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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report provides the design and findings of probably the first methodical investigation of the essential 
characteristics of alternative programs that effectively meet the diverse, ever changing needs of children 
with disabilities for whom traditional school settings do not work. Field experts and members of the 
study�s Expert Panel assisted with identifying alternative programs recognized as exemplary in terms of 
their effectiveness in working with at-risk students. In addition to expert opinions about exemplary 
programs, an important selection criterion was the availability of data on program effectiveness. Using 
this process, three alternative education systems were selected. Positive outcomes of these programs 
include improved student attendance rates; student improvement on evaluations of their functioning; high 
percentages of students reporting that they are motivated to succeed and that their program involvement 
helped improve their lives; and parental satisfaction with, and involvement in, the programs. 
 
We conducted in-depth case studies of these programs to identify their salient characteristics; characterize 
their school climate; understand the degree to which they meet quality indicators for at-risk programs; 
characterize the effectiveness of the programs from the perspective of those involved in the program 
(administrators, teachers and support staff, students, and parents); and explore the factors that help the 
programs achieve positive results. Three instruments were used to collect data on the programs: the At-
Risk Student Services Assessment (ARSSA), which was used to examine the extent to which evidence-
based practices for at-risk students are well implemented; the Effective School Battery (ESB), which used 
teacher and student surveys to characterize these individuals and the psychosocial climate of the schools; 
and the School Archival Records Search (SARS), which was used to examine and code information on 
academic performance and school adjustment from student records. In addition, interviews with program 
administrators, teachers, students, and parents yielded qualitative data that were then analyzed and coded 
into themes. 
 
Analysis of other extant data and the qualitative and quantitative data from this study indicate the 
importance of several components to the implementation and functioning of the alternative programs: 
 

1. Program philosophies emphasize that it is the educational approach rather than the individual 
student that needs to be changed to accommodate learning differences among at-risk students.   

2. Program administrators and staff subscribe to the philosophy that all students can learn. These 
programs communicate and support high expectations for positive social, emotional, behavioral, 
and academic growth in all students.  

3. Program and school administrators are leaders who support the vision and mission of their 
programs; effectively support staff; listen to teachers, students, and parents; and genuinely care 
about their students. 

4. Low adult-student ratios in the classroom are considered integral to successful outcomes. 

5. Teachers receive specialized training (e.g., behavior and classroom management, alternative 
learning styles, communication with families) to support their effectiveness in working with 
students who do not succeed in traditional educational settings. 

6. Interactions between students and the staff are non-authoritarian in nature. Positive, trusting, and 
caring relationships exist between staff, and between students and staff.   

7. The opinions and participation of family members in the education of their children is valued, and 
students� families are treated with respect. 
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Further, each of the three programs tended to implement well 11 of the evidence-based practices for at-
risk students, as identified in the ARSSA. All three programs were particularly strong in five dimensions 
of the ARSSA: administrative support, behavior support and supervision, classroom management, school- 
and work-based learning, and processes for screening and referral.  
 
Based on the study�s findings, we can posit that students identified as troubled or troubling tend to 
flourish in alternative learning environments where they believe that their teachers, staff, and 
administrators care about and respect them, value their opinion, establish fair rules that they support, are 
flexible in trying to solve problems, and take a nonauthoritarian approach to teaching (Quinn, Poirier, 
Faller, Gable, & Tonelson, in press). These key findings can help build and drive the research agenda for 
studying alternative education. Although preliminary in nature, the salient characteristics of the studied 
programs establish an understanding of three programs that are highly effective with at-risk youth. These 
findings may also be useful to other alternative schools or school districts pursuing or considering 
program improvement efforts, or to school districts developing new alternative programs. In addition, this 
study validates a number of characteristics previously cited in the literature as potentially contributing to 
effective alternative programs. 
 
This report provides background information on the grant including a description of the study, its goals 
and objectives, modifications approved by the Federal Project Officer, and problems encountered and 
solutions; the study design including the methodology, sampling strategies used for data collection 
efforts, and instruments selected for this research; key findings from the literature review, and quantitative 
and qualitative analyses; and a summary of study-related dissemination activities. The report concludes 
with a discussion of implications for policy, practice, and research and seven research, development, and 
technical assistance recommendations.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

�It is our school and its way of teaching that is a lternative, not our students� (as cited in Raywid, 1994, p. 
26). As illustrated by this statement from a newsletter of the Central Park East Secondary School, an 
alternative school in New York, one philosophy guiding alternative education is based on the belief that 
the traditional system of education is broken and ineffective in meeting the diverse and rapidly changing 
needs of young people in today�s society (Fizzell & Raywid, 1997). However, there are others who argue 
that problems tend to lie within students, and view students as �broken� or �different.� This issue is  
exacerbated by the fact that professional educators have long been unable to identify the reasons why 
some children and youth fail to thrive in traditional classroom settings. More important, this continuum of 
attitudes toward the causes of school failure has led to contrasting approaches to working with at-risk 
youth. 

 
Regardless of one�s perspective, some students will  move beyond the tolerance level of classrooms and 
schools and be referred to school exclusion and (or) alternative schools. According to the literature 
examining the characteristics of students in alternative programs, many students share several common 
traits and often are described as �cynical, sufferi ng academic and behavioral adjustment problems in 
school, possessing antisocial attitudes and behaviors, lacking educational and/or career goals, and having 
problematic relationships with both family and peers� (Fuller & Sabatino, 1996, p. 295). While this ma y 
indicate to some that these children deviate from the norm, or are �broken,� it does not explain the c ause 
of the brokenness and equally important, how to repair it. 
 
