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ABSTRACT

Many at-risk students encounter multiple obstacles to successful completion of their secondary school education.  The literature identifies some of these barriers as lack of family and peer support, sub-standard schools with violence and teacher morale problems, students’ low perceptions of school relevance, and lack of outside support systems, which promote educational success.  In this study, students in middle school, high school, and adult education were sought out to investigate which factors they perceived to be most salient in their decision to persist or drop out of school.  Surveys and interviews were conducted with students considered to be at-risk or who have dropped out and currently attend some form of alternative education or adult education school.  Our goal was to obtain the perspective of the students in an effort to further investigate the rising phenomenon of failure to complete secondary education that ails over 12 percent of students nationwide and 25 percent of students in California.  The most significant obstacles identified by the study participants are included in this report.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

General Statement

One in four students drop out of school in California before they complete their secondary school education (Landsberg & Blume, 2008). We surveyed and interviewed students in three diverse school districts to find out which factors are most likely to cause students to persist in school or to drop out.  Previous research has focused on characteristics of students who are considered at-risk to drop out of school (Lichter,Cornwell & Eggebeen, 1993; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; Kim, Brody, & Murray, 2003; Knesting, 2008;  Kreager & Staff, 2008) as well as some factors which help students to persist in their schooling (Cappella & Weinstein, 2001;  Hardre & Reeve, 2003; Anderson & Keith, 1997).   Students living in low-income areas, students living in rural areas, and students whose first language is not English are at a higher risk for dropping out.

Assumptions 

We make several assumptions in undertaking this research.  The first is that it is important and beneficial for a student to complete a secondary school education.  Leaving school before completing grade twelve severely limits the options a student has for future education and employment. Therefore, it is desirable to motivate, encourage, and enable as many secondary school students as possible to finish their schooling.

Another assumption is that there are many reasons that may cause a student to leave school.  We assume also that students are able to articulate their goals and frustrations with schooling. This study seeks to discover from a student’s perspective the most common causes for dropping out, again with the assumption – and hope - that this knowledge may enable teachers to work together with students to overcome some of these barriers to educational success.

Research Questions and Foreshadowed Problems

The initial questions that this group struggled with were: What are the most common and significant barriers to the educational success of high school students, and how can we as teachers motivate or empower at-risk students to overcome some of these barriers?  Our review of the literature points to several significant issues that researchers believe contribute to students leaving school before they have completed their secondary education, as well as some factors which motivate students to complete their schooling.  The focus of this research is to determine from the student’s perspective what the most salient of these issues and factors might be.  

Another question faced in this research is how best to gather data from students.  Some at-risk students may already be hostile toward teachers, or may be suspicious of a questionnaire that asks them about their attitudes toward schooling. Does the fact that a student is willing to cooperate with a teacher in filling out a survey potentially skew the data by eliminating the most frustrated or hostile, and thus the most at-risk students?  To minimize this problem, the data-gathering questionnaire and the follow-up interviews were designed to be as non-threatening and respectful as possible.   

The current national high school dropout rate is just over twelve percent (Hardre & Reeve, 2003). This rate is significantly higher among those from lower socioeconomic classes and those in remote, rural schools (Lichter,Cornwell & Eggebeen, 1993; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; Kim, Brody, & Murray, 2003; The Rural School and Community Trust, 2005; Save the Children, 2002). Therefore, another question we ask in this study is if there may be more significant issues that these at-risk students face which inhibit their ability to finish school.  This gives rise to the question of whether some issues are common across demographic groups, and if some issues are specific to certain student populations.  This research intends to help find answers to these questions as well.

Finally, we desire to discover if at-risk students have valuable suggestions for teachers in how to make their schooling more relevant and motivating, and how to empower students to complete their secondary education.  It is our goal to learn from these students, and to have our discoveries guide our practice as teachers.

Definitions of Terms

For this study, the following definitions apply:

1. A drop-out student is defined as a student who was enrolled in middle school or high school, but who left school before completing a secondary education and did not enroll in another school either in the district or outside the district during that school year.

2. At-risk students are students who have the following characteristics as defined in previous research (Hardre & Reeve, 2003, Terry, 2008, Lichter,et.al, 1993; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001; Kim, et. al,2003).

a. Students who attend schools for which dropout rates are significantly higher than the national average,

b. Students who attend remote, rural schools where resources for further education are limited,

c. Students who live in poverty, as defined by qualifying for free or reduced lunch,  

d. Students who have had previous unsuccessful experiences in middle or secondary school, as defined by dropping out or expulsion, and/or

e. Students with limited English skills.

