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Chapter I: Introduction 

An alarming educational statistic shows that one in every eight students do not complete high school in the United States (Gilson, 2006). The dropout percentage is increasing a significant amount in the high schools across the country. As a result, America’s public schools are failing to meet the educational needs of at-risk students. At-risk students, in this study, are defined as students who were failing, truant, disruptive, or dangerous to those around them. These particular students are unsuccessful in a regular school setting, because they have academic, social, or behavioral issues.  Due to the high number of at-risk students dropping out of schools, the nation’s schools are losing approximately $77 billion dollars annually. 


Since No Child Left Behind, the federal and state governments have mandated that schools increase their accountability towards educating all students (Gilson, 2006). Public schools now have to find alternative methods for at-risk students to be successful in school; creating alternative education programs was their solution to this issue (Gilson, 2006).


There are a variety of alternative education programs that are across the United States. In this study we are focusing on alternative education programs that allow students to receive a GED or diploma. Within these alternative programs the characteristics that we found to be common were small student-teacher ratios and teachers who choose to teach outside the district’s bureaucracy. At this time some teachers teaching in alternative education programs are not following the same standards and assessments that traditional high schools have to adhere to; along with creating their own curriculum in their classrooms (Gilson, 2006). The idea behind alternative education programs is to modify the curriculum and have students adapt to their school setting so they are able to succeed in either receiving their GED or diploma from high school (McCall, 2003). 
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this research study is to investigate ways alternative education helps at-risk high school students. In addition, this study will discover ways that alternative education programs lack in their teaching and education.


Our research study will fill in the gaps in regards to alternative education, along with filling in the gaps of the research done thus far on this topic. We are also hoping to provide information to help schools create more effective alternative education, which will then better accommodate their at-risk students. By understanding what is lacking in the programs, schools can make improvements in order to make their program more effective for the students in need. 
Through our research we identified some negative factors for alternative education. These negative factors consist of alternative education programs not being accountable for the same content standards and assessments by regular public high schools. Also, some at-risk students have problems with attendance, so it is a continuing issue at the alternative high schools. In addition, students are affected after graduating high school, because students who complete their GED credential are more likely to earn lower wages and not move on to postsecondary education in comparison to students who graduated traditional schools (McCall, 2003; Kim & Taylor, 2008)


Research Questions

1) In what ways does alternative education help at-risk high school students?

2) In what areas do alternative education programs need improvement?

Significance of the study

The importance of this project is to find ways to make alternative high schools enhanced learning environments and lower the number of at-risk high school students by creating an alternative program that works. School districts can benefit from our research findings by reducing their number of at-risk students, and keeping the huge amount of money that is lost due to high school dropouts. Our research will be compiled with other research that has been done on this topic to demonstrate what needs to be improved so that district personnel can make valid decisions in creating an alternative education for their students in need. 
Chapter II: Literature Review


For our study, we have researched ways in which alternative education has been effective for high school dropouts. When looking for articles to review, we focused on ones that examined academic programming in alternative education programs. We felt that the programming and characteristics of the alternative programs would identify key characteristics that make the alternative programs successful. The majority of our articles’ research was conducted by surveys of participants. The information provided in these articles gives us a better understanding of how alternative education programs work and what the implications are for a successful program. From the literature review, we found that in order for an alternative education programs to be successful for at-risk high school students, the program must entail flexible schedules, smaller student-teacher ratios, relevant and career orientated themes, and modified curriculum (US Department of Labor, 2009).  A positive student teacher relationship is also another reason that alternative education students become successful (Kim & Taylor, 2008). 

Effective Alternative Programs
  The purpose of our study is to determine ways that alternative education programs cater to at-risk high school students. Some of our articles identify reasons why students disengage from regular school; these students believe that the alternative program they had attended created a better environment for learning (McCall, 2003). Within the study McCall identifies that certain alternative education programs allow the teachers to counsel their students through hard times, turning students’ problems into opportunities. The students and teachers develop working relationship, creating a respectful and trusting environment.