On the other hand are those, such as the late Nicholas Hobbs (1994), who believe that emotional problems 
in children are a symptom not of individual pathology but of a malfunctioning ecosystem. Followers of 
Hobbs� Re-ED philosophy advocate that adults have a responsibility to not only work with a child, but to 
also change the system in order to facilitate the child�s growth in competence, independence, 
responsibility, and self-respect. Therefore, when a child fails to learn and grow, the fault lies not just with 
the child but also with the system and with the adults responsible for it.  
 
Advocates of both the �broken child� and �broken sy stem� philosophies do agree on the need for 
alternatives to traditional educational settings. However, philosophy dictates the structure and the goals of 
these alternatives. If the philosophy is that the student needs to be somehow changed, alternative 
programs seek to reform the student. If the philosophy is that the system needs change, the alternative 
program provides innovative curriculum and instructional strategies to better meet the needs of these 
students. This difference in philosophy has lead to decades of controversy over what alternative education 
should look like and who should be sent there.  
 
Even given this divide on the philosophy and mission of alternative programs, the demand for such 
programs is illustrated by the tremendous growth in the availability of alternative programs in the United 
States over the past several decades. One estimate puts the number of alternative programs in the United 
States at about 20,000 (Barr & Parrett, 2001), significantly higher than the estimated 464 programs in 
1973 (Steward, 1993). During the 2000-01 school year, 39 percent of public schools districts administered 
at least one alternative program for at-risk youth, and districts with high minority enrollments and high 
poverty concentrations were more likely to have such programs (Kleiner, Porch, & Farris, 2002). Students 
are generally referred to alternative programs if they are at risk of educational failure, as suggested by 
various risk factors including poor grades, truancy, disruptive behavior, and suspension (Kleiner, et al., 
2002).  
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Overview of Report 

This report presents findings of a study conducted to identify the components of systems that effectively 
meet the diverse, ever changing needs of children with disabilities for whom traditional school settings do 
not work. A secondary goal of this study was to develop a conceptually clear and empirically grounded 
definition of alternative schools. Field experts and members of the study�s Expert Panel assisted with 
identifying alternative programs recognized as exemplary in terms of their effectiveness in working with 
at-risk students. In addition to expert opinions about exemplary programs, an important selection criterion 
was the availability of data on program effectiveness. Using this process, three alternative education 
systems were identified and selected. Positive outcomes of these programs include improved student 
attendance rates; student improvement on evaluations of their functioning; high percentages of students 
reporting that they are motivated to succeed and that their program involvement helped improve their 
lives; and parental satisfaction with, and involvement in, the programs. 

The report is organized into seven sections:  

• Background information on the grant including a description of the study, its goals and objectives 
as defined in the grant proposal, modifications approved by the Federal Project Officer, and 
problems encountered and solutions;  

• Our approach to carry out this study including the methodology and sampling used for data 
collection efforts, and the instruments selected for this research; 

• Three sections on findings beginning with the literature review, followed by quantitative and then 
qualitative findings;  

• A summary of study-related dissemination activities; and 

• A discussion of implications for policy, practice, and research and recommendations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 3 American Institutes for Researchfi  

STUDY BACKGROUND AND DESCRIPTION 
 
Literature and data reveal ambiguity regarding the definition and functions of alternative schools and 
programs: there is a wide variety of schools that are labeled �alternative.� Little is know about whom  
alternative programs serve and why, how they function, the degree to which they are responsive to all 
children�s education needs, and the extent to which children enrolled in these schools benefit from 
positive experiences and outcomes. 
  
Although alternative schools are not a new phenomena, it has been hard to study these schools in a 
rigorous manner that specifies the necessary components of effective alternative programs for the variety 
of students who attend these programs. Although we know about components that make some schools 
effective (Quinn, Osher, Hoffman, & Hanley, 1998), we are not certain how to match program designs 
with students that these designs can help (Dynarski & Gleason, 1998). Without this information we too 
often make a bad situation worse by �pushing� stude nts with disabilities or those who do not �fit� in 
traditional systems out of schools without a diploma or the necessary skills to lead productive, fulfilling 
lives.  
  
Further, since the 1997 amendments to the IDEA, interim alternative programs (translated alternative 
programs and schools) became mandated Federal policy for placement of children with disabilities whose 
behavior is unacceptable in the traditional setting. Because alternative schools are a requirement, we owe 
it to our children to ensure that these schools effectively serve their student populations. With this 
endeavor in mind, the American Institutes for Research (AIR) submitted a grant proposal to the Office of 
Special Education Programs to study the factors that characterize effective alternative education.  
 