Significance of the Proposed Study

The issue of students dropping out of school is extremely significant, especially in San Bernardino County. The dropout rate for the San Bernardino City Unified School District for grades 7 – 12 is 21.2% per year, which adjusts to a 4-year, grade 9-12 drop-out rate of 31 percent.  The 4-year rate for the Needles Unified School District is 35 percent (CA Dept of Educ, 2006-7). This means that about one in three students in these districts will experience significant barriers to further education and employment, often leading to a cycle of un- or under-employment, poverty, and crime.

If we truly believe that completion of a secondary education is essential for experiencing success in further education and employment, we must do all in our power to discover which factors most empower students to succeed and which most lead students to drop out.  We must also seek to learn which factors are specific to certain student populations, and which tend to cross all demographic boundaries.  Only then will we be able to do whatever is in our power to maximize those positive factors and minimize the impact of the negative dynamics for our students.  

Chapter 2

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction


“Although high school dropout rates have declined over the past several years, rates remain high for many segments of our population.”  (Trusty, J., 1996).  There are both positive and negative factors that influence high school students to either stay in school and graduate or to drop out.  Both are important, as the underlying causes that result in students dropping out, and the preventative factors that keep these students in school are important for everyone to understand.  This is especially important for students who are disadvantaged in some aspect, such as economically, socially, or geographically.  

Causes-negative factors influencing high school drop-out


There is quite a bit of literature citing the many factors that influence or cause students to drop out of high school.  The negative influences are identified by both quantitative and qualitative studies that examine the causes of high school dropout. These are categorized into two groups; school and support characteristics.

School

 
According to recent research, there are significant school-related characteristics that make students more likely to drop out of school.  These include low socioeconomic status (SES) which may cause students to identify with violent peer groups that don’t associate school with importance, rundown schools, staff that is uncaring, low retention rates, poor attendance, sub-standard academics, and the composition of the student body.  

Too cool for school? Violence, peer status, and high school dropout (Kreager, D. A., & Staff, J., 2008) is a quantitative sociological study that delves within cultures and sub-cultures to find out if violence that is associated with peer status has a direct affect on high school students’ decisions to drop out. The general purpose of the study is to look at male students, particularly low SES boys, who demonstrate aggression, use violence, and join in groups for peer status, thus undermining their education by pulling away from school and dropping out.  The author(s) assert that while they were not able to clearly identify the causal ordering of their observed relationships they do suggest that low SES males first do poorly in school and then turn to violent subcultures as an alternative source for peer status.  

School Characteristics Related to High School Dropout Rates (Christle, C., Jolivette, K., & Nelson, C., 2007) is a mixed method study; quantitative followed up by some qualitative case studies. The general purpose of this study is to draw a correlation between school characteristics that may influence student drop out.  The study compares schools from both extremities with low and high dropout rates.  The results found the school with LDOS (low drop out school) compared to HDOS (high drop out school) differed quite dramatically.  Academic achievement, school attendance rate, rate of successful transition to adult life, and percentage of white students all had a negative correlation with student dropout rates.  As those rates rose, the dropout rate would decrease. When comparing the top 20 schools for dropout rate with the bottom 20, they differed significantly on 7 of the 12 characteristics.    The two groups of schools, however, did not differ greatly in background of student body, number of students enrolled, expulsion rate, or gender.  The authors found that both low achievement test scores and low student retention in grade was most prevalent with schools with higher dropout rates.  This goes along with previous studies that demonstrate that students who do not do well in school are not likely to complete high school.  Attendance rate also related strongly to student dropout rate. Students who feel more connected with school are more likely to continue with school.  Additionally, schools that have a high number of students breaking laws and being suspended are also more likely to have students to drop out.  As suspected as well, poverty and school failure are closely linked as previous studies had indicated.  Staff at LDOS stated that teacher and parent involvement was good as compared to those in HDOS where they considered levels of family involvement poor.  School conditions were seen as cleaner, more approachable at LDOS than at HDOS.  The climate of the school effected how students were treated and how they are perceived by the staff. The staff and administration acknowledged that teachers dressed better and seemed to enjoy work more at the LDOS than the HDOS. 

Lack of Support

There are support characteristics that have been found that help students graduate.  They are peer and family support, as well as support and opportunities in the community.  The lack of this support is significant in a student’s decision to drop out of school.  

