also demonstrated the need for
individual educational plans that the program did not
provide.

In spite of many problems 70 percent of Project

Excel students improved in mathematics and over 73 percent in
language arts.
The only verification of academic growth in science and
social studies were grades that reflected student
performance.

Since staff did not administer standardized
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or reacher-made pre- and post-teats any gain was difficult to
prove.

Even though grades reflected different levels of

ability and performance, all students were literate in
computers after one year (Notes 1 & 3) .
In conclusion the majority of Project Excel students
improved academically after one year in the program; and a
few individuals made remarkable progress,

why?

was it

improved self-concept of many students; positive
relationships with teachers; or program activities, such as
awards and incentives?
^e^^“concePt for many students improved dramatically
(Appendix F); and relationships with teachers had a positive
impact (Appendices D, G, H, & 1).

in addition the initial

program climate and activities had positive effects on
student achievement, for example,

report cards (appendices D

& E):
—I like my grades . . . this report card looks
different from last years,
—my report card is real good ... I hope it stays that
way and not any lower,
—my father was very proud of me because I passed
everything, and
— I'm on the honor roll ... I don't know how I managed
that ... I'm getting moved up to honors next year.
Feeling good about grades and incentives contributed to
improved basic skills.
initial months was hope.

One factor that emerged during the
Students had a sense of being

better students which gave them incentive to try.

Higher

aspirations and expectations developed through initial
activities also helped to motivate students to attain greater
achievement.
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Both middle and final interviews as well as guided
journals, however, reflected a deterioration of the program
structure and activities.

In student interviews many

expressed these concerns about academics:
— some teachers don't stay in class long,
teachers have lost ability to motivate,
--teachers are giving stupid work,
it s time to buckle down in academics,
—we have only done two book reports all year, and
—we don't 'do nothing' in class.
The summative questionnaire for students (Appendix G) also
reported these program factors that students disliked about
academics:
—they were not challenged;
—had wasted one year;
if you make deals with kids, teachers must follow
through;
—teachers are not in class . . our classes are more
civilized when they leave us alone; and,
—we goof off too much.
Not all statements about the academic climate were
negative!

When students were asked about what they liked

about Project Excel some replied:
—the teachers, field trips, computers, movies, car
wash, special programs;
—being in one group together and not feeling down;
—the way they (teachers) help you to stay in school;
—credits, gym everyday, breaks, field trips, journals,
movies;
—we learned a little but not as much as had expected,
but I feel I'm ready for 11th grade; and,
—well, I have learned a lot this year.
Finally, although students had deep-rooted home, school,
and personal problems that were difficult to change in a oneyear program, basic skills of Project Excel students could
have improved to a greater extent if the positive climate in
the beginning continued throughout the year.
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Barriers in the

implementation process, however, caused the program to lose
sight of their focus, energy, and effectiveness.

An

atmosphere that provided students with more motivational
techniques for learning through computer-aided instruction
and team-teaching techniques, an academic component that was
not overshadowed by counseling procedures, support from
administration for students earning extra credits to catch up
and graduate with their peers, and utilizing test results to
diagnose weak academic areas could have improved basic skills
levels significantly.
Attendance and Tardiness
Poor attendance is indicative of early school leavers
(Natriello, 1986).

The planning committee expressed deep

concern about this characteristic and the impact on Project
Excel students of a school committee policy adopted in 1986
that all children in the Worcester Public schools be required
to attend 160 days to earn academic credit for the year
(SHCS,

1987c).

Planning members argued that students with

chronic attendance problems be given the chance to earn
partial credits to prevent them from losing a whole year of
work.

Grant Narrative (p.

5) stated that "Project Excel will

implement a flexible attendance policy which will allow the
student to compete with 'herself'
improving one's attendance .

.

in terms of constantly

. when evaluated this practice

will be disseminated to other schools for examination and
will be utilized school wide at South High Community School.
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Again, planners empowered the staff of Project Excel to carry
out provisions in the proposal.
Although school and program documents verified that many
Project Excel students had poor attendance prior to the
program, program documents provided data to report on
improved attendance and tardiness after one year in Project
Excel

(Appendix R).
The average number of days absent for the previous year

of the 29 students who completed the program was 28.4 per
student; the average number of tardies was 25.37.

Although

the group average was above the 20 day limit for losing
credit, a few students did not have attendance problems
(Appendix R) .
Overall attendance and tardiness are illustrated
below:
Absences:

16 decreased,
12 increased, and
1 remained the same.

Tardiness:

16 decreased,
12 increased, and
1 stayed the same.

Although some students continued to have serious
problems with attendance and tardiness, program records
indicated that over 55 percent of the class improved.

There

was a big discrepancy, however, between program and school
documentation which is illustrated in the next chart:
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Total no. of days absent 1986-88
Total no. of days absent 1987-88 (program)
Total no. of days absent 1987-88 (school)

826
694
819

Total no. of tardies 1986-87
Total no. of tardies 1987-88 (program)
Total no. of tardies 1987-88 (school)

736
528
980

Large differences between the documents reflected
difficulties in keeping accurate attendance and tardy records
m the program with a lack of clerical personnel.

Records

are essential to prove successes in programs trying to bring
change and to prevent criticism as occurred in Project Excel.
In conclusion attendance of Project Excel students was
disappointing.

While staff initially made a concerted effort

to call homes when students were late or absent, a large
number of students were not able to overcome years of
habitual truancy.

Also, because of budget cuts the program

could not provide enough "gimmicks," such as picking up
students, flexible hours, and wake-up calls to entice
students to school;

instructional experiences; and,

motivational activities.

Staff lost energy to motivate and

to prevent students from leaving the program.

Administrators

did not follow through with promised credits.

Students

believed the program was stigmatized and they were labeled
"losers" by the general school.

The only two motivations for

at-risk youth to attend school were to be with friends and
for some to skip their sophomore year and graduate with their
classmates.
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Final Class Profile
The final Project Excel class consisted of 29 students:
19 males and 10 females; 24 White, 4 Hispanic, and 1 Black.
Ages ranged from 14 to 19; 21 were incoming freshman at the
beginning of the year and 8 were ninth-grade repeaters.
Twenty-seven students were promoted into the tenth grade; one
into the eleventh grade; and, one was not promoted (Note 1).
Most students exhibited characteristics of at-risk youth
described in the research question;

low self-concept, poor

attitudes and behavior towards school, low basic skills, and
poor attendance.

The self-concept and basic skills levels of

the class improved to a limited degree; but several
individuals made dramatic gains.

Class attendance remained

approximately the same; and some school attitudes improved
even though the program climate declined dramatically in the
mid and final stages.
An overall class profile of those who completed pre- and
post-tests is illustrated in Table 9, p. 126.

The program

improved basics levels in a large majority of students while
improving to a limited extent self-concept, attendance, and
tardiness.
While most families supported thier children, some
students revealed serious problems related to divorced
parents, boyfriends/girlfriends of parents and siblings, and
low expectations of parents (Appendices D & E).

Home

problems place pressure on all children and this stress is
magnified in at-risk youth (Natriello et al., 1986).
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TABLE 9
PERCENTAGES OF PRE/POST TEST RESULTS FOR PROJECT EXCEL

% Improved
Self concept:

% Remained constant

% Declined

59

41

0

WRAT

79

3

3

MAT

71

4

25

BOTEL

73

15

12

MAT

82

7

11

Attendance:

55

3

41

Tardiness:

55

3

41

Basic skills:
math:

language arts:

To get a different perspective of at-risk teenagers
questions in the summative questionnaire centered around
their feelings about life in general (see Appendix G for
complete results).

Responses to the following sample

questions included:
1.

The best thing I like:
—when everything is fun,
— friends . . . boyfriends, and
—clothes, music.

2.

My happiest time:
—when I am with friends,
—when I do something I enjoy,
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—sports,
—trips, and
—summertime.
4.

Home:
—is rich, warm, happy;
fs ^ place that makes me comfortable;
—is a mess, a place with a roof and a
bed, could be better, is alright.

5.

My saddest time:
—when friends and relatives die,
when I fight with my boyfriend/parents,
—when my mother left home for a month,
—when I'm down,
—when things just aren't going right,
—when my parents got divorced, and
—getting hurt.

6.

Boys/girls are:
—mint, cute, great, awesome, cool, and sexy.

8.

The thing that bothers me:
— is pressure,
—fighting,
—trouble-makers,
—people who are rude, don't care, get on my
case, and snobs.

10.

Mother/father:
—cool, the best, special, caring, love, nice,
are OK, good people,
—should smarten up, not too happy, totally
wacked.

12.

My biggest fear:
—drugs, heights, bugs, death, staying back,
Aids, graduation, and leaving home.

18.

I hate:
—most teachers, snobs, bugs, coping room,
poor sports, troublemakers, and fights.

19.

The future:
—will be the best time of my life,
—I hope the future is great to me,
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— looks great,
--is bright, and
— is scary.
Although students had individual problems that placed them
at-risk of leaving school, the overall feelings expressed by
students in Project Excel were normal.

There was no

indication of bizarre or out-of-the-ordinary feelings.
During final interviews students responded to questions
about their feelings towards the upcoming year.
expressed anxiousness.

Most

Ninth graders were fearful and

nervous about reintegration,

some fears stemmed from a lack

of experience in the regular school, concerns that teachers
would consider them losers if they knew they were from
Project Excel, and being poorly prepared academically (see
Appendix D) .
Most ninth-grade repeaters expressed excitment. about
going back into the regular program; however, they also
revealed feelings of apprehension about not being prepared
academically for the regular eleventh-grade program.

All

expressed great anxiety about having sufficient credits to
enter the eleventh grade.
Finally, most students in Excel were likable, regular
teenagers, who for a variety of reasons, home, personal, and
school, fell behind academically and could not catch up,
resulting in failed grades.

Excel students had the normal

anxieties, feelings, likes, and dislikes of other teenagers;
most were ashamed of their prior performance and wanted this
chance to catch up to their own grade level.
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Because they

carried extra burdens without adult support and a sense of
future expecations, many developed a sense of hopelessness.
Twenty-seven students, however, were accepted into the
sophomore year and one, because of credits earned prior to
the program, was accepted into the junior year.

Students

from Project Excel will need support and monitoring to ensure
they graduate, if they are not followed, then all the work by
the planning committee and staff will have been for naught.
The Program:

A Descriptive Analysis

To present the case study from another perspective this
investigation will briefly compare planned and implemented
structural components, some activities and their
effectiveness in motivating students, and a few program
characteristics that encouraged at-risk students to continue
their schooling.

The section concludes with some obstacles

encountered in implementing Project Excel.
Academics, Counseling, and Vocational Components
Program planners focused on flexible and nontraditional
academics, counseling, and vocational components (Natriello,
1986).

Presumably teachers would decide on curriculum

design, team-teaching processes, scheduling, discipline
procedures, and motivational activities.

Computers were

designed as a strategy for changing the traditional failureoriented classroom.

The administration agreed to relieve

staff of noninstructional duties to allow time for planning
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and preparation.

An inservice program provided staff with a

four-week preparation time during the summer.
Project Excel's counselor conducted the inservice
although research suggested the importance of facilitation by
an outside expert with input from the principal (Rand, 1975).
Evaluation results (Appendix M) showed a positive response to
the workshops, but many practical details were not addressed
because the coordinator had not worked in a school-leaver
intervention program prior to being hired and was
inexperienced in dealing with the bureaucratic structure of
schools.
Initially Project Excel did not have structure.

After

many adjustments the daily plan evolved into a morning
meeting time, classroom periods, lunch and gym, guided
journal time, and a final classroom period (see Table 3, p.
81).

Group counseling replaced academics at various times

during the week.

Individual counseling only occurred when a

crisis developed; and work experience took place after
school.
Morning meetings were intended to build a sense of
togetherness, discuss problems, decide on "the agenda for the
day", or to touch basis with everyone.

At the beginning

this component proved to be a valuable experience.

The

following is an abbreviated version of the scroll that
teachers or students read each morning to get into "the mood
of the day" (Appendix N):

130

Today, this day, I am a wonderful student*
Overnight, my mind and body have produced
thousands of new cells to give me the
greatest advantage possible;
I am born anew, revitalized and full of
enthusiasm;
I am rare and valuable, unique in all the
universe;
I have unlimited potential;
I approach each class, each book, and each
assignment with enthusiasm, happiness,
and joy;
I look forward to reading and believing the
scroll each and everyday!
As the year wore on, however, students and teachers
became bored and started to hate the scroll.

During the

morning meeting staff left students unattended, sometimes for
more than half an hour.

Students perceived this time as

relaxation for teachers to enjoy coffee, talk, and read the
paper; they felt cheated of classroom time (Appendices D, E,

—morning meeting is a waste of time (sometimes it
is one hour long);
—hate the scroll . . . it's dumb--everyone knows it by
heart; and,
—I don't see why we have morning meetings and miss
first period class, then people blame us for failing
our classes or doing bad.
By the end of the year an activity that had potential to
develop leadership, togetherness, positive program climate,
and group decisionmaking frustrated students before classes
began.
The academic component emphasized basic skills to
prepare students for reintegration into the regular school
program:

language arts and reading, mathematics, social

studies, and science.

In adherance to the design of Project

Excel, staff also integrated some students who were ready
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academically and socially into classes in the regular
program.
Staff followed regular ninth-grade guidelines and taught
in a traditional manner which was contradictory to the
proposal.

Lacking money for materials, staff relied on text

books from academic departments that are seldom suited for
at-risk youth.

Inadequate funds also limited the quantity

and scope of badly needed software.

Staff did not use

computers as an instructional aid; and, teachers only
introduced team teaching after January (Notes 1 & 3).
In guided journals and interviews some students
commented on these concerns about academics:
—teachers walk in and out of classes,
—have more academics and less counseling,
—some teachers don't stay in the classes long, and
—teachers like to be in Excel . . . it's easy for them
too . . . they can relax.
Many also complained about lack of books, dull classes; and,
lethargic teachers (Appendices D & E).
Teachers initiated guided journal period to improve
writing skills.

Three groups of students worked

simultaneously under the supervision of student monitors or
staff.

Comments in initial journal periods reflected an

upbeat rhythm and pioneer spirit of Project Excel.

Students

already sensed communication between staff and themselves.
They perceived Project Excel as fun, a place where students
and staff cared about each other, gave hope of achievement,
created team spirit, and sense of self-pride.
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Staff read,

commented on, and shared Information In the guided journals
(Appendix E).
Later, guided journals became sketchy and lacked clear
direction.

The activity bored most students because nobody

read or seemed to care about them.

Some did not write for

months:
Mid-year comments:
again, we don't know what to write about;
— I haven't written in this for about a week; and,
I hate journal writing . . . it's stupid.
Final comments:
what I am to write about today is my day as
usual ... I have nothing to write about;
I'm writing for nothing, nobody has looked at our
journals for months ... so why are we writing?
--my journal is boring . . . I would like if you
teachers of mine give me something more interestinq,
OK?
I don't really feel like writing in this because
noone ever reads or corrects my stupid journal or
anyone elses.
Excel students trusted teachers and wrote their
innermost thoughts.

If staff read and commented in the

journals more success might have been achieved in helping
students cope and seek solutions to everyday problems.

A

valuable experience academically and a powerful tool
psychologically were lost.
Most students were not ready for integration into
regular classes and on several occasions teachers of these
classes commented that no one from the program asked for
progress reports.

The lack of communication set up the

program for more criticism by the regular staff.
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Integrated

students need advocacy support which they did not receive
from Project Excel.
In conclusion the academic component was adequate.
factors impaired the teaching climate:

Many

lack of money for

planning and supplies, computers not used as instructional
tools, ineffective team-teaching efforts, draining of
teachers energies due to emotion-consuming counseling
experiences, and poor morale due to unsupportive
administrative policies.

In spite of the academic climate,

however, a majority of students improved in basic skills with
some making dramatic gains.
Counseling was planned to assist both students and
families with problems.

Designers believed students could

not improve self-worth unless family problems were diffused
or resolved.

The proposal divided the counseling between a

social worker for outreach and an in-school adjustment
counselor.

Due to financial constraints both roles and the

coordinator's position went to one counselor.

Three

teachers familiar with counseling roles agreed to listen and
help solve student problems both in individual sessions as
team players and in group as co-counselors.
Initially, staff and students saw this component as
vital and helpful, but when it became inconsistent in mid and
final stages some staff and students perceived counseling as
a waste of time and a source of irritation:
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Staff:
teachers are too dependent on the counselor— counselor should have helped out with coverage
'
when teachers are absent;
--counseling, group and individual, has declined
since January;
haS not been counseled in weeks; and,
the lack of group counseling has been the
greatest loss in the program.
(Appendices H & I)
Students:
counselor's methods confuse you ... he aets
into your mind,
y
counseling makes you feel guilty, and
--counselor should use modern language . . .he's
hard to understand.
(Appendices D & G)
In spite of negative feelings of most students, a few
liked counseling.

Others thought cooperative games were fun;

others liked individual when it helped solve problems
(Appendix D & G).
In conclusion, attempts to guide students academically,
improve self-worth, build vocational expectations, and assist
in everyday problems fell short of expectations.

Few

students respected group or individual counseling efforts.
In addition, this component that was planned to be a vital
and integral part of Project Excel overshadowed the
educational component to the extent that it set up staff for
criticism from both students and administration.
families were counseled during the year.

Few

Parents came to

school for conferences only if their child had problems.
Although the counselor changed his hours mid-year from 72:00 to 9:30-4:30 to accommodate outreach, responsibilities
of coordination and difficulty in arranging family
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conferences with working parents and students prevented
adequate implementation of this major component.
Counseling, a priority in the design, became dominated
by crisis intervention.

Because of lack of time staff did

not use information in the self-concept scale and guided
journals which could have provided more insight in
understanding and solving student problems (Appendices D &
E).

Never-the-less fifty-nine

percent of the students

gained a better self-concept (Table 9, p. 126).
The vocational program, identified in many successful
intervention programs in secondary schools (Natriello, 1986)
was well designed.
activities:

The module consisted of the following

entrepreneurial internships, vocational

assessments, school and community service, and work
experience program (SHCS, 1987a).

Faced with budget cuts

administrators and staff reduced this component leaving only
a work experience which became a sham.

Twelve ninth-grade

repeaters were enrolled initially; only two finished.
Most students had jobs prior to the program.

More

criticism occurred because Project Excel delegated authority
to the work-experience counselor in the regular school for
finding jobs for unemployed students.

Even then staff had

little or no communication with employers.

A survey designed

by a teacher of at-risk students of another school was the
only correspondence with employers made by Project Excel.
The component greatly disappointed planners who thought it
was ineffectual and ineffective (Notes 1 & 3).
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In conclusion, the program as implemented did not
resemble the planned model.

The academic component did not

use computers as an instructional tool and did not employ
team-teaching until the second semester.

Major cuts in the

budget caused great constraints in purchasing materials and
supplies to assist in motivational activities.

The

counseling component, planned for improving self-concept,
instead turned many students off.

The outreach was barely

implemented and the vocational component almost eliminated.
In addition, the program did not use a partial credit system
because of school policies.

Assemblies, Awards/Incentives, Field Trips, and Mentors
Initially, staff employed many activities to motivate
and encourage students:

election of officers, establishment

of a corporation, computers, individual and group research
projects, assemblies, field trips, guest speakers, mentor
program, and many more.