Research from Foley, Pang, (2009) has concentrated on certain characteristics identifying what factors have contributed to the success of the alternative education programs, such as class size, flexible hours, relationships in the schools, etc. McCall found in his research that, “students left the traditional school because they felt the school had an attitude towards them, or they felt they were treated poorly, and lastly that they were not engaged in positive or productive relationships with most regular school personnel” (McCall, 2003, p. 116). Other students that were surveyed also felt that having a positive student teacher relationship helped create a nurturing environment, which was a component lacking in their traditional high schools (Kim& Taylor, 2008).  


Another positive aspect researched was students who were in alternative education programs, preferred the smaller class size because it gave them more one on one interaction with a teacher (De La Ossa, 2005).  Students at some alternative high school classes felt that they were able to have a say in how things were run in the school, while feeling they were part of a community, which was not the way they felt in the traditional high school (Ossa, 2005). With the smaller class size students felt less threatened by their peers in an alternative school setting compared to a regular school stetting (Quinn, Poirier, Faller, Gable and Tonelson, 2006). This is due to the different kinds of rules that are in place in the alternative education classes. It was noted that if rules are fair and enforced in alternative classes, students feel more comfortable (Quinn et al., 2006). 


Within our literature reviews, we found one study that identified key components for training its staff to better accommodate an alternative education student (McCall, 2003). The trainings taught teachers different techniques on how to have the students relate to the content area and how the information can be relevant to their daily lives. The three main components that teachers were trained in were: turning problems into opportunities, which means teachers needed to learn specific skills to disengage from conflict and connect with reluctant students. The second strategy was creating cultural safety, talking with teachers about the need for more understanding for diversity in the alternative education environment. The last technique taught was creating respectful school climates, this course communicated with teachers that there is a need to develop a positive learning climate for all students (McCall, 2003). 


In a study by Tyler and Lofstrom (2009) their research stated that the reason for training alternative education teachers is because it is believed that, “teacher quality also determines dropout outcome” (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009, p.85). This goal was to be able to relate teaching ability to the higher the numbers of student graduation. These teachers have learned key components in helping alternative education students in ways traditional high school have not.

Areas of Improvement for Alternative Education 
A variety of studies supported the success of alternative education, but there were also articles identifying areas of improvement for alternative education programs. One aspect that reoccurred in a few articles was the accountability of alternative education programs (Gilson, 2006; D’Angelo & Zemanick, 2009). Many alternative education programs have not had to adhere to the same types of accountability standards as regular high schools (Gilson, 2006). Students in some alternative education programs have not learned the same content standards nor were they tested using the same assessments as traditional high school students. This problem is now changing. Current alternative education programs must now meet by the same standards and assessments criteria as traditional high schools (Gilson, 2006). 

Although the issue of alternative education’s standards and assessment is currently being modified to match the traditional schools standards and assessments, alternative education is still lacking the appropriate curriculum. The current curriculum being taught in alternative education may not help students succeed further than the high school level. Most alternative education schools are a place to catch up on credits or allow students to earn credits quickly (Kim & Taylor, 2008). With the rush to finish credits, the students are not internalizing the content, and are taking tests to finish the credit and move on to the next one. This may cause problems when alternative education students will be accountable for taking the CAHSEE and being tested like the traditional high school students in order to get their diploma (Gilson, 2006).   



Kim & Taylor (2008) found another factor that is hindering the alternative education programs. They discovered that teachers at some alternative schools were not teaching grade level content like the traditional high school classes.  In research done at Prairie Alternative High School, teachers reported to be teaching at the fourth or fifth grade reading level. The teachers were using lower level books; some teachers created their own ways to teach the curriculum and did not use the high school level books (Kim & Taylor, 2008).  With some teachers creating their own curriculum and not following the high school content standards and assessments students who attend alternative education programs are not being prepared to pass the CAHSEE or able to succeed at a higher education level. 