The effects that family members and peers have on students’ decisions to drop out of high school (Terry, M. 2008) is a qualitative case study to develop an understanding of the role that family members and peers have in influencing students’ decisions to persist in or drop out of school.   Students who had dropped out reported that their parents played active roles in their decisions to quit school, ranging from generally unsupportive attitudes to actively encouraging them to quit, mostly because they were wanted to help at home.  Other home factors include having been moved repeatedly by parents, or acting out in school as a response to their negative home lives.  About half of the learners who had dropped out of school had parents who had dropped out as well.  Students also reported that younger siblings needed them to care for them at home causing them to drop out. Students in the study complained of unsatisfactory relationships with their school peers (including language, self-esteem, and bullying difficulties) due to being at least two years older than most of their grade peers when they dropped out because of being held back or moving frequently. They also stated that their friends who encouraged them to skip school also ended up dropping out, that peers who had already dropped out influenced their decisions to drop out, that they quit because of relationships with out-of-school boyfriends, or quit because they were pregnant.  As the author states “…families and friends have profound influences over high school students’ decisions to drop out.”

Educating out and giving back: adults’ conceptions of successful outcomes of African American high school students from impoverished rural communities (Farmer, T. W., Dadisman, K., Latendresse, S. J., Thompson, J., M. J., & Zhang, L., 2006) is a qualitative study stemming from a theoretical backing looking into the reasons why African American (AA) students are not succeeding in education nor occupation in impoverished rural communities.  The question in the study focuses primarily on distinguishing differences in race, Socio-Economic Status SES, and roles taken on by the youth in these areas. Overall, the answer or rather the result in this study has to do with optimism and change.  Program developments and program improvements including the addition of outside supports to create more jobs, and the likelihood of students returning to mentor and give back (service- learning), are all the changes that surmount the difficult demographics addressing this study.  Curing the racial division, however, is the most important factor. 

Remedies-positive factors influencing high school graduation


While it is important to know the causes of high school dropout, the negative factors, it is also imperative to understand the aspects that promote the students who are at-risk of dropping out to persist in their education and graduate -- or the positive factors.  The research literature about the factors that promote resilience and high school graduation can be grouped into a few different categories; student character, school character, and support factors, with the most emphasis on things that the schools can do to help.

Student Character

 Studies find that students have certain characteristics that make them more likely to finish school.  They are self-determination, intrinsic motivation, educational intentions, competence, and school performance.

A motivational model of rural students’ intentions to persist in, versus drop out of, high school is a quantitative study (Hardre, P. & Reeve, J., 2003) to test a motivational model to explain the conditions under which rural students formulate their intentions to persist in, versus drop out of, high school.  The authors question whether self-determination theory, which has been studied and proven to be significant in urban areas, has the same beneficial effects in remote rural areas. Whereas the current national high school dropout rate is just over 12%, the dropout rates for rural high school students vary between 20 and 40%.  Because students in remote rural schools usually face significant resource deficits associated with low achievement and dropout risk, the question of how teachers and schools can influence students to persist is crucial.  This study asks whether classroom contexts that foster situational engagement, nurture interest, and promote the development of internal motivational resources result in students who are more likely to find value in their schooling and are therefore less likely to formulate dropout intentions.    According to the hypothesized motivational model, students’ perceptions of the level of teacher support predicted students’ levels of self-determined motivation and perceived competence, which in turn predicted their intentions to persist, even after controlling for the effect of school performance.  The hypothesized model fit the observed data well.  The data did not vary significantly between girls and boys or between the grade levels.  The authors found that when students perceive that their teachers support and nurture their needs for self-determination and competence, this predicted students’ intentions to persist in high school. This did so in a way that was above and beyond the effect perceived school performance had on intention to persist.  Thus, dropping out is not only an achievement issue, but also a motivational one.  Teacher attitudes and classroom environments can play a significant part in making school meaningful for students.  Even students at high risk for dropping out can be encouraged to persist if they feel that their needs for self-determination and perceived competence are being met at school.  Even students who attend schools which lack important after-school programs and external resources can become engaged in school-related activity when instructional activities are interesting, relevant to their lives, and affirm their competencies.  

School Character

The schools have factors that encourage student graduation such as supportive teachers, academic focus, active participation, buy-in, and academic success as evidenced by research.

Students at risk for school dropout: Supporting their persistence (Knesting, K., 2008) focuses on the characteristics of the school by connecting factors that students deem important as to reasons they stay in school, such as an academic focus.  This school has chosen to help students achieve academically rather than expel students, so the principal implemented an achievement requirement that students must pass math and English classes with a B or better or repeat the class.  He acknowledges that some students would drop out rather than retake classes.  Students ranked teachers that cared and were supportive, were more important to staying in school than counseling programs designed to help at-risk youth.  Supportive teachers listened to students, try to see from the students’ perspective and understand their behavior.  Teachers who also expected all students to succeed had more active classrooms, and had all students participating. These actions made the students feel supported.  This study had a very interesting finding; most of the teachers were not aware of the dropout rate for the school and thought it was fairly low and had remained stable.  There is an interesting contradiction. Students think that about 25% of the students drop out where as the community believes that there is a very low dropout rate.  In contrast, actual data prior to the study stated that the dropout rate had increased from 12% to 29%.