As the year progressed, however,

many activities ceased.

Only four maintained a continual

success:

assemblies, awards, field trips, and the mentor

program.
Although the seating capacity of the auditorium
accommodates only half the student body of SHCS, Project
Excel students attended most assemblies offered by the
regular school ranging from academic and enrichment to
entertainment.

Because they were integrated with the regular

school and were exposed to a variety of experiences, staff
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and student- enjoyed these programs,

Interviews and guided

journals revealed these thoughts:
—AIDS program . . . I found it interesting and the
sessions were great;
--I really enjoyed the sports assembly .
. some of the
guys on the football team are too mint
. . there is
one boy that was on the honor society
. he's mintl
the assembly had interviews with lots of famous
people talking about drugs and alcohol abuse .
it
was really nice and I liked it;
— I liked the Sophomore Olympic Assembly . . . I could
answer a lot of the questions pretty good; and
—the Teachers Variety Show was funny . . . I give all
the teachers credit to get on stage in front of
everyone . . . I think one of the teachers in Project
Excel should have done something.
Assemblies were sparks of light in an increasingly dull
routine of a program that was designed to be innovative and
nontraditional.
Staff utilized incentives and awards for academics,
personal growth, computers, sportsmanship, and other areas.
Students reflected their positive reactions:
—I can't believed you teachers picked me . . . student
of the week, I'm proud of myself, a lot prouder than I
was last year;
—I got one (an award) for good computer work;
that's good for me considering I failed last year;
and,
—the awards are nice; they make you happy and proud
of what you have done.
(Appendices F & G)
Incentives motivated students to improve academically,
socially, behaviorally, as well as attendance.

Awards make

the effort worthwhile!
Initially staff planned many field trips.

A trip to the

Eastern States Exposition in Springfield helped to acquaint
students and staff outside the school environment.

In spite

of a lack of money, Project Excel planned more educational
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and recreational excursions.

Massachusetts Electric provided

monies for buses, entrance fees, and spending money.

Guided

Journals and student interviews commented on their
experiences:
the hospital was fun;
UMass was one of the best hospitals
everything was in order and in a convenient place*
—Qumsrgamond Community College welcomed us and we'had
th»UK^v1U1Ce' and COffee • • •
I looked at one of
the books . . . I couldn't understand it, but I'm
still going to to college; and,
5ad a nice day yesterday • • * something I'll
remember forever—it was an experience to last a^
lifetime (Big e).
Field trips educate and enrich lives of students and create a
useful forum for social interactions.
The mentor program was an outstanding activity in
Project Excel (Mott, 1988, p.

38D).

Participants enjoyed and

wanted the program to continue (Appendices D, G, & H).
Students connected with adults outside the family, school,
and work.

These role models had a positive impact on

students as quoted in these statements (Appendix G);
--it was an awesome experience,
—it was nice because we met adults outside
the house, and
—I liked the program, it was fun!
Although activities were valuable to students, a few
regular staff perceived them as non-productive and ways
for program staff to be relieved of teaching duties—a "cop
out" on the part of Excel staff.

With proper communication

and leadership the purpose of expanding and enriching
learning experiences for at-risk youth might have reduced
this perception.
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—qram ^imatei Discipline, isolation, and Leadership
The initial weeks of the program were exciting, filled
with hope, and charged with enthusiasm by both students and
staff.

The small staff-student ratio was valuable to

building relationships and connecting students with one or
more staff members.
Staff interviews revealed excitement in the beginning
stages of the program:
--excitement of beginning something new,
—we feel like pioneers,
enj°y working as a team . . . feel a closeness,
kids seem to be connecting to one or more staff
members,
--regular staff members are supportive,
—administration is supportive,
—co-counseling is a definite strength,
—morning meetings are productive, and
establishment of corporation and election of
officers and board members was a great motivational
technique.
Early student interviews and guided journals also shared this
enthusiasm:
—P. E. is not trying to push you along,
—the staff are really trying to get you to understand
the importance of work,
—we can have fun plus work, and
—I really like this Project ... it has helped me out
a lot this year, my grades and attendance have gone up
and I've become good friends with teachers which has
helped me enjoy school better.
There is no doubt that Project Excel staff established a
positive environment during the initiation of Project Excel.
As the year progressed the climate deteriorated but the
connectiveness between staff and students remained constant.
Selection of some students and staff was contrary to
planning; however, the mix allowed for many types of
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relationships.

Everyone seemed to find their own niche;

and, staff and students were able to support each other.
Isolation, a dilemma for planners, became a serious
problem for students and some staff.

Planners believed the

program should be isolated; but left some questions
unanswered (Chapter III, p. 68).

Initially students

received mixed messages about the perception of the program
by the regular school.

Two patterns emerged;

some students

wanted to enroll because it was easier, while others thought
the program was for "losers."

These interviews substantiated

the second perception (Appendix D):
--kids think the program is for losers/retards;
we have a bad reputation . . . staff think we are
retards . . . I overheard one teacher say to the
librarian, "you got those Excel kids?"
I didn't
like his attitude; and,
—we should be treated the same way as all other
students in the school.
Observing others coming for classes, particularly in the
music wing, made Project Excel students aware they were being
treated differently and caused them to think that their peers
considered them "retards".
The summative questionnaire (Appendix G) asked students
to comment on things they disliked about Project Excel.
Isolation and reputation of the program were major concerns:
—the embarassment from other students downing the
program . . . it's degrading,
—the reputation,
—being excluded from the whole school,
—not being on the real bell system, and
—being so isolated that other teachers think that
we are bad kids.
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In conclusion, although most staff felt isolation led
to group identity, it was a dilemma for others.

Most

students disliked being separated from the regular school as
membership in the program was a stigma; and, they felt like
"losers."
Most classes had discipline problems stemming from
"acting-out" behavior,

when a student misbehaved, he or she

was sent to a coping space (a six by six practice room with
no windows) to fill out an observation sheet designed to
allow the student to evaluate his or her behavior (Appendix
0).

When the counselor was ready student, teacher with whom

the student had the disagreement, co-counselor, and counselor
went into private session.

On many occasions students were

left unattended all day in the coping room with no
instructional materials, a practice which set up the program
for criticism by students, administration, and regular staff
(Appendices D; Notes 1 & 3).
Project Excel's planners designed leadership
to be a team-consensus approach with the final administrative
decisions made by the principal who was a member of the
planning committee and had a stake in implementing the
project.

The grant had to name a contact person, deciding to

name the counselor who had been recently hired to begin the
student selection process.

Staff from SHCS resented this

action because they were not given the chance to apply.

The

counselor did not want the job, and did not establish
consensus reaching techniques.
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Once he accepted the role he

did not want to relinquish it until the

conclusion of the

program when he did not want to share criticism or blame for
its failure.

Obstacles jji the Implementation Process
The program as proposed had great potential; but, as the
year progressed major obstacles, internal and external,
anticipated and unanticipated, caused interference with mid
and final stages of implementation and impeded effectiveness
in achieving better results.

These barriers finally

inhibited any significant institutionalization of Project
Excel into the school environment.
First, the grant proposal was rewritten to add
unrealistic goals that were tied to the improvement of the
total school climate.

State Department of Education

requirements demanded a total school impact.

Grant goals

overwhelmed and frustrated staff who took responsiblity for
implementing and completing all activities outlined in the
grant application (SHCS, 1987a).
Second,

job descriptions written by planners were

changed because of restrictions in the union contract which
dictated certification over personal qualities tied to
support and nurturing.

Staffing decisions were controlled in

one case by contractual obligations to accept a transfer.
Staff members were from outside the SHCS family, contrary to
planner's guidelines.

Also two fewer staff members were

hired than were planned.

An outreach counselor and an aide

could not be funded (Note 1 & 2; SHCS, SHCS, 1987a).
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Third, 50 students selected in the spring of 1987
dwindled to 33 by August 28, 1987, the first day of school.
The small number was due in part to students who were not
promoted, who enrolled in other schools (i.e.. Trade), and/or
who elected to enter regular school programs.

As a result,

staff had to recruit ninth-grade repeaters without a set of
selection procedures.

Guidance and administration set

criteria which resulted in a power struggle between program
staff and guidance.

Several recruits proved inappropriate

and they were readmitted to the regular program.

That

procedure led to charges that Excel teachers lacked control
over students; and, this negative perception continued
throughout the year

(Notes 1 & 3).

Fourth, counseling, the most dominant feature in the
beginning of the program, took place in a small glassed room
in the middle of the music wing where it was visible to all.
Counseling techinques based on open discussion of problems
included yelling and screaming vulgarities.

Sessions

became the "talk of the area" by regular program teachers and
students.

Excel students felt belittled by the procedure and

feared that other students regarded them as "retards"
(Appendices D & E).
Fifth, computers were not operational at the beginning
of the program.

Software delivery was delayed, expensive,

and in short supply.

Books were borrowed from academic

departments which caused conflict.

One department, for

example, did not want to lend books because "these kids
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wouldn't look after them.”

This attitude concerned and

angered program staff; they felt they were being set-up for
failure and developed a defensive, seige mentality which
again set program staff up for criticism (Note 1).
Sixth,

initially staff spent hundreds of hours after

school for processing and planning.

During a city-wide

meeting Excel staff met teachers from another intervention
program who were compensated for time spent after school.
Discovering this inequity Project Excel staff asked to be
paid.

Administration told Excel staff there was no money for

planning time after school because money had not been
budgeted.

Magnet school money paid for after-school sessions

of the other program.

This difference in city-wide policy

eroded staff morale and dissipated their drive and
determination (Appendix H; Notes 1 & 3).
Seventh, goals of the vocational compoment were barely
implemented.

Although there was a strong attempt to initiate

the entrepreneurial component early in the program with the
establishment of a corporation, elections, and car wash,
staff did not implement other activities because of a
rearrangement of teaching assignments.

The administration

and planning committee felt the elimination of this module
was a serious contradiction of the proposal.

Again staff

were criticized and perceived as not doing their job
(Notes 1 & 3).
Eighth, during planning stages committee members
proposed implementation of partial credits for incoming
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staff did not implement other activities because of a
rearrangement of teaching assignments.

The administration

and planning committee felt the elimination of this module
was a serious contradiction of the proposal.

Again staff

were criticized and perceived as not doing their job
(Notes 1 & 3).
Eighth, during planning stages committee members
proposed implementation of partial credits for incoming
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freshman,

when Project Excel accepted ninth-grade repeaters

into the program the subject surfaced again,

staff argued

that students overage for the ninth grade be given the
opportunity to earn extra credits so they could reenter the
eleventh year to be with peers.

Administration and Project

Excel staff verbally agreed to allow ninth-grade repeaters
to earn six credits in school and two in work experience.
Staff, administrators, and students discussed this
proposition at a parents program in October, 1987; all agreed
it would be a wonderful motivator,

in May, however, the

current administration said NO to the two work experience
credits.

Staff, parents, and students lost faith in

administration whom they felt had lied.

This obstacle

seriously undermined the program credibility and caused many
students to give up (Appendices D, G, & H; Notes 1 & 3).
Ninth, in the fall two leaders involved in the planning
left SHCS.

The loss of the planning coordinator created a

void in the implementation process as he gave support and
energy to the program.

There was no replacement which later

caused a delay in convening the advisory committee.
of the principal created another vacuum.

The loss

The loss of her

leadership and guidance both as a member of the planning
committee and as administrator and overseer of program
implementation was another blow.

The new acting principal

had a lesser stake in Project Excel and was not committed to
its goals.

She supported the program after she realized it
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was in danger of failing.

Her assistance was too late to

make a difference (Note 1).
Tenth, staff and new administration disagreed on
program rules and regulations.

At stake were suspensions,

attendance, tardiness, full and partial credits, and coping
room assignments.

The planning committee empowered staff to

be flexible and to develop rules that would encourage
students to remain in school.

Some administrators and

regular staff perceived this flexibility as a loose program
structure and teachers as being unorganized; and, others did
not agree with the Project Excel goals (Appendices H s, I;
Notes 1 & 3).
Eleventh, the advisory committee was left hanging until
November because no direction had been passed from planning
director to project coordinator.

After a suggestion by the

evaluator, the advisory council convened and a chairperson
was selected from the community.
met again.

The council, however, never

All the ground work to develop a strong advisory

committee structure by the planning committee went down the
drain (Appendices H & I; Notes 1 & 3).

If the advisory

council had been viable, it might have helped sustain
momentum and support for the program.
Twelfth, although there were three programs for at-risk
youth at the high school level, a new city-wide program,
Commonwealth Futures, was planning initiatives.

Rather than

including one or all Excel staff to help in this effort, no
teachers were included on the planning team.
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One t-eacher was

eventually invited to
staff perceived this

a meeting to give some input; but,
effort as a weak attempt to include

teachers who provide direct services to at-risk youth.

The

lack of involvement was a blow to egos and created more
morale problems; Excel staff felt slighted because they
considered themselves experts on the school-leaver issue
(Notes 1 & 3).
Thirteenth, during the writing of this dissertation,
Massachusetts has gone into deficit spending.

Monies have

been eliminated from many education and human service
programs.

Since Project Excel was funded first through

Chapter 188, monies have been reduced from $52,000 to
$36,000; money to pay for slightly more than one teacher
(Note 5).

While the Worcester Public Schools subsidized the

remaining funds to pay for a second teacher of the program,
for the future program was reduced from five to two
teachers, dramatically changing the program design.
Fourteenth, in April two Project Excel staff members
were issued termination letters (Note 1).

This school

committee procedure affects all non-tenured teachers.
Although a teacher is told there is a likelihood of being
hired in the fall, this policy creates a morale problem for
all new teachers, including the two Excel staff members.
Staff morale decreased further.
Fifteenth, the psychological paradigm represented by the
counselor and the educational focus represented by the
teaching staff never meshed.

All teachers, but one, accepted
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the responsibility of counseling and tried to understand
techniques involved, subjugating their role to his.

The

counselor was unable to accept the importance of the academic
component, had biases toward the bureaucratic structure of
educational system and prevented integration (Notes 1 s 3).
Some obstacles are expected when introducing change into
the bureaucratic structure of schools.

Although initial

problems did not appear to be destructive, as they mounted
and where largely unresolved they became a "critical mass."
Several obstacles eventually became serious barriers to
successful implementation and acceptance of the program and
ultimately led to its demise.
Clearly, Project Excel designed to prevent at-risk youth
from leaving school early ran into intolerable odds.

The

bureaucratic forces inside SHCS were simply too great to
overcome by a fledgling program that placed children's needs
before rules and regulations.

In spite of the major

obstacles, however, a group of caring staff members provided
an atmosphere in which a majority of students improved their
self-concept, basic skill levels, attitudes towards school,
and to a limited degree their attendance.

Students also

witnessed the staff's inability to change a system which had
turned the students off in the past.
Implementing Assumptions
Project Excel in spite of barriers to implementation,
improved the self-concept, basic skills levels, and school
attitudes in most students.

These improvements were due
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mainly to positive relationships between staff and students,
some activities, and incentives.

Although a majority of

students and staff perceived counseling to be
counterproductive, most realized the importance of sharing
and resolving problems in order to change circumstances so
that students can feel and experience success instead of
failure (Appendix D, G, H, & I).
An environment in which students perceive staff to be
supportive, caring, and willing to listen to problems is
critical in programs for at—risk youth.

Students in Project

Excel expressed that their successes were mainly due to their
relationships with staff (Appendix G, question 6):
—the relationships between teachers and students,
—teachers were cool and understanding;
—when you have problems there is always someone
there who wants to help you solve problems;
—the staff . . . they were not too rough or too soft;
and,
—the teachers were fun, they didn't treat you like a
baby . . . they understood how you felt.
Initial, mid, and final interviews conveyed the same message
teachers care; they are nice and more understanding.
When asked what characteristics teachers should possess
to work in a program like Excel, they responded;
—caring,
—cooperative,
—kind of strict,
—be understanding,
—have a sense of humor,
—have respect for each other, and
—be someone you can talk to.
Staff unanimously rated their relationships with
students as "good", and added the following comments
(Appendix J, question 17);
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—excellent;
~~nnL0f^he major stren9ths in the program was the
betweeer^studen!-c
*?Veland
°£ =ora™“nicatlon
uetweeen students hCTS!:
and staff;
and^personality.Sach membec contributing own interests
The bond between staff and students indisputably
contributed to a climate that most students perceived as
friendly, warm, and safe.

This bonding was paramount to the

social and educational growth of a majority of students.
Bonding reguires an environment in programs for at-risk youth
that supports informal communication about student concerns,
beyond strictly academic ones.
Studies conducted by Mann (1986) and Wehlage (1986)
identified and substantiated that community support can
provide broader resources for intervention programs.

Project

Excel, however, never mustered this type of support.

A

mentor program, initiated by the Director of the Alliance for
Education, was the major community involvement.

This

partnership developed positive relationships between at-risk
youth and adults in the community.

Students commented on

positive aspects of the program (Appendix G, guestions 5a, b,
& c):
—my mentor ... we had a lot in common;
—meeting new people, learning about banks, and what
other peoples jobs are;
— I liked the whole thing; and,
—you get to know adults outside school.
Mentors also enjoyed the experience, wanted to continue their
relationships with their mentees, and made a commitment to
expand the program (Mott,

1988).
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Some studies have identified parental support for
intervention programs as a key (Natriello, 1986).

This

assumption proved to be controversial as students, teachers,
and parents conveyed different feelings and perceptions.
Each group expressed their opinions.
When students were asked if their parents should help
you more with school work 5 students responded yes? 17
responded no (Appendix G, questions 3).

Some qualified their

answers:
--they should try to answer any question you ask about
work ?
it helps to know someone is behind you, and supports
you;
I think parents should help you, when you ask; and,
—in case your teacher can't help.
Asked if teachers should talk more with your parents 3
students responded yes? 20 responded no (Apppendix G,
question 4).

Students who responded negatively had these

qualifications:
—unless needed?
—only if we are having problems? and
—that only gets the kids in more trouble, if people
make school unpleasant, the kids will be more likely
to drop out.
Staff responded to two questions that focused on this
issue: a) are parents needed in intervention programs for atrisk youth and b) rate parent involvement in Project Excel?
All staff agreed with the question that stated parents were
essential in seeking solutions to student problems (Appendix
H).

In response to the second question three members said

communications were good, one responded barely adequate, and
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one Inadequate (Appendix H, question 13).

staff provided

these additional comments:
the Sualitv of -y c®sP°nslve and appreciative of
? involvement offered to them;
spent iei£
?ct with parents, the counselor
spent next to no time working with parents
was a major shortcoming; and,
P
• • • this
—more outreach is needed.

-after

Staff felt that parental involvement was necessary in Project
Excel, reported that it was good, and recommended more
outreach.
The five parents who responded to the pre/post parent
questionnaire believed it was important to be involved with
their child's education (see Appendix P & Q).

They also made

these suggestions to strengthen communication between school
and home and their involvment with their child:
--contact parents after school hours,
—make parents feel welcome,
parents should call school more often,
—take an interest in child's project,
—have projects that parents can do with kids,
—give parents plenty of notice, and
—have individualized study groups.
In response to their hopes for Project Excel, parents said:
—they had high expectations for their child's success
in Project Excel;
—overall rating:
4 good; 1 fair; and,
—staff is really concerned—more so than the
students.
Parent involvement had mixed revues depending on the
respondant's viewpoint.