Attendance was another negative factor facing alternative education programs today. Munoz (2002) fund that “students who had poor attendance did not do well in school as opposed to those who had better attendance” (Munoz, 2002, p. 18).  Most of the students who had better attendance did their work in a timely manner and they were more actively involved in school. Those students who had poor attendance were most likely to drop out of school or not continue with their alternative education classes (Munoz, 2002). In order to fix the truancy problem, the researchers recommended that teachers call students’ parents if a student is missing many days of school. It was also suggested that teachers keep an attendance policy and share the policy with the students at the beginning of the year. The teachers should then hold the students accountable to the policy and make sure to follow through with the consequences that would be stated (Munoz, 2002). 

Conclusion

Through the research on alternative education, we found that there was a significant amount of data supporting that alternative education helps at-risk high school students. We have concluded that in order for an alternative education program to be successful for at-risk high school students the program must entail smaller student-teacher ratios, a positive student teacher relationship, and modified curriculum (U.S. Department of Labor, 2009).  From the research, the most prevalent factors that help alternative education students were a small classroom setting, student teacher relationships, feeling safe in their classroom environment, and feeling involved in their personal learning.  It is also important for teachers to be highly qualified to work with students that are in danger of not graduating (Foley & Pang, 2006). 


Although many alternative education schools had these positive aspects, we also concluded that there are still areas of improvement for alternative education in order for at-risk high school students to succeed. Research showed that alternative education programs lack consistency in accountability in testing and assessments, and differ in grade level curriculum. Furthermore, teachers are not teaching at grade level and attendance is still a problem for students (Gilson, 2006; Kim & Taylor, 2009; Munoz, 2002)


Research has shown class size, positive student teacher relationships, and feeling involved in student learning are all factors that contribute to success at an alternative education school. We hypothesize that alternative education programs do have factors that contribute to student success in receiving a GED or diploma. However, there are still areas that need improvement to help students with their ability to continue on to higher education.

Chapter III: Methodology

Procedure 

Our study will take place at 3 different districts from (1) Los Angeles Unified, (2) Long Beach Unified, and (3) Orange County Unified.  To gather the data we would send out a survey to alternative education students that graduated and those that did not, along with traditional high school drop-outs. We would find these students by going to traditional high schools and alternative education high schools and compile a list from the administrators of students who have dropped out from traditional high schools. There will be 30 students that will be taking the survey; 10 from Los Angeles, 10 from Long Beach, and 10 from Orange County. Half will be from the alternative programs and the other half will be from the traditional high schools in order to compare the results. Because of security purposes related to personal information, we would let the administrators know that everything we collect is confidential and will only be used for research purposes.  

To gather more information from teachers we would also send a teacher-oriented survey to those that teach at alternative education schools and at traditional high schools. The data would be gathered from the same schools as the students. We would ask the administrators to send an email to teachers asking them who would be interested in our study. We would like to have 10 teachers from each district participate, but we understand that it might be difficult to receive all the surveys back and will work with what we can collect. Half the surveys will be from the alternative education teachers and half will be from the traditional high school. Again, all of our information collected would be confidential. Our sampling method would be a homogenous sampling because the high school dropouts are considered to be a subset group that we are conducting our study with.  

After we have all of our participants, we will give the students a 19 question survey and the teachers will have a 12 question survey. The surveys will take 30 to 45 minutes to complete because they are open ended questions. From the surveys received, we would randomly create focus groups. The focus groups will be randomly created in order to collect more in-depth information. There will be two types of focus groups. One focus group will consist of alternative education teachers and traditional teachers, and the other will consist of dropout students from alternative and traditional education schools. After putting participants in focus groups, we will then review responses from the surveys.
During the focus group meetings, we will tape recording the participants’ responses. There will be a group facilitator for each focus group, and within the focus groups, we will conduct open discussions based on their survey responses by allowing participants to talk about their perceptions. We would learn more about what they liked and did not like about their educational programs. We would also ask what they would change about their educational experience. The interviews will take about an hour to complete and after the focus groups, we will then transcribe the video, analyze the data, and find the factors that may make alternative education programs more successful. 
Instruments

The instruments used for our research would be surveys and focus groups. The surveys and focus group questions will inquire about teachers’ and students’ (1) experiences, (2) expectations, (3) thoughts, (4) comments, and (5) suggestions for improving their educational setting whether it be traditional or alternative. To expand upon the survey questions, the focus group will continue furthering the data by asking the participants their feelings about their education they have received so far. Using both the survey and focus group will allow us to determine the reliability between the two instruments. We will be able to compare the results from each set of data and see if they validate one another. 