 Using a sense of place to teach (Hodges, V. Pauline, 2004) is a qualitative study rooted in interpretivism. The purpose of the study is to demonstrate that at-risk rural students that are seemingly uninterested in education can be successful if taught within the context of a ‘Sense of Place’. The focusing question is this:  If students have a context of what is being taught will they be successful?  The context is defined as making the learning more tangible by associating it with real life events, people, and places.  This study takes place in Forgan, Oklahoma and the participants were at-risk students in a rural high school who were disinterested, financially disadvantaged, and academically weak students.  The analysis of the data was determined by factors that can be quantified such as success of students, the motivation of students, the focus of the students, and the culmination of a project that resulted in pride and enthusiasm.   The results were overwhelmingly positive.  In general terms, the students succeeded.  These at-risk rural high school students had never before really experienced success or the joy that comes with learning and accomplishment.  

A longitudinal test of a model of academic success for at-risk high school students (Anderson, Eileen, & Keith, Timothy (1997) is a quantitative study which explores factors that contribute to success in school.  This article is a study using longitudinal data from 8,100 high school students participating in a national study were used to test a model of at-risk students’ school learning.  The “purpose in the present study was to develop and test a theoretical model of academic success for at-risk high school students. We proposed a model based on previous theories and research in school learning and used responses from over 8,000 non-Asian minority and low-socioeconomic-status (SES) high school students in a very large national longitudinal educational survey to estimate the variables in the model and test the fit of the model to the data.” (Anderson, 1997).  Key Characteristics:  Factors that were studied are ability, quality of schooling, student motivation, gender, ethnicity, parental involvement, Socio-Economic Status, Academic achievement, and academic coursework. Students termed at risk often share demographic characteristics with groups that have achieved poorly in the past.  The research reported here suggests that ability, quality of schooling, student motivation, and enrollment in academic coursework make important contributions to the academic success of at-risk high school students.

Turning around reading achievement: predictors of high school students’ academic resilience (Cappella, E., & Weinstein, R. S., 2001) is qualitative but the design falls into three different non-experimental categories; comparative, survey, and correlational. The purpose of the study is to determine demographic, psychological, behavioral, and school environment factors that enable students who are having academic difficulties (low reading proficiency prior to high school) to overcome these difficulties (scoring intermediate and advanced in reading proficiency and graduate).It is known that students who have low reading proficiency often do poorly in high school and usually drop out before graduating.  The study pointed to some interesting results about the factors that promote academic resilience.  The students who are at-risk are from low SES, single parent households, male, and African American or Latino.  The unexpected result was that differences in school size and region made no significant impact on these students.  Fifteen percent of the students who started out at-risk in the eighth grade made academic progress placing them in the intermediate and advanced category of the reading assessment in the twelfth grade.  The other 85 percent made little or no progress or dropped out of school.  “Exposure to an academic curriculum both predicts academic resilience beyond critical demographic and psychological protective factors as well as helps explain the path by which SES, locus of control, and future educational expectations lead toward academic resilience.” (Cappella, E. & Weinstein, R.S., 2001).  The author concludes that the significant factors that affect academic resilience are higher SES, Caucasian ethnicity, female gender, internal locus of control, high educational expectations, and a college bound academic curriculum.

Support Factors

 Research lends the idea that through a social construct we can teach students, staff, and community to support our students in preventing drop out. 

Counseling for dropout prevention: applications from multicultural counseling (Trusty, J., 1996) is a qualitative study combining ethnography explained through grounded theory working through a postmodern vantage point, as explained in the article that both society and the people need to change to become bicognitive (think like both cultures) and bicultural (act like both cultures).  The purpose of the study is to promote the use of multicultural counseling structures instead of individual counseling structures in order to prevent drop out. This is a theoretical study, which has a practical value in the application of counseling and teaching roles.   Data was collected as research material through document analysis and from secondary sources (1990 census, and national education studies). The secondary sources used various forms of data collection from surveys as to their family socioeconomic status, race, and education level, and other various combinations as appropriate for the study. Counselors and instructors need to examine their perceptions, and learn the other culture and cognition to understand and relate to the students who are struggling and the students need to develop dual cultures and cognitions as well.

Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY

Participants

Several methods were used to collect data for this study. First, teachers were asked to identify participants for the present study based on characteristics of at-risk students from the literature review. Quantitative data were collected using a questionnaire.  This instrument included open-ended questions as well as seventeen questions with Likert scale responses. Qualitative data were collected by conducting semi-structured interviews with 5 students from each school that had participated in the survey. 