Staff and parents believed it was

important to the child's success in school.

A majority of

students objected; however, a few wanted their parents
involved and expressed concern about improving their
relationships.

More in-depth analysis is needed to find out
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why most students disliked parental involvement, how, or if,
we can change these attitudes, and how schools can help in
this process.
Support of the administration is critical when
introducing a new change program into a school and is
necessary to assist in the perception of the program by the
regular school (Sarason, 1982).

Observation, idle gossip,

summative questionnaires, interviews of students showed
Project Excel lost and never regained this support.

The loss

of the principal and the coordinator of the planning
committee early in implementation was a blow to the program
as staff perceived them as champions.

Staff perceived the

new administration as vacillating and, at times, destructive.
Finally,

in the early spring the acting principal assigned

one administrator, perceived by both students and staff as
supportive, to deal with communication and discipline.

But,

it was too late to change the sliding momentum of the
program.
When asked to rate the support of the administration
staff responded:

1 good, 2 adequate, and 1 barely adequate.

Further comments included (Appendix H, question 5):
—vacillating, unclear;
— loss of key administrative relationship to job
changes . . . created vacuum; and,
—not focused, not consistent.
Communication is necessary when soliciting support and
funding for a new program.

Programs also need to publicize

their successes to establish an identity as a strategy for
acceptance.

On-going dialogue with regular staff,
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administration, guidance, parents, advisory council, and
other community agencies through newsletters, telephone
conversations, and verbal communication to inform people
about the program can set the stage for acceptance.

Staff

and students printed one newsletter; staff held two parent
information nights; and, only once did Project Excel report
to the staff on its accomplishments.
done by the evaluator

This communication was

(Notes 1 & 2).

Advocacy is important for students who, for whatever
reason, see themselves as not fitting into the regular
school.

Teachers in intervention programs for at-risk youth

need to act as advocates if students are integrated into the
mainstream.

This support has proved effective in many

intervention programs (Natriello, 1986) as well as in the
special education model.
Many Project Excel staff were not committed to the idea
of integrating students into regular classes (Appendix I;
Note 1), a strategy that planners had hoped would help
prevent isolation.

As a result, the counselor and teachers

did not follow up on progress of integrated students.
Regular teachers of SHCS perceived this lack of advocacy of
Project Excel staff as not caring for their students and
passing off some of their responsibility to those who had
greater student numbers.
Inservice is helpful for staff of any school project,
but when a program is multidimensional it is essential.
Planners budgeted monies for a four-week workshop for Project
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Excel staff the summer before implementation.

At the time

staf£ felt enverated and challenged (Appendix M>.

During the

year, however, as staff faced difficulties they expressed a
need to get some assistance in the implementation process
from experts in the field.

One professor from Worcester

State College provided a two hour dialogue for staff to
listen, to share ideas, and to offer some needed advice and
direction.

Staff attended conferences on at-risk youth, but

felt it would be more beneficial to visit other at-risk
programs in the area as planners had done.

Money was not

available, however, for follow-through (Note 1).
Staff expressed these views related to inservice needs
for intervention programs for at-risk youth (Appendix H,
question 2):
—staff ought to have been selected before school ended
and trained during the summer by knowledgeable and
competent professionals, and
—needed to be more extensive and led by outside
experts.
This information, although it differed from the picture
expressed in the summer inservice questionnaire,
substantiated the need for staff development.

Inservice

should be on-going when introducing a new change program to
provide staff with direction, new ideas, and support.
Sharing ideas with other successful program staff identified
in the research of Natriello et al.

(1986) and Wehlage (1986)

can also expand or strengthen program and program components.
Intervention programs in a secondary schools need to be
comprehensive and include social, psychological, and
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educational assistance because students at this late stage in
their development have built many barriers to learning and
have been turned off to school.

Some factors are related to

family background of students and school; both are
exacerbated by environmental factors.

Some personal factors

also contribute to the overall mix of factors that cause
students to leave school early (SHCS, 1987d).

Family

backgrounds cannot be changed, but institutions can.

Schools

can reflect on their performance and take steps to change any
processes to make school more meaningful, more rewarding, and
less stressful for all students including those at-risk
(Elkind, 1985; Natriello,

1986).

Collaborations with parents, community agencies, and
businesses do help support school-based intervention programs
for at-risk youth and can expand resources (Jones & Maloy,
1988; Mann, 1986).

Some partnership arrangements should

await implementation of the program to allow time to
establish identity, to share successes, and to adjust or to
feel comfortable about the structure and goals of the
program.

Linkages with community agencies that are

implemented too early can drain energies from staff and
diffuse the focus of program goals and overshadow internal
structure by agendas of the more powerful and established
agencies.
An additional assumption should have been included in
this dissertation.

After sifting and reviewing all

materials it was evident that leadership is an essential
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criterion when implementing any change into a large
bureaucratic institution.

A strong administrator in the

school and/or a coordinator with a team-consensus approach
can act as a champion or force for change which can sell the
program.

The loss of this leadership at SHCS and the lack of

it in the program caused Project Excel to flounder and
prevented its acceptance and institutionalization
(Notes 1 & 3).
Although one could find some profound and positive
effects on student performance, attitudes towards school, and
self-worth because of student-teacher relationships and some
activities. Project Excel experienced many obstacles during
implementation.

These barriers eventually prevented the

program's acceptance and incoporation.

The study

substantiated most implementing assumptions, however,
parental involvement and collaborations needed more
clarification and modification.
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CHAPTER

V

PROGRAM SUMMARY AND SOME CONSIDERATIONS FOR FUTURE DESIGNS
Program Summary
Although Project Excel did not demonstrate itself a
viable program of South High Community School, it offered
many lessons for planning and implementing programs to help
at-risk adolescents in secondary schools.

Students' test

scores and journals plus teachers' experiences made clear
that multiple factors contributed to the risk of failure for
many students.

School schedules and academic requirements

seldom matched their needs.

Therefore any program aimed at

at-risk youth should offer diversity, including personal
counseling, vocational opportunities, and academic supports
with enough staff and resources to individualize programs.

A

reasonable short-term focus is to support a positive selfconcept for youth under pressure at home and in school.
As loosely coupled organizations schools exemplify both
bureaucratic regularities around routine procedures and
professional interpretation and decision making based on
information obtained through immediate interactions (Weick &
McDaniel, Jr., 1989).

Because Project Excel selected

students who did not fit regular school programs, a different
structure and approach seemed appropriate.

Yet it invariably

raised conflicts about how to separate activites without
isolating and labeling the students (and staff).

The major

accommodation to professional (as opposed to bureaucratic)
procedures has been within the classrooms where teachers
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generally control their own curriculum with loose
acknowledgment of state and district guidelines.

Various

programs may lead to an academic, vocational, or general
diploma, but course titles and enrollments allow
superficially equal roles for teachers and students,

if

programs for at-risk youth are to provide extra support and
different approaches they will invariably generate some
dissonance with secondary school regularities.
Project Excel, like other innovations, had its successes
as well as its failures.

If an inside or outside evaluator

focused on the gains, one would see some positive progress of
students and some positive achievements of staff.

When

comparing the planned proposal with the implemented program
the results were mixed, both for those who thought the idea
of the innovation was good and for those who did not.
The planning stage of Project Excel could be a model for
other innovations and verified research of the Rand studies

(1975) :
(1) a committed planning team--administration, guidance, and
teachers who:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
(2)

were members of the school staff,
represented many academic areas, as well as business
and vocational,
were willing to accept consensus in the decision¬
making process,
had respect for each other's point of view, while
not being afraid to express personal opinion,
shared responsibility for writing the proposal, and
were innovative in the creation of program models;

leadership from both principal and director of the

planning committee;
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(3) an agenda to organize time and energy to meet proposal
deadlines;

(4) establishment of a research library;
(5) time provided to research characteristics of at-risk
youth, school practices that contribute to students leaving
school early, and visits to successful programs;
(6) compensation for extra time spent; and,
(7) support from superintendent and school committee.
The multidimensional project was realistic in its
approach, philosophy, and goals, and followed some guidelines
identified by Twain (1983) and Lauffer (1978).

Planners

believed the program's success depended on whether students
perceived staff to be caring, empathetic, open to listening,
and resourceful in problem-solving.
The flexible model included: counseling, academics,
vocational, and support services.

Counseling allowed for

intensive group and individual work with students and
parents.

Academic modules were designed around team¬

teaching approaches and included math/science,
reading/language arts, social studies, and occupational
skills.

A sophisticated computer system was planned as an

instructional and motivational aid.

The vocational component

included entrepreneurial internships, assessments, school and
community service, and a work experience program.

Support

services provided students and families access to communitybased organizations and local businesses.
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The planning committee empowered the future staff with
responsibility for scheduling daily activities, designing
curricula, team-teaching, discipline procedures, and
selecting motivational tools and materials.

This opportunity

for staff to take leadership in the learning process was
reflective of the educational reform movement that has
recommended empowerment of teachers in restructuring efforts
of schools (National Commission on Excellence in Education
(1984b).
Planners encouraged and actively sought involvement of
parents, community businesses and social agencies, and local
school officials as recommended by Mann in his "4-C" approach
(1986).

Planners also provided some strategies for change.

A "Celebration Day" was planned for a June staff meeting.

At

informational meetings members of the community were invited
to establish an advisory council.

Those planning processes

might be adapted and adopted by other secondary schools.
There were many lessons to be learned in implementing
Project Excel into SHCS.

The first few weeks of the program

were exciting, filled with hope, and charged with enthusiasm
by both staff and students.
major obstacles,

As the year progressed, however,

internal and external, anticipated and

unanticipated, caused interference with acceptance and
incorporation.

These problems (recruitment and selection of

staff and students, counseling procedures, lack of materials
and money for planning, conflict between program and school
policies, coordination and leadership, inert advisory
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council, a new intervention program being planned, news of
cuts in second-year funding,

reduced staff, and conflicts

between educational and counseling paradigms) slowed down and
impeded the effectiveness of the program in achieving better
results and inhibited the fit of the project into the school
structure.
Project Excel experienced typical scenarios for most
innovations.

An ambitious proposal reflected planning for a

substantial effort--depending on the promises of sufficient
funding and project staff who supported all the same goals.
Implementation followed a general pattern for ambitious
projects which suffer budget cuts that eliminated a program
coordinator who might have exerted leadership and developed
support for the integration of the program into the larger
school.

Conflicts arose when staff had other agendas and

other histories than the goals of the program.

When

leadership was not available either in the program or the
larger school readjustments were made by individual staff
members.

Goals still exceeded budget constraints and staff

capabilities.
Project Excel did not communicate early successes which
could have built a basis for communication and made people
more open.

Staff were overwhelmed with implementing a

program which had initial problems with selection of
students, experienced difficulty in fitting the pieces of the
program together, had no agreement with the regular school
about discipline procedures and credits, and lacked
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leadership in communicating Project issues to the larger
school setting.
Finally when staff realized their program was arousing
criticism they retreated--rededicating themselves to making
the program work.

Project Excel staff became less

communicative with and isolated from the larger school that
seemed unsympathetic; and, they became more frustrated and
angry.

in addition, formative evaluations intended to

improve weak program components were viewed as criticisms of
their efforts.

A blaming circle allowed everyone to ascribe

their problems to behaviors by others.

This circle

contradicted Excel's philosophical commitment to self¬
responsibility and the importance of school-wide
responsibilty for the success of all students--especially
those whose needs had not been met by regular school
programs.
In summary,

innovations in schools often start with

abstract goals reduce those to realize objectives to fit a
budget, and then implemetnation involves specific persons and
their interactions with their personal strengths and
weaknesses.

The abstract generates a general agreement for

the innovation;

realism focuses on conflicts that arise when

the program is implanted into the school setting; and,
concrete deals with practical disagreements that arise when
there is conflict between the innovation and the bureaucratic
and professional domains in the school.
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Some obstacles are expected when initiating change
(Cummings, I960; Sarason, 1982); but problems experienced by
Project Excel overwhelmed the staff,

if designers had

planned for these unexpected events some could have been
avoided;

staff selection not based on requirements of the

program, inappropriate criteria for selecting ninth-grade
repeaters, budget constraints for supplies and materials, and
no agreement between program staff and new administrators
about policies that differed from the regular school.
Support from former planning committee members and
understanding on the part of the new administration could
have assisted the fledgling project.

Other obstacles could

have been averted with proper leadership and commitment from
staff members:

a vocational component that was eliminated;

and, counseling that overshadowed other activities during the
first half of the year and was drastically reduced and/or
ignored in many instances during the last half.
Sarason (1982) wisely noted the role of leadership for
implementing and incorporating innovations lies within the
culture of a school.

A champion with proper direction,

enthusiasm, guidance, and support, could have prevented or
diffused some conflicts.

Leadership could have supported

program staff in some decision-making processes; such as,
--jointly setting criteria for accepting ninth-grade
repeaters into the program with the guidance staff,
--instituting team-teaching as a shared decision with
staff,
--administrating posttests instead of delegating
responsibility to guidance,
--pursuing support and input from the advisory council,
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Project Excel was carefully planned, haltingly
implemented, tolerated at South High, and then folded into
another program for at-risk yoth.

A partially integrated

program, South Futures, was planned and implemented for the
1988-89 year.

The design, while different from Project

Excel, did allow for comparisons to be made, so that
successful components can be replicated and mistakes not
repeated.

Some Considerations for Future Designs
Successful innovations become part of the overall school
culture.

The boundaries of the school should be more

permeable and the internal structure amenable to the change
process.

Most studies have tied the success of an innovation

to strong leadership.

Ideally changes should adapt to the

bureaucratic and professional frameworks inside schools
without relying on the exceptional leader.

When the

integration relies on the chief educational leader of the
school the program is vulnerable.

For example, the principal

of South High Community School was directly involved in
designing and implementing Project Excel and made decisions
regarding the overall program.
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When she left, no one could

make decisions at the administrative level to adapt the
program to conflicting school rules and procedures.

If a

majority of the staff are aware and prepared to adjust to the
regularities that are changed by the program golas and
objectives and how they might impact on the total school
program and population, then inservice becomes critical in
the process.
Jones and Maloy (1989, p.

142)) provided these

leadership qualities in partnerships that can be adapted for
introducing change into schools:
creating inducements for voluntary contributions
because time and human interactions are costly and
not easily justified when problems are ill
structured;
incorporating insights from insiders and outsiders,
experts, lay people, and consumers because cultural
insights are fostered by an array of perspectives and
an array of plausible alternatives;
—empowering small group processes and activities with
an encompassing vision of educational reform;
—assessing program development in ways that both help
participants improve their activities and share a
sense of empowerment; and
—evaluating innovations, in terms of processes that
relate to an open, loosely structured, and selfconscious organizational climate.
Program staff should be given autonomy (Wehlage, 1986)
with accountability, to make day-by-day decisions affecting
students such as discipline, attendance, credits, curriculum,
and materials based on sensible and realistic educational
practices.

Staff need to be realistic when implementing the

program with respect to money, time, and manpower.

P. A.

Cusick in The Egalitarian Ideal and the American High School
(1983, pi 112), however, illustrates a widespread pattern of
"diversity and disparity of curriculum and the comparable
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autonomy of teachers to create and implement that curriculum
as they wished."
Evaluation is essential to innovations to give input and
feedback about what works as a guide to program
modifications.

The more effective designs cluster around

improvement, continuance, and expansion as described by
Campbell (1985).

Staff, however, need to see how the

evaluation can help them improve and gain positive support
for the project.

Then they accept responsibility, will

support evaluation processes, report results in a timely
fashion, and utilize documentation effectively.
Money, time, and commitment are necessary for evaluation
procedures to take place.

Unless a project is funded,

however, and funding tied to evaluation, information about
many programs seldom exists (Lauffer, 1978).

As a result,

little is gained from the experience, successes are hearsay
and failures often duplicated.
and valuable data discarded.

Money and time are wasted,
When an evaluator is part of a

project (Pollard, 1985) he or she has a commitment; is more
aware of subtleties, day by day ramifications, and personal
dynamics; can make suggestions; and, give feedback to
strengthen the program design on the basis of on-going
observed changes.

But the evaluator has to be accepted by

staff and students and perceived as an integral part of the
program; evaluation has to be seen as a helping tool rather
than a criticism of indivduals or staff procedures.
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When innovation programs deal with at-risk youth in
urban secondary schools they are complex, multifaceted, and
subject to a myriad of factors both in and outside the school
environment.

Students, especially those in low-income urban

neighborhoods, have educational and psychosocial problems and
negative attitudes towards schools that are difficult to
address at a late stage of student development.

Programs

need to be "intensive-care units" to address their social,
psychological, emotional, and educational needs.

School

systems designing changes to prevent young people from
leaving school early need to consider characteristics of atrisk youth and school practices that tend to push students
out prior to graduation.
Schools, as change agents for the complex problems of
adolescents and at-risk youth, lack resources to provide
direct delivery serivces but can employ a system of brokerage
discussed by Health and McLaughlin (1987).

This process will

interface school with community and the partnerships created
will expand the resource base for program and school.

The

overall direction of this brokerage system must be delegated
to the coordinator who has flexibilty to run the program.
Finally, in examining the overall consequences of change
programs, unanticipated benefits are often overlooked.
Sometimes the unexpected brings more profound changes in a
school than the goals and objectives of the original program.
Small changes introduced into large schools with proper
planning and implementation can change the overall
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regularities and strengthen the learning environment.
Karl Weick

As

(1985) has proposed sometimes in order to

understand organizational strengths and contraints one should
leap first and then look around.
Project Excel tried to create an environment to change
some of the regularities at South High Community School so
that ninth grade at-risk students could enjoy some personal,
academic, and social success.

This climate was made possible

through the efforts of program staff and student who worked
to create an atmosphere that encouraged positive/
interpersonal communications between students and teachers.
Hopefully, the spirit of what the program tried to accomplish
will not be forgotten by staff and students of South High
Communty School; and, an environment will be created that
supports students who want to graduate despite a variety of
academic, personal, and family concerns that place them at
risk in most urban secondary schools.
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APPENDIX A
Change in Composition of Worcester Households, 1960-1986
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Figure 2: Change in Composition of Households, 1960-1936
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APPENDIX B
Worcester's Eight Districts
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EIGHT PLANNING DISTRICTS

"OUTER RING" DISTRICTS

"INNER RING" DISTRICTS
I

MAIN SOUTH - Piedmont to Webster
Square, Beacon, the Central business
district. Elm Park.

V EAST SIDE - upper Plantation, Lake Ave.,
Hamilton, Grafton St, Sunderland Rd.

II

INNER SOUTH - Green Island, South
Worcester, Union Hill, Vernon Hill.

VI

IE INNER EAST - Belmont-Lincoln,
Shrewsbury St., Oak Hill.
IV GREAT BROOK VALLEY and CURTIS
APARTMENTS

SOUTH SIDE - Quinsigamond Village,
College Hill, Hadwen Park, Stafford St.