The Alternative Schools Project (ASP) was a five-year Directed Research Project granted to AIR in fiscal 
year 2001. AIR�s research team included Dr. David Osher, Managing Research Scientist at AIR, and Dr. 
Russ Skiba, Director of the Institute for Child Study at Indiana University, as Co-Principal Investigators; 
and Dr. Mary Magee Quinn, Principal Research Scientist at AIR, as the Project Director (PD). Mr. Jeffrey 
Poirier, M.A., Senior Research Analyst, joined the study in 2001 and assumed the duties of Deputy 
Project Director in 2003. In addition to the research team, the ASP benefited from the guidance of an 
Expert Panel comprised of researchers and practitioners with a wide range of relevant expertise including 
alternative schools, school capacity, school discipline, and student outcomes. Members of the panel 
included:  
 

• George Bear, Professor, University of Delaware 
• Judith W. Dogin, Philadelphia Behavioral Health System  
• Kevin Dwyer, Special Advisor, National Mental Health Association  
• Michael George, Director, Centennial School of Lehigh University 
• Nancy George, Program and Training Specialist, Bucks County Department of Education 
• Katherine Larson, Expanding Horizons 
• Phil Leaf, Professor, Johns Hopkins University 
• John Mitchell, Deputy Director, American Federation of Teachers 
• Ted Price, Assistant Superintendent, Orange County, CA. 
• Carlos Rodriguez, Principal Research Scientist, AIR 
• Harilyn Rousso, Executive Director, Disabilities Unlimited Consulting Services 
• Robert Rutherford, Professor, Arizona State University 
• Jeffrey Sprague, Co-Director, Institute on Violence and Destructive Behavior 
• Martha Thurlow, Professor, University of Minnesota 
• Brenda Townsend, Professor, University of Florida 
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• Thomas Valore, Program Director, Positive Education Program 
• Hill Walker, Co-Director, Institute on Violence and Destructive Behavior 

 
Through 2005, the Federal Project Officer (FPO) for the ASP was Dr. Kelly Henderson. At the time of 
her departure from OSEP, Dr. Henderson was replaced by Dr. Anne Smith.  
 
 

Goals and Objectives 

The purpose of the ASP was (1) to identify the components of systems that effectively meet the diverse, 
ever changing needs of children with disabilities for whom traditional school settings do not work, and (2) 
to develop a conceptually clear and empirically grounded definition of alternative schools. In support of 
these goals, we proposed four objectives for this study: 
 

• Objective 1:  Analyze extant National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) national  
   and state data, and California and Texas state-wide data;  

• Objective 2:  Establish an Expert Panel to provide ongoing input into the study from a  
   broad research, practice, and policy perspective; 

• Objective 3:  Implement in-depth case studies of alternative schools, �feeder� schools,  
   and �receiver� schools in the San Francisco and Austin school districts; and 

• Objective 4:  Synthesize, communicate, and disseminate study results and lessons  
   learned. 

 
We proposed Objective 1 in an effort to better understand the variation and scope of alternative schools 
both nationally and within two states (Texas and California) that constitute 18 percent of the U.S. 
population. However, a separate project funded by OSEP during this competition (Alternative Schools: 
Policy, Practice and Implications for Students with Disabilities) lead by Dr. Camilla Lehr at the 
University of Minnesota proposed work similar to this task. In collaboration with the FPO, Dr. Kelly 
Henderson, AIR decided to delete this work and expand our focus on the third objective.  
 
We accomplished Objective 2 in two important ways. First, we mined the expertise of our senior staff and 
Expert Panel during the three years of the grant. Second, we added an in-depth literature review, which 
we used to guide the content of our protocols for the collection of qualitative data collection as part of the 
next objective. 
 
As part of Objective 3, our intent was to focus on how alternative schools function, their characteristics, 
the degree to which they meet indicators of quality, and the factors that help them achieve quality. One of 
the two proposed school districts was unable to participate and the other did not have adequate data 
available when we began this study. After consulting with the Expert Panel and collaborating with the 
FPO, Dr. Kelly Henderson, we revised our study design to accomplish this objective by examining the 
characteristics of three nationally recognized alternative school programs with data supporting their 
effectiveness. We conducted in-depth case studies of these programs to identify their salient 
characteristics; examine the characteristics of teachers (and related support staff), students, and school 
climate; understand the degree to which the programs meet quality indicators for at-risk programs; 
characterize the effectiveness of the programs from the perspective of those involved in them 
(administrators, teachers and support staff, students, and parents); and explore the factors that help the 
programs achieve positive results.  
 
As the study progressed, we identified and pursued timely, relevant, and cost-effective dissemination 
opportunities. We accomplished Objective 4 through a variety of activities including one journal article, 
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presentations at professional conferences, and coordination of a conference strand on alternative 
education (see Appendices A and B). Conferences were selected in order to not only reach relevant 
stakeholders but to also expand awareness of the study, findings, and alternative education (and related 
issues) among professional groups (e.g., education researchers) in other disciplines relevant to this study. 
 
 

Modifications Approved by the FPO 

As previously described, modifications were necessary to more efficiently use grant funds and provide the 
government with useful information on the characteristics of effective alternative schools. Objectives 1, 3, 
and 4 were modified during the course of the study. These modifications, which were all made in with the 
approval of Dr. Kelly Henderson, FPO, are summarized in the following paragraphs.  
 
AIR research staff, the Expert Panel members, and the FPO determined that completing Objective 1 
would constitute a duplication of effort between the AIR project and the University of Minnesota project. 
Therefore, we eliminated Objective 1 and used the funds allocated for this objective to enhance 
Objectives 3 and 4.  
 