A pilot test of the survey was used with students who attended the San Bernardino Adult School. Twenty-five students ranging in ages from 18 to 55 years were chosen by the instructor to complete the preliminary survey. Three of them classified themselves as white, 12 Hispanic, 8 African-American, and 2 other.  Additionally, 12 were female and 13 were male.  All adult education students had previously dropped out before finishing high school but had eventually enrolled in the GED program to complete their secondary education. San Bernardino Adult School was chosen as a pilot location because the students tended to be older and had already dropped out of school.  One of the researchers was also familiar with the students, had access to students, and developed a rapport with the students, which further helped minimize bias.

 In order to gather data from a variety of demographic groups, both rural and city schools were chosen from the San Bernardino County. Needles Unified School District serves a population of 4,380 (U.S. Census, 2000) and is considered rural. Approximately 32% of the population under 18 years of age in Needles lives in poverty (U.S. Census, 2000). A purposeful sample of 19 Students from ages 15 to 18 years of age were chosen, including thirteen males and six females. Six were Hispanic; nine were White and three self-categorized as ‘other’.

Desert Mountain Sheppard Community Day School is located in the city of Victorville, CA.  Victorville has an estimated population of 107,721 (U.S. Census, 2000).  Desert Mountain is an alternative school for grades 8 to 12. This school was chosen because all of the students are considered to be at-risk for either behavioral or economic reasons.  In addition, one of the researchers is familiar with the students of this school.  A sample of 38 students was chosen.  Of the 38 students, 13 of the students were Hispanic, 21 were African-American, 1 white, and three that classified themselves as other.  Additionally, 27 were male and 11 were female.  

Instrumentation/Data Collection

In order to minimize bias in data collection, the goal was to be explicit and transparent in terms of how data was collected.  To that end a mixed-methodology was used to collect data for this study. The research for this study progressed in the following way. An initial questionnaire was developed.  The questionnaire was designed based on other surveys from the literature review.  Questions were compiled based on the factors that most affect students during their high school years. 

Initially 25-30 questions on a scale were developed for the pilot group.  The pilot group consisted of 25 students from the San Bernardino Adult School.  The teacher gave the questionnaire to students.  As stated earlier, some at-risk students may already be hostile toward teachers, or may be suspicious of a questionnaire that asks them about their attitudes toward schooling. In order to minimize this problem, the data-gathering questionnaire and the follow-up interviews were designed to be as non-threatening and respectful as possible.  The students responded well to the questionnaire.  Once the results from the pilot group were received, the research team reviewed the surveys. 

After review of the surveys, the questions were grouped into general areas consisting of peer issues, family issues, work issues and other.  The questions were then revised and reduced down to 17 questions on a Likert scale.  Additionally four open-ended questions were added regarding the students’ feelings about school (Appendix A).  These questions were designed to help the research team gain additional insight and clarification of certain questions.  

Once the questions were finalized, it was determined that in order to survey students under 18, a consent form must be created (Appendix B). A consent form was created and the survey and consent form were submitted to and approved by the IRB. After approval, surveys were handed out to students at the Desert Mountain Community Day School as well as students in the Needles Unified School District over a two-week period.  Students were asked to complete the survey during their free time and return them to the instructor.  Interviews were then used to elaborate on answers received on the surveys.  Students were selected for interviews based on their responses to the surveys. Only the teacher conducting the research at that school knew the identity of the student.  The surveys and interviews were kept confidential.

Data Treatment Procedures

Once all the surveys and interviews had been conducted, the data was analyzed on a numbering scale that represented their answers.  The data was analyzed for the purpose of highlighting useful information. This useful information will be used to help draw conclusions regarding student achievement as it relates to this study.  Further, the conclusions will lead to supporting good pedagogical decision making.  

As mentioned earlier, if we truly believe that completion of a secondary education is essential for experiencing success in further education and employment, we must do all in our power to discover which factors most empower students to succeed and which most lead students to drop out.  To that end the data was analyzed in light of the overall goal of identifying those factors that are most salient in terms of student success in secondary education.  

Presentation of Findings 
Among the findings were patterns that demonstrated that certain factors were stronger predictors of success and failure than others.  The most revealing questions were the following :

· What I find difficult or frustrating about school is _____. 

· On a scale of 1-5, my family encourages me to finish school.

· On a scale of 1-5, my friends encourage me to stay in school. 

· On a scale of 1-5, gang activity makes it difficult to finish school.

· On a scale of 1 -5, drug use make it difficult to finish school. 