VII WEST SIDE - Mill St., Outer May Sl,
Newton Square, Tatnuck, Salisbury St,
Forest-Grove-Holden St. area.
VITI NORTH SIDE - Bumcoat Greendale,

Mountain St.
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APPENDIX C
Letter to Participants
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Written Consent Form
AN INTERVENTION PROGRAM FOR AT -RISK YOUTH IN
A
SECONDARY URBAN SCHOOL:
A CASE STUDY
To the participants in this study:
Lherstd°CDuriiaS^h^ent ?Vhe University of Massachusetts,
Amherst.
During the past two years I have been doinq
research on intervention programs for at-risk students in
charartpCOnfary scJ}oolsdissertation will include
characteristics and school processes that may contribute to
will a^n&ntS leaving sch°o1 before graduation.
The research
■
j
°
a ^ase study to illustrate the initiation and
tfta°rl4.0^ an intervention program that attempts to
improve students
self-concept, attitudes towards school,
basic skills, and attendance in order to prevent students
from leaving school early.
I have selected Project Excel to be the case study on which
my results will be based.
The reason for selecting this
program is my familiarity as a teacher in the school.
As
part of this study, you are being asked to participate in one
or more of the following:
interviews, journals, surveys,
observations, and standardized tests.
The purpose of the
questions asked is to find out your perceptions of the
program structure and climate; improvement in self-concept,
school attitudes, basic skills, and attendance of student
participants; and the need for parent and community support.
My goal is to analyze the materials from all the instruments,
identify successful characteristics in an intervention
program for at-risk youth in a secondary school, and provide
guidelines for future programs.
I may wish to publish my
dissertation after completion of the doctoral program.
In
the written materals and oral presentations which I might
use, I will not use your name or names of people close to
you.
I certainly want to encourage you to participate in the
study.
On the other hand, I want you to understand that you
are under no obligation to do so.
You will not be placed at
a disadvantage now or in the future if you elect not to take
part.
Furthermore, if you agree now to participate in the
study but later change your mind, you may withdraw at any
time.
In order to take part in the study you must sign the consent
form below.
If you are under age, you must have written
consent of your parent or guardian.
If your parent or
guardian has any questions or would like further information
about the study, please ask him/her to call me at my home
phone, 792-1495.
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In signing the
form below,
Ul"= Lurm
oeiow, you are agreeing to ttalcing part in
this study under the conditions> Set
set forth
forfh above
ahnuc.
You ftlsO
are assuring me that you will make no financial claim on me
now or in the future for your participation
Va«

Thank you for considering being a part of this research and
for all the help you have given me this year.
Deirdre Jean Loughlin
82 Botany Bay Road
Worcester, MA., 01902

DO NOT DETACH.

PLEASE SIGN AND RETURN ONE COPY OF THIS FORM.

Participant's consent:
I,_
have read the statement above and agree to participate in the
study under the conditions stated above.
Signature of Participant

Date

Parent's or Guardian's consent:
I,
have read the statement above and agree to my son or
daughter's participation in the study under the conditions
stated above.
Signature of Parent or Guardian
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Student Interviews
October Interviews
1.

Students were asked to describe themselves last year:
—not a good student
“-teachers gave me a hard time
--hated school
--stayed in eighth grade twice
—did not pay attention in class
— lot of absences and did not go to class
—classes were boring
--could not stand to sit in a class
—bored
—could not stand to read aloud
—rather be working
—have not picked up a book to read since sixth
grade—read only comics and cartoons
--had an attitude problem
—had many suspensions
—work was too hard and did not do well
—none of my brothers or sisters made it through
the ninth grade
--stayed back in second and third grades
—slow worker, poor effort
—hung around with wrong kids
—skipped school and did wrong things

2.

Students were asked to describe themselves this year?
—not doing better
—bad—worse than ever—teachers are wicked easy
—do not have to work—school is easy—too easy
—more tardies than absences this year
—100 percent better
—trying a lot better
—doing better—I want to
—I do my work, I am not late or absent that much
—hardly get into trouble
—improving my effort

3.

Students were asked to comment on the strengths of
Project Excel:
—like school this year
—teachers care
—like kids looking after themselves
—like group counseling
—not as boring
--teachers are nice--more understanding
—like kids
—like small groups
_kids are closer and get to know one another
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--like scroll--volunteer for it
parents like the program
--would like to be in Excel for three years
program has made a difference—easier work
--like gym and breaks
4.

Students were asked to comment on the weaknesses of
Project Excel:
don't let any more kids enroll
—school work is too easy
--the program never seems settled
—the teachers act like you—that's bad
"teachers walk in and out of class
—teachers should be one step ahead
—have more academics and less counseling
—only have two books
—everyone goofs around
—want same amount of work as other ninth-qrade
kids
—counselor takes it too far--everything must be
his way--he shouldn't contact my mother
—classes are stupid
—movies are a waste of time
--teachers should be more strict

5.

Students were asked to comment about the perception of
Project Excel by the students in the regular school:
—nobody asks
—they think it's good
--they think that we are losers
—they ask if it is for 'mental kids'
—some ask to be in it
—kids don't know much about it

February Interviews

1.

Students were asked to comment about the strengths of
Project Excel:
—closeness of students
—academics are easy
--you have freedom
—staff care about you
—attendance has improved
—less suspensions than last year
—like gym everyday
--like breaks
—enjoy computers
—regular coping room works
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2'

!r«w£%Wer?
Project Excel: 3Sked “ they had any concerns about
--teachers are getting cranky
some teachers do not stay in class long
—morning meeting is a waste of time (sometimes it is
one hour long)
—hate scroll —it's dumb—everyone knows it by heart
teachers have lost ability to motivate
—counselors methods confuse you—gets into your mind
--counseling makes you feel guilty
regular program think the program is for
retards
it s time to buckle down in academics
--teachers are giving stupid work
ninth—grade students should go into regular
program—have a new chance in a new school programhave a new chance in a new school
—we have only done two book reports all year
—we don't do 'nothing' in class
— some of us have 'pisspoor attitudes'—problems at home
nQt
school--we bring poor attitudes to school so we
get suspended and flunk
—teachers like to be in Excel—it's easy for them too—
they can relax

3.

Students were asked to make suggestions for next years
program:
--make it fun for kids
—make learning fun
—do exploring—especially in science
--take educational field trips
--take art and music

May Interviews
1.

Students were asked to comment on the strengths of
Project Excel:
—passing grades
—break times
--gym every day
—you can work at your own speed
—being allowed to go regular classes, if we're ready
--good relationships with the teachers

2.

Students were asked if they had concerns about Project
Excel:
—make it harder in the beginning—it's too easy
—counselor should use modern language—he's hard to
understand
—we goof off too much
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-we have a bad reputation—staff think we are retarri«I heard one teacher say to the librarian •. v_
those Excel Wd.7-.-i didn't !iie his^Jtit^de ^
^Chfs alfe not ln class —they're not doing their
alone
°laSSes are more civilized when they leave US
3.

Students were asked to offer suggestions to improve
Project Excel:
taku aUt° mechanics or mechanical drawinghave a class where we can work with our hands
—have Project Excel for Juniors and Seniors
r*an6 1farnin<3/s^ol fun—you must have work, but you
can make it fun too
y
~"throughmake dSalS ”ith k'idS' thS teachers must follow

Additional information from student interviews:
1.

Students felt the program should stay at South and not be
placed outside the school building. They preferred to
take some classes in the regular program, particularly
gym.
Students wanted to be on a regular bell schedule.

2.

Students listed these teacher characteristics that are
needed to work in a programs like Excel:
caring
understanding
cooperative
sense of humor

kind of strict
respect for each other
both male and female
someone you can talk to.

3. Students believed that Project Excel could help
students with these problems:
—home
--school (most agreed that school problems were a result
of home problems)
—attitude
—attendance
4. Students expressed these feelings about counseling:
Group was fun when it involved cooperative games, but
then it got boring.
Some liked individual when it helped solve problems, but
hated it when it related to a crisis situation that
resulted in confrontations with staff members.
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5.

Student concerns about the next year:
Most ninth graders were fearful and nervous about
entering the regular school.
Some fear arose from a lack
of experience in the regular program, concern that
teachers might consider them losers if they know they
came from Excel, and being afraid they might not be
prepared academically.
Ninth-grade repeaters were
excited about going back into the regular program,
however, they expressed apprehension about not being
prepared or not having enough credits for the eleventh
grade.
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Guided student Journals
Initial student comments:
"^^-,f^0ll+.giYes y°u confidence—it says I am the best
student—it gives you lots of confidence towards your
goals
1
—when I listen to the scroll it makes me feel good
elections
it is so great—we get a chance to run
for office or vote and know how it feels—I can't wait
til tomorrow
—today was an awesome day—I gave my speech and it was
elections
we get a sense of worth because we are
doing something useful and meaningful
most important thing we learn is how to work as a
team
--last year I used to skip all the time, now that I'm in
Project Excel I want to come every day
^ think Project Excel is pretty cool—I also like what
it's trying to do
—the teachers are pretty understanding—not like the
other teachers in the school—they always rush you
out of the way
—Project Excel isn't trying to just push you along—
they are really trying to get you to understand
yourself as well as the importance of school
—I like Project Excel because we can have fun plus work
—it seems like a place where everyone are friends and
it's like a place to go
—I also like it when the teachers can talk to us like
friends not students
—it's like the teachers care what everyone thinks—not
just themselves
--I really had a nice day yesterday—something I'll
remember forever—it was an experience to last a
lifetime (Big E)
—I wish I could stay in Project Excel for all four of
my high school years—there are a lot of nice people
(cute ones too) in Project Excel
Midterm student comments:
1.

Absenteeism
--if you come in late constantly then I think you should
stay after school to make up the time—if you had
an important class first period—you would keep
missing it and you wouldn't pass that subject—it
is better to stay after school than staying back a
whole year
--we are getting a chance to make up our absences
or tardies (after school) and probably get credit for
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it
there might be a problem with kids that
have to work
~'1'™ d5ing better in school —I won an award for
attendance last week—that's good for me—last
year I had 47 absences in 3 months
I feel sick sometimes, but I can't afford the
absences from school
2.

Activities:

field trips, assemblies, movies

—UMass was one of the best hospitals I have ever
been in—everything was in order
it
was okay—the people were very nice but some
looked at us like we were retarded because of all
the noise getting on and off the elevators—a lot
of us were acting fine, but there was a wild bunch
—Quinsigamond Community College welcomed us and we
had donuts, juice, and coffee—my group went to
the computers, then to math—X looked at one of
the student books and it had
problems that I couldn't
understand—but I'm still going to
college
—the assembly had interviews with lots of famous
people talking about drugs and alcohol abuse—it
was really nice and I liked it—I had a lot of fun
—the Teachers Variety Show was funny—I give the
teachers credit to get on stage in front of
everyone—I think one of the teachers in Project
Excel should have done something
—the Sophomore Olympics Assembly—I could answer a
lot of questions pretty good
—AIDS program—I found it interesting and the
sessions were great
--I really enjoyed the assembly—some of the guys on
the football team are too mint—there is one boy
that was on the Honor society—he' s mint
3.

Awards
—I can't believe you teachers picked me student of the
week—I'm not a very good student—although I've
been doing very well—much better than last year
anyway—I'm proud of myself—a lot prouder than I
was last year—my father and mother are really
happy I'm doing so well
--I've been pretty good lately except for doing
school work—I haven't been late or absent but I
have to get my grades up so I pass—I still have
to get a job or I won't get my credits to be a
junior next year
_I got an award for good computer work—that's good
for me considering I failed last year
_the rewards are nice to make you happy and proud
of what you have done
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4.

Computers
I like computers a lot, they are a lot of fun —
you can do a lot of things
--the computer room is real exciting

5.

Counseling
--today the counselor is coming to my house at four
o clock—I'm so nervous and scared I don't know
what will happen—I just hope he doesn't make my
mother upset or anything—she' s a very upsetting
person, but a nice person too—after school I have
to go home and clean to make my house nice_I
t want him coming and talking about me and
making me feel dirty—I hope it turns out well and
my mother and me will cooperate

6.

Excel
- a lot of us take advantage of the teachers because
they are so nice—they've done a lot but it’s so
normal to talk back because we're all used to doing
what we want around here—so when we're told to do
something we think we can get away with it—we do
sometimes
—Excel, first 90 days—I really like this Project
as it has helped me out a lot this year, my grades
and attendance have gone up and helped me—I've
become good friends with a lot of my teachers
which has helped me enjoy school better
—everything today is crazy—nobody listens to any
of the teachers—they' re crazy stupid—I can't
stand it anymore
—students in Excel should be treated the same way
as all other students in the school—we get too
many breaks for tardies—I think there should be
punishment for being absent or tardy, but we
shouldn't have to stay after school for it
—it isn't too late to get out of here—I'm sick of
getting punished for other people

7.

Groups
--today we switched groups around—I like the
group I'm in and I think the groups are better
--changing groups was a very good idea—the older
students need to know 'there' sophomore work—it
might be hard because there are 19 ninth-grade
repeaters and that's a very large class to try
and control—the challenge is getting everyone to
do their work, not to be loud, not to be late—I
think most of us can handle it
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in 9r0up 2—there’s no one in here I
like--ninth-grade repeaters are in group l—mv
life is starting to sy
y
"■Iud??'tulike this <3rouP"-not the people in it, but
what s being said about us--they're saying that we
always get what we want—'cause we're older_if
they want to say something why don't we have a
meeting--l don't like to be known as a 'bad guy',
I have made a lot of friends in here, but now it's
gonna change--we are going to be treated better,
but we're also going to lose the respect that we
had from our friends—it's hard enough for me to
make friends cause I'm overweight and not as
pretty and-and1 feel much better
group 2 suits me—group 3 was
really bad
there were too many distractions--I
like group 2 better because I get all my work done -I want to become a Junior next year and to be able
to do my work more, but there are a few kids in
this group that are holding us back—I want to
graduate and start on a career so I won't end up
a bum in the future—I think the older students
should accomplish a lot since we all want to earn
a total of 8 credits and keep on the right tract
--Group 3 is real bad—bad-time sandboxers--real
loud—all they do is talk and goof off—they do
no work what-so-ever—I'm real glad that I got
changed—it is not a real big improvement, but it
is better than group 3—I think you should kick a
lot of kids out--kids who don't do nothing and get
in trouble a lot--if you did that then Project
Excel would be more successful
8. Group Games
--that thing the counselor did with us was awesome, when
I was thinking of my feet they were wicked heavy
--this thing--is very tiring and lazy—I wasn't
really paying attention 'cause I was bored and
tired
9. Guided journals
—again we don't know what to write about—so now I'll
ask—this is so gay--we are supposed to be doing
this for English—it's an assignment with no
meaning—I haven't written in this for about a
week I can't believe it—that is a long time
—I hate journal writing—it's stupid and queer
10. Gym
—we played the teachers—they beat us 21-15, but I
had fun
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I had an awesome tennis instructor,

he is too

do^hlV™,®° in love with him 1 don't know what to
do—he s the biggest flirt in the school
— I might not be a pro, but I'll work on it

.

11

Life
--today might be my last day—no one really cares exceot
,,
and
>
1 hope I don't have to go to
another school—I don't want to go anywhere else—
I 11 skip everyday of school until they let me
back to South—I don't care anymore
the past two days I've done nothing—all I did was
stay in my house—boring—watched TV, ate, slept,
and bitched all day--I was glad there wasn't any
school yesterday, but I wish there was school
because I was bored out of my mind
yesterday I went over my cousin's house--we smoked
a gram of hash—we all got wasted
1 don t know what to do any more—my life is a
total disaster, I have no reason to live anymore—
school is such a drag and home life is such a
bummer
and as for a job, there isn't one and my
whole damn life is nothing
—this weekend was so boring, I didn't do much—I
usually drink a little and then go dancing--l know
I'm not supposed to be drinking but it's hard to
stop
— I'm so confused—I need help bad--I was so nervous
and scared because Monday I went and had a blood
test for pregnancy—Tuesday afternnon I went to
find out the test results and it was negative—I
was so happy I cried, but for two weeks I had
myself convinced that I was — I just broke down and
cried, took 20 aspirins to kill myself and cut my
wrists—I really didn't want to die
—I'm not as confused today--I could have died and I
wouldn't be here right now—it would have been so
stupid if I did—I want to change--a new look, new
personality—just my whole life new, but I just can't
turn the clocks back now everything that I've done so
far will live with me for the rest of my life—but
that's ok—never look back—always look forward from
this day on I will always look on to those who have
showed me a lot about life and what life is really
about like the staff of Project Excel this year, they
have shown me a lot and I'm thankful to be here
—today I came into school at 11:00 feeling like
s-I don't know lately I have been feeling like
s-and looking like s-, a low life, a nothing-1
have nothing to show for myself and I don't have a job
— I can't come to school on time, never mind coming in
on time, but just getting to school — it makes me
depressed to think about school because all I hear is
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?o0beeamrwithPr0blemS"SeriOUS problems that have

—I really hate school because of the teachers, the
rules, the principals—in March I can quit school,
but I have to finish the ninth grade, if I don't
go into my junior year I will assure you that I
will quit and get a GED—my social worker said it
was cool or alright and I will make a life of my
own—get an apartment on my own—when my
riend gets old enough X will marry her
the one thing if I could go back and change would
be drugs—the type of drugs that I did was weed,
acid, hash, and coke—I did coke once and thank
God I didn't get anything off it—the worst drug
that I had was acid--I have learned that I don't
need drugs or cigarettes because I like myself and
I feel a lot more secure without them drugs
—Life s-s — I'm so bored!
Love is weird
Love is strange
Love is something in our veins.
Love is something
In your heart
So love is something
We don't want to part.
Love is nice
Love is sweet
Love is something
We all seek.
—sometimes we feel down, sometimes even mad, but there
are times when we're so happy—I love life and
don't understand how people can go and kill
themselves—everyone has their good and bad days—
we all have our own chances
12.

Morning meetings
--I don't see why we have morning meeting and miss first
period class, then people blame us for failing our
classes or doing bad--my goals are to go to school and
finish
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I am really getting quite sick of getting lectured
untiiefly4?!0rnin9-in meetin9s--we don't start class
until 8.45 sometimes that leaves 15 minutes for
first period
—today we had a meeting about things to keep us in
school —I like the idea of field trips—Riverside
does sound like fun
--there was a little disturbance between the
students and staff of Project Excel about
attitudes and behavior—we are all human beinqs
and we should all respect each other, but
sometimes we don't—maybe if everyone just
realized it we'd all be much happier
13.

Report cards:
- I thought my card was OK—although other people think
I could do a little better —I am trying to do
better
— I was really impressed—I like my grades—the
only thing wrong is my absences—they really make
it look bad—this year's report card really looks
different from last year
my report card is real good—I hope it stays that
way and not any lower
—my report card was great—I really liked the
grades except gym—my mother and father were very
proud of me because I passed everything
— I'm on the honor roll —I don't know how I managed
that—I'm getting moved up to Honors next year

14.