As discussed in the previous section, one of the proposed school districts was unable to participate in the 
study after this grant was awarded, and the other district did not have adequate data on its effectiveness. 
In collaboration with the FPO and the Expert Panel, we revised our study design to examine the 
characteristics of effective alternative education programs (Objective 3). We identified and then studied 
three nationally recognized alternative school programs with data demonstrating their effectiveness. We 
revised the study design to conduct in-depth case studies of these three programs to identify their salient 
characteristics; characterize their school climate; understand the degree to which they meet quality 
indicators for at-risk programs; characterize the effectiveness of the programs from the perspective of 
those involved in the program (administrators, teachers and support staff, students, and parents); and 
explore the factors that help the programs achieve positive results.  
 
As we designed the case studies (Objective 3) we encountered concerns from the alternative programs 
that conducting research on the �feeder� schools (i .e., schools sending students to the programs) would 
jeopardize the valuable, collaborative working relationship between the programs and the school districts 
from which their students come (and the districts that later receive them). It was decided that the benefit 
of including �feeder� and �receiver� schools was no t greater than the potential cost to the programs in 
terms of damaged district relationships that are integral to their effectiveness. Hence, feeder and receiver 
schools were excluded from the sample. 
 
AIR research staff and the FPO agreed to expand Objective 4 to include more dissemination activities 
than were initially proposed.  
 
 

Problems Encountered and Solutions 

A small number of unanticipated challenges emerged during the study. Foremost, during the literature 
review we found that there was limited extant empirical research on alternative education and effective 
alternative programs. As a result, we identified themes in the research and literature that were available 
(primarily practical/anecdotal evidence) and validated these with the Expert Panel. Second, our student 
samples were limited by various exclusion criteria (discussed further in the next section) that we followed 
when defining the sampling frame. Although this limits our ability to characterize the three programs, 
these criteria were selected to maintain a cost-effective approach to the data collection and with legal and 
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logistical considerations in mind. Finally, to some degree, securing parental involvement was challenging. 
We used several strategies to maximize parental involvement. At one program we opted to use a Spanish-
speaking parent and Spanish translator, even though we had initially excluded non-English speaking 
parents. For another program we conducted a phone interview with a parent who was not able to 
participate in the parent focus group during our site visit.1  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 Interestingly, we found that information provided by the programs with fewer parents was similar to that provided 
by parents in the program with more parents participating. 
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STUDY DESIGN 
 

The study of alternatives to traditional education is a relatively new field and very little empirical 
information is available upon which to build a research agenda. Therefore, we conducted a descriptive 
study to identify the characteristics of alternative programs that are considered effective and to describe 
those individuals who are involved in those programs. In order to accomplish a rigorous data collection 
effort, we used a triangulated research design that combined quantitative and qualitative research 
methods. In this section we describe our approach to the case studies of the three alternative programs. 
We begin with a description of the three phases comprising the study�s design, followed by a discussion 
of program selection, within-program site selection, sampling of teachers and students, and finally the 
instruments selected for the mixed-methods design.  
  
Phase I included a critical and integrative review of the accumulated literature to formulate a 
comprehensive understanding of issues and themes surrounding alternative education and to identify any 
empirical studies that have been published. This was followed by the identification of study sites and 
preliminary interviews with program staff at each of the sites. We also conducted a preliminary site visit 
to one site to gather information central to finalizing the details of our research plan.  
  
Phase II consisted of collection and analysis of quantitative data. Quantitative research methods included 
observational and survey research. Formal observations were conducted to study the level of 
implementation of evidence-based practices within each program. Surveys were administered to measure 
the climate of the programs from the perspectives of the students and teachers who learn and work in 
these settings. Demographic data were collected to describe the types of students attending these 
programs. The data were analyzed and informed the development of protocols used in Phase III of the 
study.  
  
Site visits were used to collect qualitative case study data during Phase III of the study. These data were 
used to help the research team better understand how these programs are effective from the perspectives 
of those involved with them. Data collection consisted of interviews and focus groups and included 
students, parents, teachers and administrators.  
 
Finally, for Phase IV we analyzed and synthesized data collected as part of Phases II and III to produce a 
journal article and this final report, which will be shared with the three programs and posted on AIR�s 
Center for Collaboration and Practice (CECP) website. 
 
 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval 
 
Prior to beginning the activities of Phases II and III, research staff followed IRB procedures and had all 
planned activities reviewed by AIR�s IRB. We provided information on the intended subjects, data to be 
collected, recruitment and consent procedures, anticipated risks and benefits, protections for research 
participants, and plans for maintaining confidentiality. We submitted this information along with all 
protocols to AIR�s IRB, which reviewed and approved these activities.  
 
 
Program Selection 
 
A variation of purposeful sampling, extreme case sampling (Wiersma, 2000), was used to select three 
alternative school programs for this study. Field experts and members of the study�s Expert Panel assisted 
with identifying alternative programs that are recognized as exemplary in terms of their effectiveness in 
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working with students who require alternative settings. In addition to expert opinions about exemplary 
programs, an important selection criterion was the availability of data on program effectiveness. Using 
this process, three alternative education systems were identified and selected. To maintain confidentiality, 
pseudonyms (Program A, B, C) are used to refer to these three programs, which are described in greater 
detail in the following paragraphs. To help protect anonymity, the programs are described below without 
reference to their pseudonym. 
  