· On a scale of 1-5, people I know have finished school.

Of all the factors, perhaps the most revealing was the question about what students found difficult or frustrating about school.  Students responded citing a variety of factors that affected their schooling experience adversely.  Some of the responses cited math, reading, homework, and time as reasons why school was so frustrating or difficult.  However the reason most often cited was the quality of teachers.  Teachers rated higher than any other factor as being the reason why school is difficult or frustrating. The Needles Unified School District 36.84% of the respondents, or 7 out of 19 students, cited that teachers were the cause of their lack of success. One student in the Needles School district stated that some of the teachers don’t teach the way they learn. Another student cited teachers as not stopping “obnoxious and mean students” who make it difficult for this student to learn.  “The teacher just puts a movie on instead of teaching,” according to another student. As the figure below indicates, the factor that is most often stated by students as the reason why school is so difficult or frustrating is the teacher.  

Figure 1. 

What students find difficult in Needles
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Similar results were found with Desert Mountain Community Day School.   As with Needles Unified School District, Desert Mountain students also cited teachers as the number one factor that affected their success at school.  A female student stated, “Sometimes the teachers take their frustration out on us. They are just here for the money. They won’t give us the extra help we need.”  Students were frustrated with only certain teachers.  Another students said that the teachers forget what is it like to be a student. Whereas 7 of 19 students at Needles found teachers to be the most the difficult part of school to deal with, at Mountain Day School 12 of 38 students found teachers to be the most difficult part of school. The figures below break down the factors that affect student success as Desert Mountain Community Day School.

Figure 2. 

Desert Mountain Student breakdown of what is most difficult in school
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Another salient factor that was evident as a result of the research was that family is a strong contributor to student success.  Students at Needles responded overwhelmingly that family is an important factor in their success at school.  Of the 19 students surveyed at Needles, 84.21% of the students responded that family encourages them all of the time (73.68%) and often (10.53%). One student said that her parents do not want her to make the same mistakes as they did.  “My mom wants me to be successful,” she emphasized.  It is interesting to note that none of the students responded that family didn’t encourage them at all.  Additionally, friends also played an important role in the success of the students surveyed at Needles.  According to the survey, 68.42% of the students responded that friends encouraged them to succeed all the time (52.63%), often (5.26%), and sometimes (10.53%).   Refer to figures below for specific break down of how family and friends influence the students at Needles.  

Table 1.

Needles student responses to questions regarding their friends and family

	My Family encourages me
	  % of participants
	My Friends encourage me
	 % of participants

	Not at all
	0.00%
	Not at all
	10.53%

	A little bit
	5.26%
	A little bit
	15.79%

	Sometimes
	10.53%
	Sometimes
	10.53%

	Often
	10.53%
	Often
	5.26%

	All the time
	73.68%
	All the time
	52.63%

	No answer
	0.00%
	No answer
	5.26%


Similar results were found with Desert Mountain Community Day School.   As with Needles Unified School District, Desert Mountain students also cited that family and friends were strong factors in their success and decision to finish school.  A female student said, “My mom always tells me how smart I am, and how I can make it in life.”  Many of the students reasons to go to school was for their parents or family.  “My mom and cousin help motivate me so I can be a better person,” stated another student.  Of the 38 students at the Desert Mountain, 84.21% responded that parents encouraged them all the time (78.95%) and often (5.26%). Additionally, when asked about encouragement from friends 84.21 responded favorably with encouragement all the time (31.58%), often (15.79%), and sometimes (36.84%).  The encouragement ranged from students all wanting to get good jobs, to significant others setting goals for the relationships.  “My girlfriend wants me to graduate and move in with her,” one male student said regarding his friends supporting him to finish school.  A female student at Desert Mountain Community Day School said that her friends make her “come to school for whatever reason.”  Students rely on school to see their friends and find support.  Refer to figures below for specific break down of how family and friends influence the students at Desert Mountain Community Day School.  

Table 2.

 Desert Mountain student responses to questions regarding their friends and family

	My Family encourages me
	 % of participants
	My Friends encourage me
	 % of participants

	Not at all
	0.00%
	Not at all
	10.53%

	A little bit
	7.89%
	A little bit
	5.26%

	Sometimes
	7.89%
	Sometimes
	36.84%

	Often
	5.26%
	Often
	15.79%

	All the time
	78.95%
	All the time
	31.58%


The below figure further illustrates the importance of family and friends as important factors contributing to the success of students at both Needles Unified School District and Desert Mountain Sheppard Community Day School.  Additionally it provides a statistical correlation of the data between the schools and the responses of the students surveyed. 

Figure 3. 