Suspensions
—today is Tuesday and I'm back from suspension—the
staff talked to my mother and all I can say I'm
glad it's over
—we started to write all morning as it was the
beginning of a 3-day coping room experience for
all Project Excel students.
Most of the kids in
the class can't write for that long, so I think
that they're thinking about changing their
behavior so this won't happen again
—Day 2 of Concentration Camp—the teachers had
trouble with the kids that weren't here yesterday
—I can't believe that they smart mouth you back
and you teachers don't do anything to make them
understand
—I understand why you teachers are getting so
p.d off, but some kids are not a fault--I'm
one of those kids—I also feel part of this group
and don't want to be treated any differently
—I did more work today—I usually do what I'm
told but lately I've been goofing off because of
things that happen at home—like my parents getting a
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divorce—my brothers fist fighting when they're let
haveSlPf> aUnt 49) yellin9 at me—the only thing I
foris my dog-my Mom and Dad are putting him up
nl
don
Want t0 get rid of him because he
protects me from the rest of the world and my Dad—the
f
9 1 haVe 9°ing for me is my friends in
Excel and of course you teachers have been terrific to
me -but I really need to go where I can be respected
for who I am and not what I do or what I look like
I didn t know about the coping room until this
motning—some of the other students were acting up
and really getting out of hand—you figured that
if you kept us all in one room and not let us have
most of the privileges we would realize how much
we missed them—even though I think it is a dumb
idea, I think a lot of students will learn from
this experience
1 think the next time you should only have the bad
kids in here and let them watch everyone else
enjoy themselves
--these people won't shut up—why don't you
teachers separate the good people from the bad,
why should the good people pay
I came to school at 9:30 not expecting to find
everyone in one group with everyone doing their
work—I was angry—I never thought it would come
down to this—Project Excel is going down hill
15.

Teachers
-isn't here today—it feels funny not
having her/him around
—the day started out awful because decided to pick on me—I know that I was screwing
around a little, but I don't think I should have
to listen to someone mention my name everytime
he is going to say something about how the class
it behaving—I also didn't like how he mentioned
other peoples names

Final student comments:
1.

Counseling
--this morning we had a long, boring meeting
—they want us to sign a contract to help with our
attendance
—I really don't want to sign a contract

2.

Journals
—what I am going to write about today is my day as
usual—I have nothing to write about anyway
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--thank God that school is almost out
—again I have nothing to write about and I'm
™i^n9v/01\n0thing' nobody reads for months,
nobody has looked at our journals, so why are we
writing in them—it makes me bored
boring that’s why my journal is boring
— I would like if you teachers of mine give me
sometmg more interesting OK?
1
think of anything to write about—there's
really nothing to write—I wish I had something
good to write that would make your eyes pop out as
you read it
^ *
really feel like writing in this stupid
thing because no one ever reads or corrects my
stupid journal or anyone else's
3. Life
this weekend was great—my friend had a baby
—life seems so tiring to me I just don't know,
I live day by day—I'm so bored
I'll write about what I value most—let's see, it
would be my family and friends—if I didn't have
them I would be nothing
—what is most important to me is myself — I don't
want to die or anything and then my family—I
value them a lot, without them I wouldn't even be
here—I'm thankful just as long as I have a roof
over my head and clothes on my back and of course
food in my stomach
4.

Movies
—Nature and nurture:
I thought the movie was good, but
some people thought that the movie was boring—it was
about twins and teaching little kids before
they can even talk—it gives us some ideas on how
to teach and how to keep our kids happy—I know
one thing, when I have kids I am going to bring
them places and learn at the same time—I think I
would be real happy if I saw my kid or kids go to
college and have a real good job, to give their
family a good life

5.

Self-concept
--I can't believe the reaction I'm getting today over my
new hairdo—I wondered how long it's going to
last—everybody liked it—I feel natural, pure,
fresh—all that hairspray—it's just not me
—I'm so stupid—I shouldn't be putting myself down
like this but it's true—next year if I'm going to
be a freshman again—I'm not coming back next
year—no way, three years in a row—no way!
I'll
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do something else like work, I'm not going to
become some punk, druggie or junkie.

APPENDIX F
Results of the Piers-Harris Self-Concept Scale
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Piers -Harris Self-Concept Pre and Post Scale
n = 30
Scores:

Raw

T

Interpretation

56
60

52
55

average
average

+ 4

+ 3

47
65

46
59

+ 18

+ 13

75
76

63
63

1

0

53
62

50
56

Pre
Post
Differences:
Pre
Post
Differences:
Pre
Post
Differences:

+

Pre
Post
Differences:

+

9

Pre
Post
Differences:
Pre
Post
Differences:
Pre
Post
Differences:
Pro
XT
C
Post
Differences:

-

4

above average
above average

average
slightly above average

6
above average
above average

63
61

71
67

Pre
Post
Differences:

+

average
slightly above average

-

2
average
above average

54
71

53
63

+ 17

+ 10

39
69

41
63

+ 30

22

39
64

40
58

+ 25

+ 18

22
43

31
43

+ 21

+ 12

slightly below average
above average
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slightly below average
slightly above average

much below average
slightly below average

Pre
Post
Differences:

48
56
+

6

Pre
Post
Differences:

-

Pre
Post
Differences:

0

0

31
46

37
45
+

above average
above average

below average
average

8

68
68

62
62

0

0

72
67

63
61

-

5

-

+

8

Differences:

very much below average
below average

above average
above average

above average
above average

2

67
75

Pre
Post

61
63
+

51
63

+ 18

+ 12

44
48

43
46

+

4

+

63
64

Pre
Post
+

Pre
Post
-

1

above average
above average

2

54
72

Pre
Post

Differences:

63
63

+ 14

Pre
Post

Differences:

73
72

+ 20

Pre
Post

Differences:

6

25
39

Differences:

Differences:

average
average

15
35

Pre
Post

Differences:

+

+ 15

Pre
Post
Differences:

46
52

average
average

3
57
56

+

slightly below average
very much above average

slightly above average
slightly above average

1

60
54

55
51

6

4
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average
average

Pre
Post
Differences:

54
67

51
61

+ 13

+ 10

43
63

43
57

+ 20

+ 14

41
47

42
46

Pre
Post
Differences:
Pre
Post
Differences:

+

Pre
Post
Differences:

+ 10

64
73

58
63

+

5

+ 29

+ 21

32
45

37
45

+ 13

+

slightly above average
above average

below average
average

8

27
50

34
48

+ 23

+ 14

42
67

43
61

+ 25

+ 22

59
56

54
52

Pre
Post
Differences:

+

average
slightly above average

41
62

Pre
Post
Differences:

9

slightly below average
average

39
68

Pre
Post
Differences:

4

+ 13

Pre
Post
Differences:

slightly below average
average

49
59

Pre
Post
Differences:

+

slightly below average
slightly above average

52
65

Pre
Post
Differences:

7

average
above average

-

3

-

2
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much below average
average

slightly below average
above average

average
average
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Summative Questionnaire for Students
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Summative Questionnaire for Project Excel Students
n = 26

A.

PLEASE ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS:

la.

How many years of education has your mother
completed?
Grades 1-8

4

Grades 9 - 12

12

Post-high

8

2 stated they didn't know.
lb.

How many years of education has your father
completed?
Grades 1-8

Grades 9 — 12

10

Post-high

6

2a.

How many brothers and/or sisters do you have?

2b.

What is the highest grade that any brother or sister
achieved?
Grades 1-8

B.

(>

7

Grades 9-12

13

Post-high

3

PLEASE CIRCLE THE ANSWER THAT MOST NEARLY REFLECTS YOUR
OPINION.
SA = Strongly Agree
A = Agree

U = Undecided

D = Disagree
SD = Strongly Disagree

Because of Project Excel:

SA

A

U

D

SD

a.

You feel better about
yourself

5

8

9

5

1

b.

You have done better
academically

4

12

6

4

2

c.

You like school better

5

12

3

6

2

d.

Your attendance has
improved

6

10

3

7

2

e.

You like teachers better
(2 said only the teachers
in Project Excel)

6

16

2

4

0

f.

You have more friends
now

5

14

4

3

2
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SA
g.

You are better prepared
for next year

2

h.

You have learned more

1

i.

You have a better
relationship with your
parents

o

j.

You feel better about
school administrators

l

k.

You feel more comfortable
around adults

0

1. You have higher
expectations for
yourself

C.

5

A

U

D

SD

7

5

7

5

8

5

7

7

5

12

7

4

8

7

4

6

12

9

3

4

14

m.

You are happier

3

15

4

3

3

n.

You have more control
over what happens to
you

2

13

6

2

5

o.

Life is better

3

9

12

1

3

PLEASE COMMENT ON THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS:
1.

Do you think Excel can help students who have a
difficult time in the regular school program?
Yes = 21
--the teachers and friends make you feel better about
yourself
—because they make it easier
—if they want to be helped
—it all depends on what the person is and what they
can succeed on their own
—yeah, if someone is chosen for Excel they'd be
stupid not to gol
—I do believe in Project Excel
—because the teachers are closer, and you feel
comfortable
—I think Project Excel can help students who have a
difficult time
—it is a good experience for you
—Project Excel brings out a positive attitude
—well, if the teachers would teach you more
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No

3

—because they just take Excel as a relaxing year
—because they make it easier
9 Y

.

2

Do you think Excel should be for ninth-grade
respeaters only? _ why?
9
No

=

16

”scheduleraderS Sh°Uld ^ a °hanCe at the regular
—other kids need it too
because ninth-grade repeaters are not the only
dropouts-to-be
y

”gradekldS

be d°in9 aS wel1 in the ei9hth

1J"'S not
fair to kids getting out of Junior
High who have problems
because Excel is a good program so it shouldn't be
only for ninth-grade repeaters
--other kids in higher grades could have the same
problems as the ninth graders
-J- think it should be for anyone who needs help
--it would be a relief for some ninth-grade repeaters,
but other kids can benefit too
they should be for ninth graders and repeaters

Yes =

11

—because eighth graders don't know how the real
school will be
—because if they are just coming into High School and
go into the Project they will be prepared for the
regular school
—because there is only one group to deal with
academically
--because it doesn't benefit other students
—because it would make it easy for kids and it would
be like a pass through school
—so they can catch up with their classmates
3.

Do you think parents should help you more with
school work?
No

=

17

—you should listen and you will learn on your own
—if I need the help I get it but otherwise I don't
need it
--because if they do, you won't learn nothing
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Yes

5

"~ab!utSwor£d trY t0 an3W6r any question V<>u ask
because it helps to know someone is behind you
y°Ur teacher can,t help, you can count on
youi mother
I think parents should help you, when you ask
--in some cases
--only when you ask
4.

Do you think teachers should talk more with your
parents?
1
No

=

20

—unless needed
if needed, or any problems we are having
that only gets the kids in more trouble--if people
make school unpleasant, the kids will be more
likely to drop out
Yes =

3

—a lot more
—if it is needed
—so that parents will be more aware with how their
child is doing
--teachers and parents talk only when it's necessary
—it's totally up to them
5a.

Do you think all Project Excel members should be
involved in the mentor program?
—no, it should stay choice
—no, whoever wants to be involved can
—yes, it was an experience for those who were
involved
—yes, it was an awesome experience
—no, only if you want
—well, nobody should be forced to do something they
don't like
—yes, because I liked the mentor program, it was
real fun
—yes, it would be nice because they'd be able to
meet an adult besides their parents outside of
school
—only if that person is cooperative

5b.

Do you think the mentor program is a good idea?
—yes, for people who want to be involved
—I don't really think so, it doesn't do anything,
just gets you out of class
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Yes'.1 went fishing with my mentor
it gives us a chance to see where our money is and
to be sure it is safe
--I don't know I never went
5c.

Did you participate in the mentor program?
No
= 20
Yes =
7
If your answer to 5c is yes,
following questions:

please comment on the

What did you like best about the program?
my mentor—we had a lot in common
—new and different friend
meeting new people, and learning about banks and
what other peoples jobs are
--I liked the whole thing
—I was matched with someone just like me
you got to know adults outside school and learned
about the bank
the way that they showed us how they ran the bank
—visiting bank, and lunch
What did you like least about the program?
—not seeing my mentor all the time.
—nothing—4
—I liked everything
—there wasn't anything I didn’t like
--the after school meetings should have been more
often than once every two weeks
6.

What things do you like most about Project Excel?
—the relationships between teachers and students
--the free times and movies
—the teachers were cool and understanding
—fooling around and a lot of people making me laugh
and privileges
—movies, computers, all the kids, and —gym and lunch
—our freedom and not being bogged down with
pressures
--the teachers, fieldtrips, computers, movies, car
wash, special programs
--the most thing I liked was being in one group
together and field trips and not feeling down
--when you have problems there is always someone
there who wants to help you solve your problems
—it's easy and fun
—movies and gym
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--the freedom and gym everyday
—field trips
—having gym everyday, breaks, journals, and movies
—the staff—they were not too rough and not too soft
—the teachers were fun, they didn't treat you like a
baby--they understood how you feel
—breaks, gym and lunch
nothing, I just like - because he cares
—the teachers, they're more understanding and open
with you
7.

What things did you dislike about Project Excel?
--I didn't learn anything
—the embarassment from other students downing the
program—it was degrading
—the new ninth graders
--the isolation and the noise
—getting yelled at
--the reputation and maybe one or two teachers
--morning meetings
--being so isolated and that other teachers think
that we are bad kids
--the thing I disliked about the program was morning
meeting, the scroll, and being 'discluted' from the
whole school
—there's nothing I don't like about Project Excel
--morning meetings and scroll
—the first time—ninth graders sort of took away
academically from the ninth-grade repeaters
--the title
--some of the students--they are really immature
—not on real bell system
--sandboxer players
—computers
--the way some kids took it for granted
—counseling alone and being separated from the rest
of the school
—nothing, it was a wasteful year--this program
should be terminated

8.

What things would you change in Project Excel next
year?
—classroom form, lockers, more homework
--you should learn more and not have gym everyday
—the new ninth-graders
—nothing
—only ninth-grade repeaters
--rules
—morning meeting—3
—they need harder work
—their jokes, and put the other kids on a regular
bell system
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"I WOl?id like to change one little thing—the kids
should have regular class time up stairs
up
1 wouldn't change anything
--I d let the kids have more fun
—the location/teachers
they should go on the regular bell schedule
--nothing, except morning meeting
we all should at least have one regular class
upstairs
—not much—I think the whole school should be like
it
—no scroll
9.

What things would you keep the same in Project Excel
next year?
the music pod, morning meeting, and more special
guests
--everything—6
—nothing
—the teachers—3
—gym and lunch—2
--the schedule
--the breaks—3
—I would keep being together and being friendly
—nothing, but nothing
--the teachers, computers
—everything, except morning meeting
—gym, movies, journals, breaks
--the computers
—ninth-grade repeaters

D.

PLEASE COMPLETE THE FOLLOWING STATEMENTS:
1.

the best thing I like:
is when everything is fun
I love to have fun in Excel
are the students
loud music, good looking girls, weekends, summertime
a cold drink, friends, and money
is being engaged
remote control and clothes
sports, gym, football
is when you can have a good time with the teachers
playing games
going to school to see my friends
is my free time
is summer vacation
spending time with my boyfriend
is Friday nights
is trees
parents
drawing
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is my life, and the way I live it
is when it's a weekend
my mother, my life, and my room
women
2.

My happiest time:
is when I'm with my best friends_3
is when I'm with my boyfriend--4
is my life, and the way I live it
when I do something I enjoy
when I look at trees
when I was tripping at Riverside and got stoned
when I'm sleeping
when I accomplish great odds
listening to my stereo
when I'm with a special person
when we went to Riverside--3
was in gym
playing sports
some of them was in Project Excel_2
summertime

3.

I would like to know:
more about the teachers
when I'm going to die so I can get it over with more
in trig—2
everything about my life and me
more about life
a lot of things
why everyone teases everyone else
what the teachers think of Project Excel
why Project Excel teachers get to screw around
if the world turned out the way God wanted it
what happened to my friends and my relationships
more about AIDS
why is there dangerous things in life
when I'm going to a get my raise from work

4. My home:
is OK
is rich
is a place that makes me comfortable
is good and beautiful
makes me very happy
is very warm loving and comfortable and also
caring
is OK sometime, but I like it
is alright to live in
is kind of messed up
hot in the summer
is where I have time with my family
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is a place with a roof and a bed
is a mess
is very extravagant
is great
is far away
could be better
is alright, but i'd like to change some things,
especially my parents
5.

My saddest time:
is when my boyfriend and I fight_3
when my Dad is sick and might die
when friends and relatives die
when my mother left us for a month
is when I'm down
is usually when I fight with my parents
is when I'm home
is when the teachers screw around and we don't
learn
is when things just aren't going right
is getting into a car accident and losing my teeth
is when my parents got divorced
is when I hurt a friend, family, or person
was in coping
in school or when someone gets on my case, or
when I'm at home and bored to death
is when everything goes wrong and everyone blames
it on me
when I got grounded for four weeks

6.

Boys/girls are:
girls are mint—3
some boys are good looking and nice
girls are my favorite hobby
girls are cute, people, great, awesome
always looking up to me
are cool, my friends—2
boys are better friends and I can tell guys
anything, but not girls
girls are the best thing you can have
boys for the most part awesome, but they can be
jerks
boys are cool and girls are sexy
you can't live without girls
I love boys--my boyfriend anyway
girls are the best thing in life
I like boys, but I have a boyfriend that I love
very much
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7. My favorite:
colors are black,
gray, green
TV

pink,

blue, white, red, black,

song is I think she likes me and shook me all
night long
music is Metal
music group is Motley Crew
team in football is the New York Giants
pet was my dog--he's really soft and I love him a
lot
school this year—2
meal is pizza
is partying and having fun
days are Friday and Saturday
person is a boy, but no names, OK?
teacher is friend is 8. The thing that bothers me:
is the kids don't care about school
are people who don't like me even if they don't
know me
when people yell at me
when I can't make conversations with people
people who think they're big and get on my case
is immaturity
is pressure
is will I be prepared for next year?
is rude people
is being lied to, I hate that
the most is abortion
most are trouble makers and snobs
are teachers that don't teach
is my home
about life in general and how people can be so
cruel
is fighting
is waking up in the morning to come to school
are people who bother me
why I get in little arguments
are the idiots we have in Project Excel
is when someone goes around starting trouble with
other people
9. Adults:
can be helpful, but sometimes a pain
try to help
sometimes seem to know everything
are very agravating
are OK—4
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are crazy
are often prejudiced
are people you can depend on
are people who deserve respect
don't understand
thiw\ttley knOW everYthin9 about teenagers, think
that if you clown around you're a bad kid some
are cool and some are real jerks
don't listen and try to understand me
think they have too much power
10.

My mother/father:
my mother is one of the coolest people if she
would just smarten up
mother is the best
is a very special person she does't think just
about herself
father is one of my favorite people
father has to know what being a parent is about
care a lot about me and my future
love me--3
my mom p....s me off a lot, but my dad's cool
are great--2
my mom is cool and nice, my dad I really didn't
know him—he died a long time ago
they give me slack and let me do what I want
they both are cool
are both OK, but not too happy
are the ones I love the most
are the two people I love and need
are totally wacked
are good people
are good to me
love each other

11.

My feelings are:
very serious
very strong towards my boyfriend
are strong about the people I love
are very happy now
are important to me
are alright
negative a lot lately
are happy and sad—2
mixed
easily hurt
flexible towards life
whatever I feel
stronger towards one person than family
are pretty good—2
are not bad
are calm, but I have a bad temper
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are strong—2
are depressed
are mixed and very deep
12.