Subjects


The subjects in our study will be a homogenous sample that consists of teachers and students from alternative education high schools and traditional high schools in 3 school districts from Southern California. We will have 5 teachers and 5 students from each district who are in alternative education, and 5 teachers and 5 students from the traditional education program; altogether we will have 30 teachers and 30 students for our study.  We chose this sample size because the alternative education classes are typically small and it would be difficult to find a large population for that program. 
Instrumentation

We choose to use surveys and focus groups because we wanted to concentrate on the perceptions of teachers and students on their educational experiences. We wanted to learn what they liked and disliked about their learning environments. We thought it was important to look at the different opinions of students who did not succeed in both traditional and alternative education programs. By observing the positive and negative effects we can learn what contributes to the various reasons students dropping out. By listening to teachers’ opinions, we can analyze their perceptions and find out what is successful for student achievement. 

By using the students’ survey Appendix A, we will create a pilot study to determine a relationship between dropping out and experiences in their learning environment. By surveying teachers’ Appendix B, we would create a pilot study to see if the teachers and their alternative programs attributed to the students’ success or attributed to the students’ dropping out of the alternative education program. 

Data Analysis

From our study, we will analyze the surveys by looking for common themes and patterns in the participants’ answers.  The questions for the survey would be open ended so we will focus on what questions were answered in a positive manner, group those together, and look at the answers that were negative. The negative surveys would be grouped together as well. For each focus group we will transcribe the notes taken by the facilitator. By using a narrative analysis for the video, we would review the emerging themes that would arise from the participants. 

Appendix A

Student questions:

1. What impact does class size have on your productiveness as a student? Does class size matter? 

2. How does the relationship between the teacher and you as a student impact your productiveness as a student wanting to graduate? 

3. Do you feel your teacher was sufficient in teaching the material needed for you to graduate? 

4. What impact, if any, did the flexibility of the alternative education programs have on you graduating? How long was your school day and how did it effect your success for graduation? 

5. What differences did you notice between the curriculum in a public school and an alternative school? 

6. What kind of influence did your peers in an alternative school setting have one you? What kind of influence did your peers in a regular school setting have on you?

7. Did the administration have a positive or negative impact on your education in an alternative school? How?

8. What differences did you notice in classroom rules in an alternative program and a regular program?

9. Do you feel that the alternative education program prepared you for standardized testing? If so, how?

10. What reasons brought you to the alternative education program? 

11. How long have you attended this school?

12. What are the reasons you continue to attend alternative education?

13. How do you feel about the education you have had so far?

14. What are your perceptions about the school?

15. What are your plans for after high school? Are you well informed and prepared for real life, i.e. College, a career, or job? 

16. Do you feel that this school is helping you meet your goals?

17. What is your relationship with the teachers and the staff? 

18. Which would you prefer in attending an alternative education school or traditional school?

19. What did you like about your education, what would you change, recommend, and why? 

Appendix B

Teacher questions:

1. What differences did you notice between the curriculum in a public school and an alternative school? 

2. Did the administration have a positive or negative impact on your teaching in an alternative school? How?

3. What reasons brought you to the alternative education program? 

4. How long have you attended this school?

5. Why did you choose to teach at an alternative education school rather then a traditional school? 

6. What is your relationship with your students? 

7. What are your perceptions about the school?

8. Do you feel that this schools curriculum helps the students meet their goals?

9. What are your qualifications to teach in an alternative education program? 

10. What services are provided to you to develop professionalism? What kind of resources do you have in your classroom to help your students? 

11. What type of learning strategies are used in your classroom?

12. What do you like about your education program, what would you change, recommend, and why? 
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