Percentages of students in Needles and Mountain Day Schools regarding influence of friends and family
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While it is interesting to note the above data as relevant factors that contribute to student success, it was also interesting to note that students in this study did not mention some of the factors that are normally associated with at-risk students. Factors such as gang and drug influences normally figure prominently as reasons why at-risk students don’t succeed. However, in the research presented, neither gang activity nor drug use figured prominently with students in our survey.   At Needles 14 out of the 19 students who responded to the survey responded that drugs were not at all a factor that affected their success at school and 11 out of 19 responded that gang activity was not at all a factor affecting their success at school.  Refer to the below figures for specific break down of factors associated with drug and gang activity.  

Table 3.

Needles student responses to drug and gang activity in their lives

	Drug Activity
	 # of Responses
	Gang Activity 
	 # of Responses

	not at all 
	14
	not at all
	11

	a little bit
	1
	a little bit
	3

	Sometimes
	0
	Sometimes
	1

	Often
	1
	Often
	0

	all the time
	2
	All the time
	3

	no answer
	1
	No answer
	1


Similar results were found with Desert Mountain Community Day School.  As mentioned before, factors such as gang and drug influences, which normally figure prominently as reasons why at-risk students don’t succeed, do not factor so prominently in this research. At Desert Mountain 21 out of the 38 students who responded to the survey responded that drugs were not at all a factor that affected their success at school and 16 out of 38 responded that gang activity was not at all a factor affecting their success at school.  Although students stated they were not affected by gang life personally, it did affect others around them.  One student said he was lost many friends to gangs.   Refer to the below figures for specific break down of factors associated with drug and gang activity.

Table 4. 

Desert Mountain Sheppard Community Day School students’ response to drugs and alcohol factors

	Drug Activity
	 # of Responses
	Gang Activity 
	# of Responses

	not at all 
	21
	not at all
	16

	a little bit
	2
	a little bit
	3

	Sometimes
	4
	sometimes
	9

	Often
	2
	Often
	1

	all the time
	9
	all the time
	9


Another trend the survey revealed was that most students that responded to the survey know people that have finished school. At Needles out of the 19 students who responded, 13 or 68% stated that everyone they knew finished school.  4 of the students or 21% know a lot of people who have finished school.  The below figures illustrate that most students that completed the questionnaire at Needles know someone, most at a significant level, who have finished school.  

Table 5.

Needles students’ response to knowing people who have finished high school

	People I know have finished school
	# of Responses

	I don’t know people who have finished school
	0

	I know a few people who have finished school
	0

	I know some people who have finished school
	1

	I know a lot of people who have finished school
	4

	Everyone I know has finished school
	13

	No answer
	1


Similar results were found with Desert Mountain Community Day School.  At Desert Mountain, out of the 38, 25 students or 66% states that either everyone they know finished school (45%) or know a lot of people who finished school (21%).  “Most of my family finished school and I want to finish school too,” The below figures illustrates that most students that completed the questionnaire at Desert Mountain school know someone, either everyone they know or know a lot, who have finished school.

Table 6. 

Desert Mountain Sheppard Community Day School student results to knowing people who have finished high school

	People I know have finished school
	 # of Responses

	I don’t know people who have finished school
	5

	I know a few people who have finished school
	2

	I know some people who have finished school
	6

	I know a lot of people who have finished school
	8

	Everyone I know has finished school
	17


Limitations of the Design

Like most research this study too was limited in some respects.  While everything possible was done to keep the integrity of the research, a few limitations were noted.  This study was limited in time.  Due to time constraints all the surveys and interviews were conducted in a two-week period.  Often research can take weeks, months, or years.  The time constraint allowed little for follow-up and further exploration.  Further, it limited the sample to three small groups.  Given enough time using a larger sample, greater insight may have been possible.  More statistical data and analysis could have yielded or re-enforced the findings from this study.    

Teachers involved were not able to access current drop out information per school.  There were no statistics readily available that showed current drop out information per school.  To remedy the limitation, the survey included a question about whether or not the student had dropped out.  However, the survey would have lent itself to more accuracy of the current drop out rate was available.   

Another limitation of this research was that the sample wasn’t big enough or didn’t include as much demographics and locations as needed.  Working with only two or three schools with on an average of 27 students per sample really limited the scope of the survey.  Greater credibility could have been gained if a broader cross section of the schools and the students was used. Again, this limitation was a result of a lack of time.  

Chapter 4

Conclusion  


The students in this study are faced with many social constructs, which constitute possible barriers for the successful completion of high school.  This research demonstrates that students, if given the opportunity, can and do lend valuable input about what factors influence them to persist in or drop out of school, including what makes their education relevant and meaningful, and what makes it frustrating.  Further research would be beneficial in delving deeper into some of the most salient factors, which students identify as possible causes for dropping out.