My biggest fear:
is drugs
are deep water, heights, and getting stuck
whenever I can't move
is heights
is knowing that everythings gonna go all wrong
the bomb and nuclear war—2
I fear nothing
is bugs—3
is death—4
is fear itself
is staying back
never getting it right
living until I'm an old man
is AIDS
is losing the only guy I love my boyfriend
is that my grandfather is going to die soon
mean animals
is leaving home and going on my own
is graduating

13.

In elementary school:
I had fun—5
I was a good student--10
I f....d around a little
I aced with A's
I was a nerd—2
things were great
was the greatest time—I could get away with
everything
I got picked on
I was always an honor student, I loved school then
I clowned around a lot
I was skinny
I got into trouble a lot
I hated it

14.

I can't:
wait to graduate from high school
stay awake
talk to people
draw
deal with bugs
do drugs
sing
understand why people don't take us seriously
stop thinking about things—even years afterwards
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cope with emptyness
stand people that always screw around
lemember New Years Eve
do cartwheels
write good
when it when people push me around
stand staying in at night
understand life
wait until I get out of school--2
believe half the things I hear
15. Sports:
can be fun--5
I like basketball and football
weight wrestling—2
are boring to me—6
are OK
are awesome
are the best
are my number one thing in life
are cool--2
are my favorite
I love them
hackey sac and basketball
I play hockey
are alright
16. Other kids:
like me a lot
think I'm OK once they get to know me
are fun—8
are cool—6
are OK—4
sometimes pick on me
are mostly self-centered
talk behind your back a lot and then nice to
your face
think I'm a good kid
get on my nerves easily
are great
are good to me
that I know are enjoyable
I don't care about
don't think as serious as me
17. My mind:
wanders
is set on my boyfriend
is going crazy
is too confusing, too much on my mind
was messed up from drugs

212

is probably gone
is a machine
is brilliant
sometimes thinks strange but interesting
is set on my goals in life
is a terrible thing to waste
needs shrinking
wanders a lot when I think about life about
is fresh
is mush
is full of thoughts
is great
is set on a great relationship
is messed up
wonders about strange and unanswerable questions
is average
18.

I hate:
a lot of things
staying in
most teachers, and religious nuts
snobs—2
bugs
coping room
my father
poor sports
tomatoes
coming to school when the teachers waste time
pea soup
troublemakers
when I lose a fight
sea food
when me and my boyfriend fight

19.

The future:
will be the best time of my life
is something I really don't care about
I hope the future is great to me
looks good—6
I want to be successful
is bright
is foggy
is in big trouble
is mostly planned
is seriously scary
something to look forward to
is to be a race car driver or a car mechanic
I hope to have a great paying job, and a nice
family
will never be here
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20. Dates:
are usually kind of boring
are always fun—6
are awesome
I don't know I've been seeing the same boy for
two years
I love them
I've never been on a date
are weird
are great
cool
21.

Teachers:
are fun, but some are hardnoses
are very special
some can be OK—2
sometimes get on my nerves
are rags sometimes
are nice sometimes, like Project Excel teachers
are usually fun and entertaining, but every once
in awhile you get one that wants to see you
suffer
sometimes care
are mean
some are no good
are nice, but sometimes they can be mean
can be cool, sometimes
are good—2
are just babysitters for teenagers

22.

I am best when:
I'm happy
I'm alone and no one's bothering me
I get along with everyone
I am in a good mood
I play football
I'm playing sports
I'm sleeping--3
I'm drunk
I'm in my own environment
I'm in school—2
I'm playing basketball
I play sports
I play hacky-sac
I can do things good
I'm drawing, and having fun
I'm doing something I like
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23. At school:
I'm quiet--2
is when I try to relax
is boring—2
I see-I go to sleep
I used to like school—I'm only in my freshman
year and I can already see high school's a
joke!
I don't care about my appearance
sometimes I skip
I fool around a lot
I'm always in a better mood
I do great
school is cool
I like to socialize
I'm usually tired
I'm straight
I have fun—2
I study
I sometimes daydream
I enjoy being around my friends
I try to do my best
I am a student
I try to cooperate
24. I am very:
happy when I'm in school—2
very shy
very scared on how my future is gonna end up
athletic
a nice person
smart
happy person—3
lazy
easy to get along with—2
mixed up
cute
sociable
awful at home
fun and out-going
unhappy
good about myself
very bored
25. The only trouble is:
I get into is out of school
I get into is when I run off at my mouth
I have is what I'm going to do next year
is mostly when I'm drunk
I get into is with my enemies
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is waking up for school--2
I have is at home is with my brother's girlfriend
I have is family
y
°
that scares me is when the police are involved
with life is AIDS
is money
I have is applying myself to the task at hand
I get in is fighting
I am lazy and hate work
I get into is not coming in on time and lendinq
clothes
with me is I have a bad sense of humor and I
have too many friends
26.

I wish:
were done with this
I will be with my boyfriend forever
sometimes I was never born
I was rich
I was tripping
I was the owner of a Porshe
I wish school was more interesting
I could for once get a guy I like
the summer wasn't here so quickly
I was playing basketball
I could play sports all my life
I could be a better school worker
there was only peace
I could just go away somewhere with all my
friends and live our life out with no
interference.
I could talk a lot
I could do anything I wanted

27.

I secretly:
still play with army men and a lot of toys
do drugs
like-anddo nothing
want to run the world my way
have a desire to dive into a pool with blonds
watch GI Joe
am bored
loveit's a secret if I told you it wouldn't be a
secret
sneak cookies before dinner
do drugs
write poetry
own a dog
hate some people
talk to myself
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28.

I:
am a loner but with a lot of friends, understand
that?
need a job
hate this test
like Mark
feel weird talking to adults
hate some people
am a metal head
am rich
hate school
am OK
am almost done with this survey
love my life the way it is now
love to do drugs and sex
hate coping room
barely get into fights
can't wait until I get my own apartment some day
hope to graduate from high school, when I'm
supposed to
am my own person.

E.

PLEASE WRITE A PARAGRAPH ABOUT ANY EXPERIENCE THAT YOU
FEEL STRONGLY ABOUT AFTER YOUR YEAR IN PROJECT EXCEL?
—In Excel we learned a little but not as much as I had
expected to learn but I feel I'm ready for eleventh
grade.
—I have learned a lot this year, like not to come
back next year.
Most of all I think I learned about
good sportsmanship.
—I think this project is a blast in school--all the kids
acted like brothers and sisters.
We are all one big
happy family.
Project Excel gave me a year of from
school.
—Having organized gym.
—Project Excel is a good program.
All the kids really
like it and the teachers really got to know the kids
and know what they like and what they dislike.
—I had a real good time this year and I hope Excel lasts
forever.
—Well all I have to say is that I didn't learn anything.
—I really don't feel strong about anything.
—My attendance still has a lot to be desired.
--Project Excel has helped me a lot--made me think about
what I have to do to get through school.
—I feel strongly about having fun this year and all of
the good memories I've had.
It will be the last year
of having fun like that, and know that the rest of the
years I have to try real hard so that I can at least
have 2 years of college, and really get somewhere in
life.
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--I feel better.
I just had a rough year.
—Project Excel is awesome 1!
—It was a fun year.
I liked it.
The teachers were fun
and they were great teachers to have.
--I learned to like school more now.
—After this year I feel like a failure in everything.
—I'll never forget the good times in school.
Someday
when I can't even read a book to my child I remember
how stupid I was for giving up.
—I really liked Project Excel.
I hope next year the
people enjoy it as much as I did.
— I can say it in three words:
I LIKE SCHOOL 1
— I liked Project Excel at first, but as time went by the
teachers goofed off more and more.
They didn't want to
teach us anything.
They wanted to spend their time in
the office drinking coffee.
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APPENDIX H
Summative Questionnaire for Staff
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Summative Questionnaire for Project Excel staff
n * 5
I = Inadequate
A = Adequate

1.

BA * Barely Adequate
G = Good

The design of Excel by the
planning committe was

I

BA

A

0

0

2

Comments:
—too comprehensive to implement totally in first year
with available resources
—could have been more orientated to regular school
program
—the goals were overambitious—and remain so for 198889 season
—good concept, was full of hope, and should have been
2.

Inservice for program
staff was.

1112

Comments:
—staff ought to have been selected before school ended
and trained during the summer by knowledgeable and
competent professionals
--needed to be more intensive and led by outside
experts; staffing selection interferred by process
—considering the task—no amount would be enough and a
little might be too much
3.

The student selection process
for Project Excel was.

1031

Comments:
_working with feeder schools had mired results, forced
to recruit at last minute to reach number needed
—students seem to have been made promises that were
difficult to keep
,
_the selection process was concerned with numbers only
-not obtaining clients capable of being helped by
Project Excel—the result was too many kids were
admitted who were not willing or able to handle the
_best that could be expected with this population
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4.

The number of staff needed
to serve the students
in Excel was.

1

0

1

2

Comments:
—need at least a part-time secretary, good student
to staff ratio—need an Occ/Ed specialist
—there ought to have been a teaching staff of 5, a
counselor, a real coordinator, and a secretary
—no free time, no time to do things away from area
5.

The support of the school
administration in the
implementation of Project
Excel was .

0121

Comments:
—vacillating, dithering, unclear
—loss of key administrative relationship to job
changes—created vacuum and support and leadership
—not focused, not consistent
6.

The funding for implementing
Project excel was.

2300

Comments:
—critical parts of the program couldn't be implemented
like family work, staff after school
planning/processing
—not enough material—must get more and varied software
—seems promised money never showed themselves
—inadequate—the computer equipment was first rate, but
there was no money available for hardware
7.

Tools and materials to
accomplish program activities
were.

2300

Comments:
—we were expected to run the show on half a shoestring;
you get what you pay for
—Industrial Arts component never materialized
—computers weren't ready until 2nd quarter due to
missing connectors, etc.
--insufficient funding for software, adequate textbooks
—courseware was basic and boring
8.

The space selected for the
Project excel model was...
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0140

Comments:
pretty good for a school-within-a-school program, but
being out. of the larger school altogether would have
had definite advantages
—too isolated from the rest of school, students need to
see how regular school is run
given the physical plant—the best choice
might be better down on Main Street
9.

Isolation of Project Excel
from other academic areas was..

1012

Comments:
space available had many pluses and minuses
—vital — the success of a program of this nature is
isolation and flexibility of scheduling
10. Mainstreaming students into
regular classes to prepare
students for next year was..

111

Comments:
—only few students attend classes in regular school
—depending on your point of view about how necessary
the mainstreaming process was
—unnecessary
—only a few students could handle outside classes and
those went very well
11. The process selection for
Excel staff was.

0211

Comments:
—all positions should have been filled by people who
wanted to work with at-risk youth
--the choice of one instructor bears close examination
to prevent a similar destructive individual being
recruited for a dropout prevention program—while
certainly not as hostile to the students the same
observations above should apply to the counselor
—staff weren't interested after one staff was forced to
stay—the process was more one of horsetrading than
real selection—we were lucky to do as well as we did
given the process
—best that could be expected

12. The team-teaching approach
used in the program was...
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0

Comments:
--support from another teacher is a Godsend
—not structured enough to accomplish necessary qoals
and objectives
*
—got started too late and could have been used more
comprehensibly—difficulty directly related to poor
staff selection process
--two staff members were both innovative and dynamic as
team teachers—bravo--one staff had unprofessional
behavior and made what should be an ideal teachinq
method (given the clients) —difficult to operate
—with planning time, the team approach would have been
more effective
13.

Parental involvement in
Project Excel was.

1

0

1

3

Comments:
after initial contact with parents, the counselor
spent next to no time working with parents—this was a
major shortcoming
—parents generally were very responsive and
appreciative of the quality of involvenent offered to
them
—more outreach
14.

Support for the program
from the Project Excel
advisory council was...

3101

Comments:
—loss of leadership on the advisory council hindered
their involvement greatly
—lip service, but little else
15.

Support for the students
through the Project Excel
mentor program was.

0005

Comments:
—the mentor program was the most successful aspect of
the program
—this was the strongest and best organized activity
thanks to two staff members
—an excellent component to the program-some students
had difficulty making full use of it
—a bright light
16.

The acceptance of Project
Excel by the regular staff was..
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1020

Comments:
—not what it could have been—mixed messages from
administration
--key negative comments heard by Excel students hurt a
lot--als° events planned to attract wide staff support
didn't go as planned
in general super support and acceptance
--as with any staff, a wide range of feelings from very
negative to very supportive
17.

The rapport between staff and
students of Project Excel was..

0

0

Comments:
—excellent
—one of the major strengths in the program was the open
direct, and honest level of communication between
students and staff
—very good—each member contributing own interests and
personality
18.

The agreement between Project
Excel and administration
about program policy and
rules that differed from
the regular school was...

0

Comments:
—not consistent or informed
—should incorporate more school rules into program
—much improved once specific assistant principal was
available to work with us who wanted to do this
—fitful—a strong coordinator with some foresight and
educational experience ought to have anticipated the
friction that finally led to the agreement
—one administrator was ideal, willing to work with us
in every possible way
19

Planning time for Project
Excel teachers to confer
on student cases was.
Comments:
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—all voluntary—no in-school time
—the staff routinely took the time after school, some¬
time for extended periods (2 hours) to confer with no
pay
The leadership and
2120
management of Project
Excel was.
224

Comments:
a serious weakness—the tasks, even of a simple
nature, overwhelmed the coordinator
—person put in leadership role was not school oriented
and had too many roles to try to plan in a new job
—after much soul searching and experimenting, it was
clear that the leadership question would have better
decided from the beginning and not left so open ended
or presumed
—more direction and objectives needed to be established
—too many duties, not enough support
21.

The program structure
(scheduling, secretarial
assistance, management)
for accomplishing program goals...

1111

Comments:
—good considering the experimental nature of the whole
program
—much was learned that could be helpful in another
year if the resources were made available
The following questions require your perceptions of an
intervention program for at-risk youth in a secondary,
school.
Space has been provided for your comments.
1.

In what ways do you think counseling and a supportive
staff:
a.

improve self-concept
—by talking through day to day problems, kids
start to realize little things in their lives are
important and mean something
—bring problems out in the open
—students are able to practice real and concrete
self observation and conflict resolutions leading
to greater self-understanding and self-acceptance

b.

build positive attitudes toward school
—let children grow
—when a student gets good feelings about
themselves from someone at school—school becomes
a good place
—staff are human beings who care

c.

improve academic skills
--when one feels that school
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is a good place,

he/she wants to be successful
—need work on individual basis on student qrade
levels
*
students are continuouly challenged to take
responsibility for their own learning process
d.

improve school attendance
—make commitment
--when you feel good about yourself and start to
feel success you want to be there more often
give reason to come to class—a carrot approach
—they don't necessarily, especially at certain
times of the year and under certain conditions—
but generally students are attracted to the family
atmosphere and when they have tested to see if
they are really cared about

2.

Is a vocational component necessary in a secondary
program for at-risk youth?
—if done correctly can be a factor in school
attendance for some students
—the only necessary part of an at-risk program is
a caring staff who can be flexible and innovative
--absolutely, hands on work—give students outlet
for energy
—yes, maybe a highly structured work study program
would be the most useful approach especially for older
students
—not necessarily

3.

Is it necessary to include computer-aided instruction
in intervention programs for at-risk youth?
—not necessary, but because it's non-judgemental
can help some students
—computer-aided instruction, though not necessary,
is a fantastic motivational tool and was highly
successful in our program
—is helpful but not necessary as tends to make things
too simple
—it seems so especially when combined with basic
skills and more recreational/creative uses
—not necessary but a strong and effective learning
tool when used properly

4.

Is a flexible schedule necessary to accomplish
activities successfully?
— 3 yes
—highly desirable
—can be run on a regular bell schedule
—yes, a program such as Project Excel must to be
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successful control its own schedule and have and
control its own space
5.

Is additional compensation needed to attract staff to
participate in intervention programs for at-risk youth?
— 3 yes
--would be nice, but just consideration of their task
may be enough
—additional time for planning and other perks would
mean more than money for staff in at-risk programs
yes, especially to cover time spent in processing and
planning after school
—the additional wear and tear on the Project Excel
teacher needs to be recognized and rewarded

6.

Is it important for program staff to communicate their
successes and needs to the administration, regular
staff, parents, and community supporters on an on-qoinq
basis?
— 4 yes
yes, but any need must not be seen as a weakness
that's to be used against staff
yes, unfortunately there is a tendancy for most energy
to get absorbed with program activities
—it is more important to involve the groups in our
activities and have them view first hand rather than
merely report

7.

Is it important for the staff members to act as
advocates for at-risk youth to successfully mainstream
students into regular school programs?
—4 yes
—yes, if process is understood by regular staff
—definitely—the most critical time for this year's
students will be the first few months next year—they
will need advocates to help them adjust
—if the staff in Project Excel is in accord with
individual progress then by all means—when only one
person determines what is acceptable progress—often
against staff advice the advocacy can be destructive
to student and system alike

8a.

Is inservice training for staff members important
before embarking on a new intervention program for atrisk youth?
— 5 yes
—yes, if it is realistic and not "pie in the sky"
goals can be set and achieved
—definitely, training by capable experts
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b.

Should inservice training for staff members in an
intervention program for at-r isk youth be on-going?
—4 yes; 1 no
--no, a saturation point can be reached

9. Should an intervention program for at-risk youth
address the social, psychological, and educational
needs of the students all at one time;
—2 yes; 2 no
—must meet the needs as they arise
—no—educational and social first priority
—yes, however, the parameters need to be flexible and
realistic with highly individualized criteria for
success.
—no, education first, then psychological/social
as an adjunct
10. Is it necessary to establish a collaboration of parents,
community agencies, and businesses to create effective
linkages to ensure successful program results?
—yes
—any help from anyone is very helpful to a program—yet
more important is making sure the core-kids and
teachers have all the materials and support it needs
to be strong
—no
—this is the current paradigm for success and in a
broad sense is obviously the most inclusive approach
clearly to address the problem of dropouts, community
collaboration is a significant issue
—not necessary, but give strong leadership at Project
Excel, a boon
11. Has your understanding of at-risk youth changed after
one year in the program?
Please comment on your answer.
—there is no one profile of an at-risk youth
—yes, the frustrations of kids who accept failure
as the norm are more tiring and frustrating than I
thought they'd be
—enriched and added to experience and knowledge
—yes—the at-risk student group is diverse and
heterogeneous—all are responsive in some sense, but
their connection to staff doesn't necessarily mean
they'll stay in school
—yes, I am still amazed by the stubborn anti¬
intellectual attitudes exhibited in students of
Project Excel and the total dedication to hedonism
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12a.

As a result of participation in an intervention program
tor at-risk youth are you more sensitive and/or aware
of the needs of these youngsters?
—yes
--because the program was so intense and personal,
I have come to realize how very many serious problems
these kids live with daily
—learn to understand needs and problems of these
youths
--yes, they will respond to caring adults in a school
environment if the conditions for a family atmosphere
are met—their improvement in self-esteem doesn't
necessarily convert into significant behavior change
or school achievement—some change in a negative
direction in self-concept may be a sign of growth
certainly, to be this close and not be more sensitive
would be extrememly difficult—at times though I
wanted to be less sensitive, several students
exploited staff sensitivity for selfish ends

12b.