One of the three programs is a single building that serves 84 students who are referred to the school by 
more than 40 surrounding school districts. All students are served on Individualized Education Programs 
under IDEA. The program serves students in grades from K to 12, with 24 students at the elementary 
level and 60 at the middle and high school levels. This program has demonstrated significant growth in 
many areas during the previous seven years of program improvement, including increased student 
attendance, improved levels of parent involvement, decreases in student involvement with police, more 
students meeting goals in their individual education plan, and increased graduation rates.  
 
This program is affiliated with a local university�s college of education and is used as a teacher intern site 
for the college. Teacher interns work for two years as teachers while they complete their masters-level 
course work. All teachers at this program are constantly involved in staff development around new 
practices and the experienced teachers serve as mentors to new teachers. 
  
A second alternative program is a non-profit mental health agency charted by the state and a special 
education program operating under the auspices of the local education service center whose mission is to 
help troubled and troubling children and their families build skills to grow and learn successfully. It has 
been recognized as an outstanding program by the U.S. Departments of Education and Health and Human 
Services and has demonstrated its effectiveness with various outcome data. For example, the Child and 
Adolescent Functional Assessment Scale (CAFAS) (Hodges and Wong, 1996) is one instrument used to 
evaluate student progress. It is used to assess a youth�s degree of impairment in day-to-day functioning 
due to emotional, behavioral, psychological, psychiatric, or substance abuse problems; lower scores 
indicate a smaller degree of impairment.2 In fiscal year 2002, 497 students enrolled in a day treatment 
center were included in an analysis group that compared their initial CAFAS test scores to their most 
recent scores: students made significant gains, moving from an overall mean of 113.16 to an overall mean 
of 95.79. In surveys of parents of students involved in the program, families overwhelmingly report 
satisfaction with their involvement in treatment planning and goal setting; the respect they received from 
program staff; the extent to which staff encouraged them to change, grow, and take responsibility for their 
lives; and the overall quality of services provided. In many instances a majority of families indicated high 
satisfaction. 

 
This program�s mission is accomplished through the twelve principals of Re-ED (Hobbs). There are nine 
day treatment centers that service approximately 750 students, many of whom have been identified as 
severely emotionally disturbed. These centers were created to provide area school districts with places 
where their most troubled and troubling K-12 students can receive educational and mental health services. 
This alternative program also has two early childhood centers and two therapeutic group homes; and 
provides case management/case coordination services for children already involved in at least two human 
service systems, as well as diagnostic and assessment services for children at risk of being placed in foster 
care. The program also offers training, consultation, and support on serving troubled and troubling 
children to other schools throughout the country.  
  

                                                 
2 The CAFAS is comprised of eight subscales: behavior towards others, community, home, moods/emotions, 
school/work, self-harming behavior, substance abuse, and thinking. 
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In 2004, this program�s semi-annual report stated that 750 students had been served in the day treatment 
centers. The ages of the students were 5 to 18, with 24 percent between the ages of 9 and 11; 31 percent 
12 to 14 years old; and 21 percent between 15 to 17 years old. Males represented 83 percent of these 
students. Relative to student race and ethnicity, 59 percent were African American, 37 percent were 
white, and 4 percent were of Hispanic ethnicity. About 75 percent of these students were Medicaid 
eligible and their average length of attendance was 27 months.  
  
The third alternative program is administered by its local county Department of Education Division of 
Alternative Education and provides programs and services at approximately 140 sites that include 
alternative education programs, correctional education programs, and an adult correctional education 
program. The mission of this program is to care for, teach, and inspire all students to discover their 
potential, develop their character, and maximize their learning so they may become successful 
contributors to society. In spring 2004, this program received a six-year Western Association of Schools 
and Colleges (WASC) accreditation. This accreditation validates that this program ensures, for the benefit 
of colleges and universities, that graduating students have mastered a particular body of knowledge, all 
students are provided with high-quality learning opportunities, and school staff are involved in the 
continual process of self-improvement. The following is a list of several school-wide areas of strength 
that were found by the WASC accreditation visiting committees: 
 

• A caring and healthy environment is clearly evident as a result of the staff�s focus on 
addressing student engagement. 

• Dynamic community partners developed within regions provide important resources for 
many students and their families. 

• There is a reciprocal relationship with feeder districts that promotes the transition of 
students to and from county programs. 

• Clean, safe, and well-maintained facilities create a healthy environment for learning. 
 

The program provides a wide range of special programs and services such as a college transition program, 
counseling services, teen parenting programs, transition programs, extended school day tutoring services, 
a character-based literacy program, career education, service-learning opportunities, and addiction and 
substance abuse education. 
  
According to a longitudinal study presented in the program�s 2003-2004 Annual Education Report, 
enrollment and graduation numbers increased significantly between 2000 and 2004. Cumulative student 
enrollment and graduation data from this period illustrate that while managing a 10.2 percent increase in 
the number of students served, this program achieved a 68.2 percent increase in the number of 
graduates. Students provide the program with high marks3, with 87 percent of students believing that what 
they are learning in school will benefit their future, 89 percent feeling hard work is rewarded by the 
program, and 92 percent feeling motivated to succeed. Results from senior exit surveys administered by 
the program are also revealing: 
 

• 96% report that they received their high school diploma even though 74% indicate that 
they entered the program low on academic credit; 

• 94% believe that the program has helped them improve their lives; 
• 91% of students cite �great teachers� as a positive  aspect of attending the program;  
• 90% agree or strongly agree that their teacher(s) helped improve their social skills; 

                                                 
3 These results include responses from students in a variety of programs in the system, of which day treatment 
programs (which are the unit of analysis in this study) are one type. 
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• 57% say they attended their school within this program more regularly than they did their 
traditional school; 

• 56% say they enjoyed school more since attending the program; and 
• Students report improved math (29%), reading (35%), and writing (34%) skills while 

enrolled in the program. 
 