Recommendations

It would be interesting and beneficial to follow the participants in this study over an extended period of time to see how many will actually complete their secondary education or drop out.  It would also be enlightening to compare test scores from the schools that were surveyed for this study to determine how they factor into risk for dropping out.  It may also be informative to get the perspectives of the teachers regarding what they see as the most pertinent issues for students who drop out.   
The students in this study identified frustrations with teachers as the single most significant factor in their frustration with school.  This research group recommends more extensive interviews to discover what it is about teachers that the students found to be so frustrating.  Current research literature shows that teachers who foster situational engagement, nurture interest, and promote the development of internal motivational resources in students are a huge factor in students succeeding in school.  What is it, then, about the teachers in this survey that provoked frustration rather than empowered the students?  If the students were teachers, what would they do differently?  What suggestions would they make for ways to implement a curriculum that is relevant and motivating to them?  

A further recommendation is to broaden this study using a larger sample group over a longer period of time, perhaps surveying all of the students in more schools across varying demographic groups.  More in-depth interviews with students who dropped out and have now returned to finish their schooling would provide insight into what originally influenced them to drop out, and what has changed to make them motivated to finish school now.  Additionally, it would be helpful to look into the specifics of the kids who have dropped out and haven't returned, although these students would be harder to maintain contact with.  
Finally, the findings of this study could be relinquished to community and school board members in an effort to acknowledge the issues, which students within this region identify as detrimental to their successful completion of high school.  Many students residing in rural, socio-economically challenged environments experience diminished opportunities for educational choices and extra-curricular community-building experiences.  The implementation of special committees within communities may assist in the development of employment training opportunities, service learning, technical education, and other pertinent resources.  These should be on-going efforts, however, rather than one-time applications.  In addition, philanthropic acts of giving back to communities is an important way in which influential adults who are respected in their communities can serve as role models and mentors who encourage at-risk youth to be successful in their pursuit of education.   
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APPENDICIES


Appendix A (Questionnaire)


Appendix B (Informed Consent Letter)

APPENDIX A

Survey

Age:

Ethnicity: 

1. Asian
2. Hispanic 
3. Caucasian
4. African-American
5. Other: ________________

Gender: 1. Male 
2. Female

Program enrolled in: 

1. Alternative H.S.   
2. GED 
3. Gate 
4. ESL 
5. General  
6. Other ​​​_________

Do you receive free or reduced lunch?  1. Yes
2. No

1. The reason I go to school is: ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

2. What I find difficulty or frustrating about school is ____________________________________________​​​​​​​​________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

3. What most helps you to stay in school ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

4. If you think you might drop out, why? ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Or if you once dropped out of school, why? ____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

On a scale of 1 through 5, please circle the number the most relates to you.  

1 = Not at all 

2= a little bit 

3=sometimes

4=often 

5=all the time

1. My family encourages me to finish school.

1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

2.  My friends encourage me to finish school.


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:__________________________________________________________________________

3. If I do well in school people will tease or look down on me


1. Yes

2. No

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

4.  Several people that I know have finished school.


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

5. Teachers listen and respect me 


1

2

3

4

5


Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

6. Gang activity makes it difficult to finish school


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

7. Drug use makes it difficult to finish school


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

8.  Health problems make it difficult to finish school


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:__________________________________________________________________________

9. School is not relevant and won’t help me to achieve my goals


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

10. I have never done well in school 


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:__________________________________________________________________________

11. I have changed schools a lot


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

12. I don’t get along with people at school


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

13.  The school doesn’t offer me the classes I want to take.


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

14. I plan to continue my education – college, vocational, or technical program.


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

15. My English is not good enough to do well in school.


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

16. I don’t have things I need to finish school: (Circle the ones you lack)

 food

clothing
childcare
transportation
 
school supplies
other________

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________

17. My job keeps me from having time for school


1

2

3

4

5

Comments:_________________________________________________________________________


APPENDIX B

Informed Consent Form
Some teachers would like to learn more about what makes school work for you.  We want to know about the things that help you or keep you from succeeding in school.

Thank you for filling out this form.  It is designed to help us learn more about how different things in your life can affect your ability to stay in and succeed in high school.

We will use the information you give us as part of a research project.  We will not use your name, and all students’ personal information will be kept anonymous.  The study results will only be seen by people studying for their Master’s Degree in education.

By signing this form you are agreeing to participate in this study.

___________________________________      _______________________

Student signature






Date

We wish you much success, and hope that your education helps you to reach your goals.

· The Cal. State University San Bernardino

Master’s Project Research Team