Do regular staff members need to become more
sensitive/aware of the characteristics and school
processes that place students at-risk?
Please comment.
— 5 yes
—yes, many of the problems that face our kids are also
reflecting students school-wide and drain their
energy—if we are aware of problems in any class it
will made it easier to teach
—yes, but difficulty for other teachers to accept
role of the alternative education program
—yes—the best kind of familiarity may come from
teaching in the program including staff planning and
processing—the co-counseling process is also very
helpful
—in a school such as South the regular staff is daily
made aware of the various characteristics and
processes that place students at risk

13.

Would you participate in an intervention program
for at-risk again?
Please comment on your answer.
—sure, I love abuse
—although I'm glad I did this program this year,
it is very tiring and emotionally draining—I may be
interested again, but would have to really consider
—yes, if realistic goals set and cooperation from all
staff members
—yesl
It's difficult to choose since our society in
general seems ambivalent and unpredictable in its
support
.
,_ ,
—yes, unhesitatingly, my participation would be
strongly influenced by the pressures already listed
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14.

Please give any additional comments that you feel would
be helpful in developing programs for at-risk youth.
-adequate funding, supplies, and educational staff
clear and simple goals
—computer assisted education as a separate course
—isolation from the disruptive influences of reqular
school
^
strong clear and direct support from senior
administrator
—proper and professionally qualified counselor capable
of executing normal job requirement
—a system of regular (year round) inservice traininq
for staff
^
—counseling support for staff
—paid for daily planning time
—leadership and direction
—in retrospect, program development should probably
have been different—the summer workship was very
valuable but more time should have been spent on
developing materials aimed at this type kid—
realistically, this (coming) summer would be the best
time for a workshop because no one really knew what
50 at-risk kids together would be like—now that we
have spent an entire school year with them, we would
better know where to direct our energy in terms of
curriculum and even scheduling
—many comments come to mind—at present what would be
very helpful would be a meeting of the dropout
prevention staff in the city to share experiences and
generally give each other support and encouragement
—leadership and understanding up and down the chain of
command—clear-cut expectations
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APPENDIX I
Staff Interviews

231

Time-Series Interviews with Program Staff
n = 5
Initial interviews
Staff members were asked to comment about the strengths
of Project Excel:
--excitement of beginning something new
--we feel like pioneers
—we enjoy working as a team—feel a closeness
--kids seem to be connecting to one or more staff
members
—parents are responding to phone calls and written
communications
—regular staff members are supportive and visiting the
program
--administration is supportive
--co-counseling is a definite strength
--morning meetings are productive
—scroll is a terrific way to begin the morning—the
students are now volunteering to say it and some even
know it by heart
--establishment of corporation and elections of officers
and board members was a great motivation technique
--field trip to big E in Springfield was a great
success—it seemed to cement the connectiveness
betweeen the students and staff
2.

Staff members were asked to comment on their concerns
about Project Excel:
--supplies, such as printers and software, and books
were late
—one staff member does not seem to want to be in the
program
—no time for planning
—difficult to schedule program—especially difficult to
coordinate with the regular rotating schedule
--not enough structure in the program
--no money for after school planning

3.

Staff members were asked to offer suggestions to
improve Project Excel:
—reorganize the schedule to include some planning time
--discuss concerns about money and supplies with the
administration
—mainstream some students who are ready
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Midterm interviews:
1*

were asked to comment on the strengths of PLoject
kids feel they have a place they belong, part of a
group
--the kids like each other
—positive identity with a teacher—for some it is the
first time they have become close to a teacher and it
spills over to others in the regular program
--easy place for the kids to be at
—kids feel comfortable and secure
--they behave as in a family setting rather than school
—they express their feelings very easily
—good place for them to learn to control feelings
"“they are reminded what's expected of them
--they get a lot of second chances
—they have to learn to get along with adults
--they are trying to develop internal controls

2.

Staff members were asked to comment about the staff
themselves:
--we can influence kids in a positive direction
--connectiveness between staff and students
—each staff have found individual ways to reconnect
with kids through Excel points, team-teaching, taking
kids into regular pods, gym periods, learning to use
computers effectively
—counseling uses a variety of techniques--use of
proverbs, cooperative games (ring toss, blocks,
communication, common goal)

3.

Staff members were asked to comment about the program in
general:
—programs that help people are not appreciated and sell
themselves short
--computers are a definite strength

4.

Staff members were asked if they had concerns about the
students:
—most kids that left the program for the regular
program are flunking
—a large number of the kids have too many problems

5.

Staff members were asked if they had concerns about the
staff in general:
—teachers are grounded in traditional classroom
techniques
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--staff—you can't have personnel who do not want to be
here
--staff must be willing to be here
--teachers are too dependent on the counselor
6.

Staff members were asked if they had any concerns about
the program itself:
—more structure in the classroom especially in dealing
with behavioral issues
scheduling is a problem—it is hard to mainstream kids
into regular program because of a conflict in
scheduling
--every little problem is magnified—it is hard to
maintain an educational environment
--there is a lack of direction
—guided journal lost its effectiveness when it went to
the computers--the mechanics disrupts the flow of
thought
--too many bosses
—lack of time to really meet the needs of the kids
--lack of materials
—changes in leadership of school
--the philosophy of the program changed
—leadership was inadequate—we needed a champion

7.

Staff were asked to make suggestions and recommendations
for improving Project Excel:
--staff needs workshops in teacher related issues-that
staff identifies for dealing with kids
—how do you break through your anger when students act
like "out-of-control beasts"
--teachers need to resolve value conflicts
--teachers need to have a period of training on how to
recognize the opportunity in a crisis and follow it
through to a point of resolution
--teachers must learn techniques for controlling
unforseen crises
--the role of the teachers is more to manage or act as a
controller

Final interviews
1.

Staff members were asked if they would particpate in
another program like Project Excel?
All said yes.

2.

Staff members were asked to comment on the students
selected for the program:
_if there had not been an Excel—all kids would have
dropped out
_one half of the kids were properly selected and the
other half were not
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--kids records should be checked
--one student had excessive absences--he had no
advocate—school was a hostile and unfriendly place-now he connects with the Excel staff, homeioom
teachers, an administrator and others
—the relationship betwwen the students and staff--a
sense of trust
--the kids were enjoyable--most important
—28 kids are here and made connections with school
—this was a respite from the normal school program
and they have grown a lot—the ability to deal with
their own behavior was most important—the students
didn't feel like failures week after week—the kids
were the easiest part of the program
—the kids had to respond to their actions--they have
learned there are choices in this world and how to
examine them and select the appropriate one for
them
3.

Staff members were asked to comment on the staff of the
program:
—one person had special education training--this was a
great help—he had more realistic expectations for
the students
--counselor was able to get to the bottom of the
student's behavior--he was able to size the kid up

4.

Staff members were asked to comment about Project Excel
in general:
—the program should be isolated—if we address the
matter of behavior in the same way, we must have the
flexibility to pull kids together when needed
—not wait until kids come from the main school
—administration of the program as a whole was good
—we were dealt a bad hand because of things beyond our
control—but they were willing to stand by us
--pleased the way computers worked out--it is a powerful
hold for kids—hours of activities—forced discipline-the kids must master behavioral goals to operate the
machines successfully
--the program was a rest upon the highway

5.

Staff members were asked to comment specifically on the
weaknesses of the selection process of students:
_one half of the kids were properly selected the others
were not
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6.

Staff members were asked to comment on wp-akn^ssps
staff selection:

in

--counselor should have helped out with coverage when
teachers are absent
--there was a growing sense of staff isolation during
the year
it seems as if we have been cast away
—growing sense of frustration with one staff member_
some of us are carrying another to cover his
inadequacies — shelter him—give him time to pull him¬
self together
—teachers should be treated as professionals
7.

Staff members were asked to comment about weaknesses in
the program:
—the counseling, both group and individual, has
declined since January
one group (3) has not been counseled in weeks
—the lack of group counseling has been the greatest
loss in the program
—lack of software
—basic skills program is inadequate
--there seemed to be no uniform school philosophy
—we seemed to be set up for failure—my standards won't
allow me to compromise
--there needs to be leadership at the top
--dealing with administration and their expectations was
the hardest thing to do this year
--outside observation and criticism was the hardest to
deal with
—having to justify what's going on—we are
professional--"why don't they get off our backs?"
--we never got any good materials—didn't know where to
get them
--money stopped early
--no one knows whose job is what—where does the buck
stop?
--the selection process has not improved
--there was some individual counseling—no follow up
--we felt isolated from certain administrators—one was
particularly helpful--we got different messages
(standards and criteria) from different
administrators, each operates in their own solitary
way__each made their decision relative to their own
philosophy--this was another obstacle
--policy, decision making and personal style of each
administrator was different

8. Staff members were asked to offer comments, suggestions,
and recommendations for helping at-risk students:
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-group identity is important
understand at-risk students—that's a given
--know that students are not perfect
check kids records thoroughly—absentees, tai din#=»ss
discipline, etc.
9.

Staff members were asked to offer comments, suggestions,
and recommendations for staff in programs for at-risk
youth:
—staff must want to be in the program
— staff must have an ability to improvise—roll with the
punches—maintain personal standards and academic
standards set by school policy and still be flexible_
they should have a sense to take a step back and redo
things that don't work
—enthusiasm is important—and a sense of humor—these
qualities seems to have carried this staff this year
staff must be adaptable and be able to fly by the seat
of pants
—it is critical that everyone should have real flexible
standards--you find that after the fact
—you must change how the administration thinks—they
need more management skills in general and good
management style--all administrators need inservice
—inservice should be ongoing for staff members—but
staff members should meet with people who have
successful programs—talk to teachers who have been
successful
--you need staff commitment
--staff training should center around the emotional
side--how to tolerate anger and frustration and being
able to use it and recognize that there will be burn
out—have 7-9 units ready to teach before the program-this will give real structure for team-teaching-staff should be willing to team-teach—it is the real
excitement of the program
--regular staff should have inservice relative to
response of staff needs
--teachers are more motivated than kids—this is a point
of frustration
— staff members have own style but it is critical that
staff members support each other--it's is paradoxical
to share with ones' colleaques which student you would
most like to strangle—it is venting—and it is
healthy

10.

Staff members were asked to offer comments,
and recommendations for future programs:

suggestions,

—isolation of the program is important to create group
identity—also there could be possible friction
between the staff of Excel and regular teachers in
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relation to discipline--they may not have the same
philosophy
— it is important to work with one administi atoi in
relation to discipline with the office--it is
important that the administrator work with us and take
our suggestions
--have the program staff be responsible for discipline-have specific tasks for kids in in-house suspension
—I think Project Excel should be a half year course:
the first two terms concentrate on the students
attitude and the last 2 terms ween the kids into the
regular program—see how successful they are--if they
need more support we could bring them back
--there should be clear leadership in the program —
recommend that computers be a separate course as it a)
gives uniform training to everyone, b) difficult
to incorporate into separate classes, c) forced
discipline and d) mastery of behavioral goals to
operate succussfully, e) can be used to help write
reports on the computer (word processor), f) adjunct
to teaching
--you need a special education format—the at-risk youth
have acting-out behavior--you can't get mad at the
kids--help them to work things out--and how to control
themselves
--the records of the students should be checked
thoroughly for placement in the program—suspensions,
absenteeism, discipline problems
--program staff need to meet with book company
representatives or someone who are experts in the
field to get proper supplies and books
--counseling should be out of the program area
—community support is important--however one must
look at the program capacity to use it and develop it-different agencies have different agendas, for
example, agencies that act as advocates for minorii_ies
got bogged down rather than work for the program, they
wanted to get pay for the community support—the bank
had different agenda—a lot of visibility with bank
personnel and students--they however had to deal with
internal policies which tended to wear us out.
—it is critical for the support of parents, some kids
get better at supporting themselves and take
reponsibility for themselves--some kids need a lot of
support
c
--there should be less stress around selection of
students—it is more realistic and relaxing to select
students from the same school—have guidance and
teachers involved in selection process.
If
recruitment is done in same school
a.
there is more contact with guidance and
t6SCh0TS

b.

staff knows more about the needs of the
students
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cn a’

d.

ive new kids in school a better chance by
ntering the regular program
there should be staff continuity--very
important for having new kids come in contact
with older kids—staff should be visible
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APPENDIX J
Results of the School Attitude Scale
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Results of the Pre- and Post- School Attitude Scale
Pre:
Post:

n=41
n=33

Results are expressed in percentages
SA = Strongly Agree
D = Disagree
A = Agree
SD = Strongly disagree
U = Undecided

Statement
This school is a
friendly school.

SA

A

U

D

SD

Pre

16

45

33

6

0

Post

36

37

18

9

0

+ 20

- 8

-15

+ 3

0

7

13

24

42

14

10

10

31

43

6

+ 3

- 3

+ 7

+ 1

- 8

Pre

16

60

24

0

0

Post

27

64

6

0

3

+ 11

+ 4

-18

0

+ 3

Pre

10

35

38

14

3

Post

10

24

39

15

12

0

-11

+ 1

+ 1

+ 9

Pre

30

30

30

7

3

Post

45

30

18

6

1

+ 15

0

-12

- 1

- 2

Pre

40

53

4

3

0

Post

24

70

3

0

3

-16

+ 17

- 1

- 3

+ 3

Differences:
I don't find school
interesting.

Pre
Post

Differences:
I like to learn
about new things.

Differences:
I enjoy coming to
school.

Differences:
I do not like
studying.

Differences:
I like most of the
students in my
class.
Differences:
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I feel proud of my
school.

SA

A

U

D

SD

Pre

29

45

23

3

0

Post

12

46

36

0

6

-17

+ 1

+ 13

- 3

+ 6

Pre

39

42

16

3

0

Post

31

39

18

6

6

- 8

- 3

+ 2

+ 3

+ 6

Pre

10

35

17

24

14

Post

18

46

27

6

3

+ 8

+ 11

+ 10

-18

-11

Pre

17

50

30

0

3

Post

12

61

21

3

3

- 5

+ 11

- 9

+ 3

0

Pre

0

23

53

17

7

Post

6

79

6

3

6

+ 6

+ 56

-47

-14

- 1

Pre

27

13

27

26

7

Post

24

42

25

9

0

- 3

+ 29

- 2

-17

- 7

Pre

33

52

12

3

0

Post

23

45

18

5

9

-10

- 7

+ 6

+ 2

+ 9

Pre

7

43

40

7

3

Post

9

36

31

9

15

+ 2

- 7

- 9

+ 2

+ 12

Differences:
It is important
that we respect
the rights of all
students in school.
Differences:
Classrooms are
often dull places.

Differences:
It is important
that we follow
school rules.
Differences:
School work helps
me to learn.

Differences:
I like to stay
home from school.

Differences:
I should cooperate
in school so others
may learn.
Differences:
I feel good when I
I am in school.

Differences:
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I don't enjoy
coming to school.

SA

A

U

D

SD

Pre

23

16

13

29

19

Post

24

27

25

15

9

+ 1

+ 11

+ 12

-14

-10

Pre

16

61

16

7

0

Post

15

64

15

0

6

- 1

+ 3

- 1

-7

+6

17

44

22

17

10

3

56

30

12

9

-14

+ 12

+ 8

- 5

- 1

17

34

23

17

9

3

56

39

1

1

-14

+22

+ 16

-16

- 8

13

30

40

10

7

6

52

21

15

6

- 7

+ 22

-19

+ 5

-1

20

33

31

13

3

9

63

15

9

4

-11

+ 30

-16

- 4

- 1

Differences:
I feel proud of
the work I do in
school.
Differences:
I think that school
is an interesting
place.

Pre
Post

Differences:
I enjoy learning
in school.

Pre
Post

Differences:
I feel happy in
school.

Pre
Post

Differences:
I like most things
about school.

Pre
Post

Differences:
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APPENDIX K
Results of the School Climate Scale
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—sults ££

and Post-test of School Climate Inventory

Pre:
Post:

Results are recorded in percentages
y
SA = Strongly Agree
D = Disagree
A = Agree
SA = Strongly Disagree
LJ = Undecided

1.

n-30
n=33

In this school everyone
is treated as fairly and
equally as possible.

SA

A

U

D

SD

Pre

7

24

21

25

23

Post

7

21

21

30

21

0

- 3

0

+ 5

- 2

Pre

11

37

33

19

0

Post

24

37

24

12

3

+ 13

0

- 9

- 7

+ 3

8

35

35

22

0

Differences:
2.

Students feel pride in
this school.

Differences:
3.

The student newspaper is
careful not to print
anything critical of the
school, faculty or
administration.

Pre
Post

Differences:
4.

Students in this school
know most of the members
of their daily classes
by their first names.

Most teachers at this
school will see a
student who needs help.

Teachers rarely explain
why they do things.

27

7

3

+ 16

- 8

-15

+ 3

Pre

28

34

21

17

0

Post

38

47

9

6

0

+ 10

+ 13

-12

-11

0

Pre

22

41

30

4

3

Post

12

48

25

12

3

-10

+ 7

- 5

+ 8

0

Pre

14

36

39

7

4

Post

32

29

39

0

0

+ 18

- 7

0

- 7

- 4

Differences:
6.

51

+ 4

Differences:
5.

12

Differences:
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7.

Student-.s can choose
harder or easier
courses, as best fits
their needs.

SA

A

U

D

SD

Pre

18

54

21

7

0

Post

28

50

3

13

6

+ 10

- 4

-18

+ 6

+ 6

Pre

28

31

24

14

3

Post

27

42

21

7

3

- 1

+ 11

- 3

- 7

0

Pre

8

54

31

4

3

Post

3

28

28

16

25

- 5

-26

- 3

+ 12

+ 22

Pre

14

49

31

3

3

Post

12

43

21

18

6

- 2

- 6

-10

+ 15

+ 3

7

45

30

11

7

15

40

27

18

0

+ 8

- 5

- 3

+ 7

- 7

19

43

23

15

0

3

27

55

9

6

-16

-16

+ 32

- 6

+ 6

Pre

37

52

7

4

0

Post

26

60

14

0

0

-11

+ 8

+ 7

- 4

0

Pre

25

46

18

11

0

Post

15

36

31

15

3

-10

-10

+ 13

+ 4

+ 3

Differences:
8.

Students in alternative
programs feel like outsiders and are put down.
Differences:

9.

The school rules are fair
and reasonable.

Differences:
10.

Students get the marks
they earn and deserve.

Differences:
11.

Most teachers are
friendly and easy
to talk with.

Pre
Post

Differences:
12.

Students have influence
Pre
on school decisions which
Post
directly affect them.
Differences:

13.

Most teachers are
willing to talk
with parents.
Differences:

14.

In this school the color
of your skin does not
mean much; we are all
friends.
Differences:
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15.

Teachers are fair to
students.

SA

A

U

D

SD

14

24

29

28

7

0

30

40

18

12

-14

+ 6

+ 11

-10

+ 5

Pre

7

43

36

7

7

Post

6

9

49

30

6

- 1

-34

+ 13

+ 23

- 1

11

60

18

7

4

9

46

24

12

9

- 2

-14

+ 6

+ 5

+ 5

Pre

10

35

35

17

3

Post

12

43

25

17

3

+ 2

+ 8

-10

0

0

10

43

30

10

7

4

35

35

20

6

- 6

- 8

+ 5

+ 10

- 1

7

18

29

25

21

12

18

28

33

9

+ 5

0

- 1

+ 8

-12

Pre

7

33

32

21

7

Post

6

40

24

30

0

- 1

+ 7

- 8

+ 9

- 7

14

55

21

10

0

6

34

42

18

0

- 8

-21

+ 21

+ 8

0

Pre
Post

Differences:
16.