This program serves students in grades K-12 who are referred by school districts, group homes, probation 
and social service agencies, correctional institutions, and families. The total student enrollment for all 
programs in 2003-2004 was approximately 8,759. Demographic descriptions for 2003 were: 62 percent 
male; 47 percent Hispanic, 33 percent Caucasian, 4 percent Asian, 4 percent African American, and 12 
percent Other ethnicity; 12 percent were 12 years or younger, 23 percent were 13-15, and 61 percent were 
16-19 years old.  
 
 

Within-Program Site Selection 
 
This study confined itself to students in grades 7-12 in five randomly selected day treatment facilities in 
each of two multi-site alternative programs and one single-site program. The two multi-site programs are 
both large, urban systems comprised of many schools. Given the breadth of educational alternatives in 
these two systems, schools providing day treatment were selected as the units of interest in order to ensure 
some similarity in the schools studied across the three alternative programs. 
 
At the time of our initial visit to one of the multi-site systems, there were approximately 37 community 
day schools, which enroll students referred by local school districts and county agencies. Students in these 
settings are taught with a minimum day or contracted learning schedule and meet with credentialed 
teachers to develop and implement a student-learning plan while attending a local county school site.4 An 
administrator from the system identified 10 schools with enrollments of at least 50 students spread across 
five regions. One school was randomly selected from each region in order to ensure some representation 
of the five areas of the county educational system.   
 
The second multi-site system has eight day treatment centers that are designed to serve school-age 
children and youth who are identified with an emotional disturbance. These centers provide treatment in 
an integrated educational and mental health environment. Three of these centers serve students with 
cognitive delays and challenging behaviors; these were excluded from the study. The remaining five 
centers were selected to participate in the study. 
 
In total, 11 school sites were included in the first phase of site visits, during which the At-Risk Student 
Services Assessment (Sprague, Nishioka, Yeaton, & Utz, 2002) and Effective School Battery 
(Gottfredson, 1999) were administered. Archival records of students enrolled at each of these programs 
were also reviewed using the School Archival Records Search (Walker, Block-Pedego, Todis, & 
Severson, 1991a). 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
4 Students who attend community schools within this program are required to be in school for a minimum of 240 
minutes each school day (i.e., minimum day). Contract learning is also offered within the community schools: these 
students meet individually with teachers at least one hour per week to turn in completed schoolwork, receive new 
school assignments, and receive any assistance needed.  
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Sampling of Students and Teachers 
 
A sample size of at least 50 students was desired for each program so that sample sizes would be similar 
across the programs and because one program had fewer than 60 students enrolled who fit the criteria for 
inclusion in the sampling frame. The sampling frame for participation in the student survey of the 
Effective School Battery (ESB) consisted of all students enrolled in the program in grades 7 to 12 with 
two general exclusions: students who could not speak and read English, and students who were 
significantly developmentally delayed. In the case of one program, students in contracted learning were 
also excluded, as were students in the custody of Child and Family Services in another program.  
 
After the sampling frame was established, students at the multi-site programs were randomly selected 
from the five participating day treatment programs. At one multi-site program, 15 students were randomly 
selected from the sampling frame of each of the five schools (n = 75). Five of these students at each 
school were identified as replacements in case any of the other ten students were unable to provide 
consent or were absent the day of the site visits. Per the request of one program, 20 students were selected 
from the sampling frame of each school (n = 100), 10 of which were identified as replacements at each 
school. At the single-site program, all students in the sampling frame were asked to participate in the 
study because the entire program was at one site. Across the three programs, the combined sample size 
was 154, in addition to 75 students designated as replacements.  
 
Informed consent was sought from all selected students. These students were given parent-student consent 
forms that provided an overview of the background and purpose of the study, described the survey and the 
degree of anticipated risk associated with participating, and assured confidentiality. Both parents and 
students were asked to consent to the student�s participation. Phone numbers and e-mail addresses of the 
researchers were included in case the parents or students wanted additional information. The consent form 
also allowed parents and students to check a box to obtain additional information prior to agreeing to 
participate. Students who were provided consent forms for the ESB were also asked to consent to a 
review of their records on the same form.  
 
For the teacher samples, we asked all teachers working with students in grades 7 to 12 in the 11 schools to 
complete the teacher survey of the ESB. In total, 152 teachers were asked to participate (Program A, n = 
41; Program B, n = 23; Program C, n = 88). Informed consent was also sought for teachers. The consent 
form distributed to teachers provided the same information as in the student consent forms. In addition, 
teachers were provided with a supplementary description of the study that provided additional 
information on the study (funding source and research questions). Each teacher was provided the 
opportunity to decline participation in the study without repercussion. School administrators and teachers 
assisted with distributing the consent forms and supplementary information to teachers. Envelopes were 
also provided and teachers were instructed to enclose their completed consent form in the envelope and 
seal it in order to protect the confidentiality of their decision regarding participation. 
 