Students feel the school
program has meaning and
is relevant to their
needs.
Differences:

17.

This school is usually
a pleasant place to be.

Pre
Post

Differences:
18.

A student needs to be
in a group to be liked
in this school.
Differences:

19.

When a student has
problems, the school
works out a plan that
helps the student.

Pre
Post

Differences:
20.

The people in this
school care little
about me as a person.

Pre
Post

Differences:
21.

The principal and
assistant principals
are willing to help
students with their
problems.
Differences:

22.

Teachers here know
students as
individuals.

Pre
Post

Differences:
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23.

The school program is
appropriate for ethnic
and minority groups.

SA

A

U

D

SD

11

57

21

11

0

9

34

39

9

9

- 2

-23

+ 18

- 2

+ 9

10

31

38

21

0

0

41

37

6

16

-10

+ 10

- 1

-15

+ 16

25

21

22

25

7

9

28

38

22

3

-16

+ 7

+ 16

- 3

- 4

7

50

18

11

14

16

32

26

13

13

+ 9

-18

+ 8

+ 2

- 1

4

56

18

18

4

10

48

32

10

0

+ 6

- 8

+14

- 8

- 4

Pre

4

11

22

44

19

Post

3

13

30

41

13

- 1

+ 2

+ 8

- 3

- 6

Pre

29

32

14

21

4

Post

18

40

27

12

3

-11

+ 8

+ 13

- 9

- 1

7

29

32

25

7

19

34

28

19

0

+12

+ 5

- 4

- 6

- 7

Pre
Post

Differences:
•

<N

Discipline is fair and
related to violations
of agreed-upon rules.

Pre
Post

Differences:
25.

A lot of teachers use
grades as a way of
getting back at
students.

Pre
Post

Differences:
26.

The principal talks
with us frankly and
and openly.

Pre
Post

Differences:
27.

The student government
makes important
decisions.

Pre
Post

•

ro
CO

Differences:
Teachers are too soft
and easy with students.

Differences:
29.

Students here can be
trained to qualify for
many different kinds
of jobs.
Differences:

30.

People don't pay any
attention to what
students say around
here.

Pre
Post

Differences:
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31.

Most students here work
to the best of their
abilities.

SA

A

U

D

SD

7

36

28

11

18

21

30

31

15

3

4■14

- 6

+ 3

+ 4

-15

30

44

15

4

7

13

50

28

6

3

- 7

+ 6

+ 13

+ 2

- 4

14

24

41

17

4

9

40

25

19

7

- 5

+ 16

-16

+ 2

+ 3

Pre

4

57

25

7

7

Post

9

24

34

24

9

+ 5

-33

+ 9

+ 17

+ 2

Pre

21

43

25

7

4

Post

18

21

28

27

6

- 3

-22

+ 3

+ 20

+ 2

Pre

29

43

10

14

4

Post

26

48

17

6

3

- 3

+ 5

+ 7

- 8

- 1

7

20

48

22

3

15

30

28

15

12

+ 8

+ 10

-20

- 7

+ 9

Pre

30

26

27

0

17

Post

25

43

16

13

3

- 5

+ 17

-11

+ 13

-14

Pre
Post

Differences:
32.

The teachers give
Pre
students responsibilities
in the classroom.
Post
Differences:

33.

Students and teachers
in this school work well
together.

Pre
Post

Differences:
34.

Students are able to
proceed at their own
rate in most courses.
Differences:

35.

The school's extracurricular program
offers activities
designed to appeal to
all students.
Differences:

36.

Students need permission
to do almost anything
in this school.
Differences:

37.

Pre

The way to get good
marks is to tell the
teachers what they want
to hear.

Post

Differences:
38.

There is communication
between different groups
teachers and students;
Blacks, Hispanics and
Whites; rich and poor.

•
•

n-i ffaronr'??1
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39.

What students are
learning now will help
them when they become
adults.

SA

A

U

D

SD

Pre

29

54

10

0

7

Post

22

41

28

6

3

■ 7

-13

+ 18

+ 6

- 4

Pre

30

40

27

3

0

Pos

45

18

25

9

3

+ 15

-22

- 2

+ 6

+ 3

Pre

19

37

29

11

4

Post

10

32

20

25

13

- 9

- 5

- 9

+ 14

+ 9

Pre

25

39

21

11

4

Post

16

31

41

6

6

- 9

- 8

+ 20

- 5

+ 2

Pre

26

44

15

15

0

Post

25

47

16

6

6

- 1

+ 3

+ 1

- 9

+ 6

7

56

23

7

7

13

53

21

13

0

+ 6

- 3

- 2

+ 6

- 7

Pre

4

58

19

19

0

Post

6

18

39

24

13

+ 2

-40

+ 20

+ 5

+ 13

Pre

19

26

29

22

4

Post

22

28

34

13

3

+ 3

+ 2

+ 5

- 9

- 1

Differences:
40.

Some students in this
school are favored more
than others.
Differences:

41.

Students are encouraged
to express their own
feelings freely in
classroom discussions.
Differences:

42.

Students of different
races, religions and
backgrounds get along
well with each other.
Differences:

43.

There is always some
adult in this school
that I can count on.
Differences:

44.

Most students feel they
can learn what this
school tries to teach
them.

Pre
Post

Differences:
45.

Students in this school
are treated fairly.

Differences:
46.

Students have little
say in planning school
activities.
Differences:

250

47.

Teachers around here
almost never notice
when a student does
a good job.

Pre
Post

Differences:
48.

The grading system
rewards each student
for his effort in
relation to his ability.

Pre
Post

Differences:
49.

The principal really
cares about students.

Pre
Post

Differences:
50.

Most students here talk
openly about school
problems.

Pre
Post

Differences:

251

SA

A

U

D

SD

8

35

30

19

8

15

12

30

37

6

+ 7

-23

0

+ 18

- 2

8

60

20

8

4

12

38

41

6

3

+ 4

-22

+ 21

- 2

- 1

15

26

37

11

11

6

25

37

16

16

- 9

- 1

0

+ 5

+ 5

28

36

14

11

11

9

38

28

19

6

-19

+ 2

+ 14

+ 8

- 5

APPENDIX L
Metropolitan Diagnostic Achievement Tests
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-P---e Post Metropolitan Achievement Scores
n=28
phs = post high school = 13

Grade levels
Mathematics
Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Language Arts

5.9
7.0

7.9
8.7

+ 1.1

+ 0.8

9.9
11.2

7.0
9.0

+ 1.3

+ 2.0

4.4
4.3

4.6
5.8

- 0.1

+ 1.2

5.6
6.7

10.3
11.7

+ 1.1

+ 1.4

6.9
7.0

8.4
8.4

+ 0.1

same

8.3
10.9

12.3
phs

+ 2.6

+ 0.7

10.5
phs

9.5
phs

+ 2.5

+ 3.5

Pre
Post

— —

—

6.6

9.0

Pre
Post

5.4
5.3

7.2
7.9

- 0.1

+ 0.7
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Mathematics
Pre
Post

Language Arts

phs
phs

12.0
12.7

same

+ 0.7

7.8
8.4

7.1
8.6

+ 0.6

+ 1.5

6.2
9.3

12.7
10.1

+ 3.1

- 2.6

9.7
12.3

8.2
10.9

+ 2.6

+ 2.6

Pre
Post

7.3

phs

pre
Post

8.7
10.9

10.1
10.7

+ 2.2

+ 0.6

7.1
6.4

6.7
6.9

- 0.7

+ 0.2

5.2
6.3

6.7
7.1

+ 1.1

+ 0.4

3.7
5.4

4.4
5.2

+ 1.7

+ 1.2

6.8
7.8

8.6
12.0

+ 1.0

+ 3.4

6.5
6.0

8.7
11.5

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post

Pre
Post
-

0.5
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+

2.8

Mathematics
Pie
Post

10.2
10.6

8.6
10.9

+ 0.4

+ 2.3

4 .4
4.8

6.9
5.4

+ 0.4

- 1.5

5.2
6.2

6.5
6.7

1.0

+ 0.2

5.9
6.7

12.0
phs

Pre
Post

Pre
Post
+

Pre
Post

0.8

+

Pre
Post

1.0

+

5.8
5.7

6.7
6.5

0.1

-

Pre
Post

-

0.2

5.5
5.4

6.4
6.9

0.1

+ 0.5

9.8
11.9

phs
phs

2.1

same

6.3
6.0

6.7
7.9

- 0.3

+ 1.2

6.0
7.8

7.0
7.8

1.8

+ 0.8

7.1
7.4

10.1
11.1

+ 0.3

+ 1.1

-

Pre
Post
+

Pre
Post

Pre
Post
+

Pre
Post

Language Aits
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Class Average:

Pie

Post

Change

Average Math Scores:

7.06

8.00

+0.94

Average L.

8.44

9.37

+0.93

A.

Scores:
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APPENDIX M
Staff Questionnaire Results for Summer Workshop

257

Results of Inservice Questionnaiie foi

Pr oqiam Staff

Please answer the following questions about the inseivice
program.
The information you supply will be part of a
doctoral dissertation at the University of Massachusetts.
Please do not sign your name.
n = 4
A.

What do you feel were the objectives of this
workshop in terms of changes expected of you?
—to learn to adjust to philosophy and objectives of
Project Excel that were formulated last year
— learning to work as a team, rather than an individual
in classroom approach
—redirect my thinking about ways of working with kids

B.

What kind of changes do you anticipate making in
your classroom as a result of this program?
—schedules, all aspects of classroom experience and to
be flexible
—totally new and different classroom approach
--gearing teaching to an individual based on ability of
student
—more positive reinforcement

C.

What might be some observable results of these
changes?
—a gaining of confidence in students ability to handle
new challenges
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D.

Please read each item and circle the response that
most nearly reflects your opinion.
SA = Strongly agree
U = Undecided
A = Agree
D = Disagree
SD = Strongly Disagree
Results are in percentages
SA

A

U

D

SD

The information I obtained
in the workshops was valuable
to me.

6040---

I plan to utilize the know¬
ledge gained in these work¬
shops in my classroom ....

60

40

---

Knowledge gained in these
workshops will help me to
better meet the needs of
my students .

60

40

-

I gained from these workships
what I expected to gain.. . .

50

50

The objectives of this work
shop were successfully
accomplished
.

50

50
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APPENDIX N
Scroll
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SCROLL

Today, this new day, I am a successful student.
Overnight my
mind and body have produced thousands of new cells to give me
the greatest advantages possible.
I am born anew,
revitalized, and full of energy.
I am rare and valuable; unique in all the universe.
I am
nature's greatest miracle in action.
I have unlimited
potential.
I believe in my abilities, attitudes, and goals.
I am worthy of greatness because I am the most important
person in my world.
Today I push myself to my limits.
I use my skills and
knowledge every day.
I begin the day with a success and end
it with a success.
My goals are being reached every day and
I seek them eagerly.
I act positively and happily, fully accepting myself and
others.
I live to the fullest by experiencing life without
limits.
I embrace life.
I approach each class, each book,
and each assignment with enthusiasm, happiness, and joy.
I
thirst for knowledge.
I look forward to reading and
believing this scroll each and every day.
I am a positive and successful student.
I know each step I
must take to continue to be that way.
I am clear on my goals
and see myself reaching them.
I now realize my infinite
potential, thus my burden lightens.
I smile and laugh.
I
have become the greatest student in the world.
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APPENDIX 0
Self-Observation Sheet
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Self Observation Sheet
NAME:
TIME OF INCIDENT:
TEACHER'S NAME:

DATE
NATURE OF INCIDENT:

YOU ARE BEING GIVEN AN OPPORTUNITY TO RELAX.
FIRST SENSE THE
TENSION IN YOUR BODY, THEN CONSCIOUSLY RELEASE IT THROUGH
CONTROLLED BREATHING.
DO THIS NOW.
Now that you ai q relaxed fill out the following questions.
A key component of Project Excel is cooperation,
with
cooperation you can deal more effectively with learning.

1.

Remember and observe whatever you were doing and feeling
that was uncooperative.
a.

Briefly describe what you were doing.

b.

Briefly describe what you were feeling.

2.

Please describe why what you were doing was
uncooperative.

3.

You need to bring yourself back to the task of learning.
Describe what you must do to return to that task.

4.

Are you willing to cooperate now?
YES

5.

NO

Do you want a separate counseling session?
answer.
YES

6.

Circle your answer.

Circle you

NO

Indicate the time you completed this form _

RETURN THIS COMPLETED FORM TO YOUR TEACHER BEFORE YOU LEAVE
CLASS
Teacher follow up:
1.

Please write your comments about the above incident.

2.

Do you think a counseling session is necessary?
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APPENDIX P
Parents Pre-Questionnaire Results
Parents Post-Questionnaire Results
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Pi e-Questionniares f or Parents of Progiam Students
n=5

1. Parents responses to improvement of communication bptwppn
home and school:
- -—
written appraisals of student performance with a
chance to respond
school available after work hours—make parents feel
more welcome, not adversarial
the school sometimes, take an interest in projects
my child is doing
—more notes concerning child's promptness or lack of it
—calls (after work) from teachers to parent as a number
of parents work during the day
2.

Suggestions for increasing parent involvement in school
activities:
it's a tough situation because most parents have to
work
— orientation time should be varied-ask for suggestions
or concerns
—have projects that parents can do with their children
—give parents plenty of notice
--vary hours to participate

3.

Additional steps that the school can take to help meet
the needs of your child.
—greater awareness of the need to prepare now for
college entry
—I believe these steps are being done with Project Excel
—have projects that interest the children—education
projects that catch children's interest
—provide different courses for students that want them
such as:
computers, language, business courses
—provide individualized study groups for selected weak
learning areas

4.

Willingness to help
Those who responded answered yes to this question and
provided these responses:
—encourage them to learn, because it is important to
have knowledge for the future
_whatever it takes—would like her motivated towards
reaching her goals
—by doing what it takes to help my child
--anything needed
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5.

Expectations of parents in theii
in the Project Excel progr am:

4
2
3
4
4

Academic achievement
Vocational
Motivation
Socializing
Other
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ifl fO 1/1 (N O

Attendance
Tardiness
Behavior
School attitude
Self pride

child's paiticipation

Results of post-questionnaire for program paients
n=5
L.

Would you rate the communication between Project Exc^l
and home as:
Inadequate

2.

0

Barely adequate

0

Adequate

3

Good

2

In what ways, if any, would you improve communication
between Project Excel and the home in the future?
—none, they contacted me whenever they had a problem or
a question
—phone home when kids are absent
--none

3.

What suggestions would make for increasing parent
involvement in program activities?
—none

4.

Do you feel that Project Excel addressed the needs of
your child?
Strongly Agree
Agree

0
4

Undecided

0

Disagree
Strongly Disagree

0
0

Comments:
—her attitude changed and she became involved in her
work
— they called when my child was absent—they are
concerned about my child's future
5.

Would you rate the overall performance of Project Excel
in providing your child with a quality education as:
Excellent

0

Good

4

Average

1

Fair

0

Good

0

Comments:
— I don't know if she would have learned in a regular
classroom because of her attitude problem—she changed
and learned what was being taught
_my child went up in math from the beginning to the end
of the year — she is doing well in English
6.

Briefly describe what you feel were the major strengths,
if any, of Project Excel.
_the staff is really concerned, even more so than the
students
_school attendance and achievements
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-communication between students and teache!s,
attention
7.

individual

Briefly describe what you feel were the major weaknesses,
if any, of Project Excel?
— none

10.

In what ways did Project Excel improve your child's
performance compared to last school year?
Please check
the appropriate boxes.
Attendance
Tardiness
Behavior
School attitude
Self pride

4
3
2
3
2

Academic achievement
Vocational achievement
Motivational skills
Socialization skills
Other

3
3
3
3
o

Comments:
—my child seldom participated in school activities,
now my child tells me about the things she does
--I believe she improved all around and is a better
person
—best thing that happened to South High
11.

Would parent-teacher-student conferences help to improve
your child's interest in school?
No

12.

3

Yes 1

Can you think of any additional ideas that would be
helpful to your child's education that should be
included in future programs like Project Excel?
No

3

Yes

0
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Attendance and Tardiness
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Attendance and tardiness
n = 29
Attendance = a
Tardies = T
Dismissals = D

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

Program = Project Excel Records
School
= SHCS Records

A

T

D

Program
School

63
21
25

31
27
45

1

Program
School

11
13
16

11
13
14

2

Program
School

6
7
8

1
6
6

1

Program
School

29
34
43

56
24
31

0

Program
School

15
10
9

23
7
20

3

Program
School

21
20
19

9
45
73

2

Program
School

37
36
37

39
8
11

2

Program
School

36
8
15

0
18
44

6

Program
School

55
26
33

56
16
29

6

Program
School

48
21
27

4
7
13

5
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1986- 87
1987- 88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

A

T

D

Program
School

21
10
24

10
1
14

1

Program
School

24
9
20

21
5
23

2

Program
School

22
16
14

29
21
37

2

Program
School

47
22
33

42
12
22

0

Program
School

34
48
51

32
20
24

3

Program
School

25
32
36

8
18
47

1

Program
School

23
20
17

89
28
82

2

Program
School

8
20
29

68
45
64

0

Program
School

48
26
33

0
0
0

0

Program
School

32
32
21

34
13
25

3

Program
School

80
39
37

26
39
87

2

Program
School

17
15
15

3
2
1

0

Program
School

3
22
32

1
3
6

0
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1986-87
1987-88

1986- 87
1987- 88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

1986-87
1987-88

*

A

T

D

Program
School

18
23
26

2
5
29

0

Program
School

27
30
31

23
18
35

0

Program
School

18
20

44
20
32

3

Program
School

16
18
25

18
50
67

1

Program
School

39
37
60

36
34
59

0

Program
School

15
53
63

20
21
20

1

One student dropped out of school in May so her
attendance was not recorded.

SUMMARY OF CHANGES IN ATTENDANCE FOR 1986-87 TO 1987-88

Absences:

Tardies:

Program:

16 decreased
12 increased
1 stayed the same

School:

14 decreased
14 increased
1 stayed the same

Program:

16 decreased
12 increased
1 stayed the same

School:

12 decreased
16 increased
1 stayed the same
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REFERENCE NOTES
1.

Field notes were written during and/or after planning
sessions and implementing stages of Project Excel.

Some

notes were documented by minutes of meetings, memoranda,
brochures,

or pamphlets.

Other notes were personal

ODservations of communication among staff or between
students and staff,

program climate, and program

structure.
2.

Meetings with advisory council were logged in field
notes and materials collected by the evaluator or Project
Excel staff.
April 1988,

3.

These meetings were held in December 1987,
and November 1988.

Observations were personal views of the evaluator about
student and staff relationships, program climate, and
program structure.

These observations were logged in

field notes.
4.

Meetings and with mentor program staff were logged
in field notes or materials collected by the evaluator or
staff of Project Excel.
questionnaires,

5.

Materials consisted of

communiques, brochures, and memoranda.

Meetings with Office of Federal and Governmental Programs
of the Worcester Public Schools consisted of personal
conversations or memoranda between the department and the
evaluator of Project Excel.
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