Response and participation rates for both teachers and students are provided in Tables 6 and 7 in the 
section on quantitative findings. Teacher response rates at each program were at least 95 percent; for 
students the responses rates were 70, 72, and 90 percent across the three programs. It is possible that there 
is some sampling bias due to the differing characteristics of those students (and teachers) who responded 
and participated, and those who did not.  However, we are unable to characterize either the nature or 
extent of this bias, and are unable to identify potential implications on the findings.  
 
 
 
 



 

 12 American Institutes for Researchfi  

Instrument Selection 
 
Three instruments were used to collect data during the first phase of site visits: At-Risk Student Services 
Assessment (ARSSA), The Effective School Battery (ESB), and School Archival Records Search 
(SARS). Each of these instruments is described further in the following paragraphs. 
 
School Archival Records Search 

 
The SARS is designed so that school records can be coded and quantified systematically (Walker, Block-
Pedego, Todis, & Severson). One of its purposes is to individual students at risk for school dropout. 
According to its developers: 

 
The normative and psychometric characteristics of the SARS were investigated as part of an 
ongoing study evaluating the [Systematic Screening for Behavior Disorders] system with 
elementary-age samples of students�.Factorial, Disc riminant, and concurrent validity were 
estimated as part of this research�.[and] the outco mes of reported validity studies suggest that 
the SARS can be used efficiently and appropriately for the purposes for which it was designed. 
The SARS may have broader uses in the context of schooling as a research instrument and it may 
be applicable for use with a range of student populations (Walker, Block-Pedego, Todis, & 
Severson, 1991b, pp.53-62). 

 
For those students who consented to having their records reviewed, the SARS was used to collect data on 
their school history including academic performance and school adjustment. Data were collected on 11 
archival variables.  These included achievement scores, attendance, demographics, detentions, 
disciplinary contacts, GPA, in-school referrals, and out-of-school referrals.  
  
Due to time limitations while on site, staff from the three programs were recruited to assist with 
completing the SARS profiles following the site visits. AIR reimbursed recruits at a rate of $10 per 
record. Three-hour sessions were led by AIR at each program to train program staff on completion of the 
SARS to maximize reliability of the coding. Intercoder reliability, which we assessed once per program, 
was above the minimum acceptable threshold of 80 percent at each program.  

 
At-Risk Students Services Assessment 
  
The ARSSA, which was administered at each of the 11 school sites, is used to define the extent to which 
evidence-based practices for at-risk students in a school program are well implemented (Sprague, 
Nishioka, Yeaton, Utz). The ARSSA examines 10 program features (see Table 1) that are comprised of 
89 criteria and indicators. The program features reflect the research literature on evidence-based supports 
for students who are at risk of school failure: when fully implemented, these features increase the 
likelihood of academic success among at-risk students.  
 
The criteria and indicators are used to evaluate the program features, which are categorized as either in 
place, in progress, or not in place. Programs or schools with high levels of implementation of the criteria 
and indicators can be characterized as following evidence-based practices for serving at-risk youth. Direct 
observation and interviews with administrators, staff, and students are data sources for the program 
assessment. In addition, twelve types of archival data are reviewed: 

 
• Communication and screening tools 
• Classroom, intake, outcomes tracking, personnel, and service coordination forms 
• Lesson and school improvement plans 
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• Training and meeting schedules 
• School handbook 

 
The ARSSA provides a descriptive, numeric, and graphic summary of the interviews, observations, and 
archival record reviews. In consultation with our Expert Panel, we identified two consultants from the 
University of Oregon�s Institute on Violence and Destructive Behavior, which developed the ARSSA, to 
participate in program site visits and administer the ARSSA. Both consultants were previously trained 
and participated in administering the ARSSA in schools. Observations at each school site lasted about 
four hours but varied based on school size, availability of staff and students, and breadth of archival data.  

Table 1: Program Features Assessed by the ARSSA and Sources of Data  

Program Feature Types of Data Sources 
Administrative support Evaluation, job descriptions, meeting schedule/available time 

allotment, trainings 
Behavior support and 
supervision 

Attendance, behavior routines/expectations/ outlined, 
verbalized, and reviewed; teaching strategies 

Classroom management Classroom routines/expectations/consequences outlined, 
verbalized, and reviewed; physical environment, teaching 
strategies 

Instruction Assessment process, curriculum, student goals, student 
scheduling, student-to-staff ratio 

Mentoring and adult 
involvement 

Communication plan/tracking, mentor assignments, service 
coordination plan/tracking 

Program outcomes tracking Attendance rates, criminal/behavioral recidivism, graduation 
rates, program recidivism, sustained academic improvement, 
success in return to sending school/full inclusion 

School and work-based learning Curriculum, school-to-work components, transition planning 
Screening and referral Intake forms, intake procedures, screening process, screening 

tools 
Service coordination Collaboration of key players, communication system and 

tracking, transition planning, into and out of program 
Whole school discipline School-wide evaluation tool (SET) 

 
The same two coders collected data for the ARRSA on all three site visits. Reliability checks were 
completed on all measures of data collected during the visit to Program B. Reliability was determined to 
be 99 percent across the 10 program features. We did not conduct reliability checks during the subsequent 
visits to Programs A and C for a number of reasons. Foremost, coders were separated during classroom 
observations for cost efficiency purposes and due to the locations of schools. Second, based on the strong 
reliability of their assessments at Program B and their background experience with the ARSSA, we were 
confident that reliability would be similar at the other programs. 
 
The Effective School Battery 
 
The third instrument, the ESB, was administered to teachers and students at each of the 11 school sites in 
an effort to characterize students, teachers, and school climate (Gottfredson). The student survey 
examines 12 scales specific to student characteristics (See Table 2), whereas the teacher survey includes 7 
scales to measure teacher characteristics (see Table 3). In addition, both the student and teacher surveys 
included measures of psychosocial school climate (6 and 9, respectively), which are listed and described 
in Table 4. The ESB is recommended for students in grades 6-12 and the reading level of the student 
survey is lower 5th grade. 
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The ESB was developed through research on school environments conducted at Johns Hopkins 
University. A number of instruments including those used in the National Institute of Education’s Safe 
School Study (SSS) guided the development of the ESB. The SSS was conducted in the early 1980s and 
included 14,108 students in a variety of educational settings including urban schools with large minority 
populations and suburban schools, a Native-American reservation, a community in the Virgin Islands, and 
three communities in Puerto Rico. The work included middle, junior high, high school and alternative 
programs. Participating students ranged from 10 years or less (less than 2% of the student sample) to 18 
years or older; however, most were 12-15 years of age. The sample included students from various 
racial/ethnic backgrounds including Asian Americans (1%), Black (44%), Native Americans (2%), 
Spanish Americans (29%), White (22 %), and Other (2.3%). Items were analyzed to ensure they were 
valid for each ethnic group, age, and gender. Items were included in the ESB based on their performance 
in the item analyses and research on the dimensions of school climate. 
   
AIR staff led and monitored the administration of the student surveys, which occurred at each school site 
during the school day. We met with students in locations that were convenient for school staff and that 
ensured a quiet, private environment for the students to complete the surveys. These locations consisted 
of classrooms not being used for instruction, libraries, or staff offices. All students were provided a copy 
of the survey booklet and were offered the opportunity to have AIR staff administer the survey orally. 
Some students opted to complete the survey independently. Students were given the option to either circle 
their responses in the survey booklet or fill in their responses on a survey response form. In cases where 
students used the survey booklet, AIR staff completed the response forms following the survey 
administration. AIR-completed forms were reviewed for accuracy by a second member of the project 
team. All forms were then forwarded to Gottfredson Associates, Inc. for optical scanning and reporting.  
 
Each consenting teacher received a copy of the teacher survey during our site visits. We strived to protect 
the confidentiality of teachers� responses by providing teachers with envelopes in which to seal their 
completed surveys. In some instances, the sealed surveys were collected while AIR staff was on site. In 
cases where teachers were unable to complete the surveys while we were on site, we provided pre-paid 
postage envelopes so they could mail their completed surveys to AIR. In addition, at schools with fewer 
teachers completing surveys while we were on site, we recruited and benefited from school liaisons. 
These liaisons followed up with teachers whose surveys were missing, collected completed surveys, and 
submitted these to AIR.  

Table 2: Student Characteristics 

Measure Description 
Attachment to school Extent of positive student attitudes toward school 
Avoidance of punishment Experience with negative sanctions 
Belief in rules Belief in the moral validity of conventional social 

rules 
Educational expectation How far in school student expects to go 
Interpersonal competency Extent of psychological health and adjustment 
Involvement Level of student participation in school activities 
Parental education Parents� educational levels 
Positive peer associations Extent of positive or negative peer influence 
Positive self-concept Level of self-esteem 
School effort Level of effort in school 
School rewards Experience with positive sanctions 
Social integration Extent to which student feels integrated or 

alienated from school�s social order 
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Table 3: Teacher Characteristics 

Measure Description 
Classroom orderliness Extent to which classroom disruptions interfere 

with teaching 
Interaction with students Extent of out-of-class interaction with students 
Job satisfaction Extent to which teachers like their jobs 
Nonauthoritarian attitudes Extent of sympathetic attitudes toward students 
Personal security Extent to which teachers feel safe 
Professional development Extent of recent continuing education or in-service 

learning 
Pro-integration attitude Attitudes toward racially integrated education 

 
 

Table 4: Psychosocial School Climate Measures 

Measure 

Part of 
Student 
Survey? 

Part of 
Teacher 
Survey? Description 

Clarity of school rules Yes No Extent to which students feel school rules are clear 
Fairness of school rules Yes No Extent to which students feel school rules are fair 
Involvement of parents and 
community 

No Yes Level of parent and community influence and 
involvement 

Morale No Yes Commitment and morale of teachers 
Planning and action Yes Yes Extent to which the school engages in problem-

solving and is open to change 
Resources for instruction No Yes Levels of resources available in the school 
Respect for students Yes No Extent to which students feel the school environment 

degrades them or treats them with dignity 
Safety Yes Yes Perceptions of school safety 
School race relations No Yes Opinions about school race relations 
Smooth administration No Yes Extent to which a school�s administration is viewed 

favorably 
Student influence Yes Yes Level of student involvement in school decision 

making 
Use of grades as a sanction No Yes Use of grades as a response to misconduct 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 




