A Culture of Hope: Fostering Success in
Alternative Day School Settings

Michael P George and Nancy L, George

Two veteran educators explain how alternative day school programs can be the
beginning, rather than the end, of hope for troubled students. The key fo successful
intervention, they say, is optimism and four essential strategies.

Puﬂkmmhunlpimutunmnﬁmmmllm;
frustrating, and unsuccessful series of educational inter-
ventions far troubled vouth. It represents the filed efforts of
suppart team members—teachers, counselors, administrators,
special educators, snd parents—=to belp a child succeed in bess-
restrictive educational settings. For stodents, alternative day
school symbolizes one more failure in & lst already discour-
agingly bong. 1t is no surprise that by the time they are placed
in an aliernative day program, many students hve grown (o
bute school and have given up any hope for success.

The sense of hopelessness that affects stdents can affect
teachers as well. Alternative day school teachers ofien come
to believe that they are working with the “worst of the worst,”
and fully expect to see students who are angry, nggressive, and
out of control, and whe have given up on school. Teachers may
doubt their chances of success with these students when so
miny others have failed before them. When the methods and
techiques they use ona daily basis fal to produce positive re-
sults, these teachers can become frostrated and demonlized
{George, George, Gersten, & Grosenick, 1995). When teach-
ers feal demomlized end overwhelmed, their sense of efMicacy
is diminished (Rosenholtz, 1989),

Although it ks tempting simply to urge teachers to look on the
bright side, and to exhort students to make a fresh start, urg-
ings and enhortations do not ereste & successful intervention.
Successrequires » comprehensive and well-designed program.
Although individusl teachers und students must hove hope 1o
reach their goals, the school progrm creaies the climaie and
conditions that provide participants with hope (Hargreaves &
Fullen, 1998). If teachers and students are 1o succesd, they
must have & supportive structure within which o achieve fuc-
cess (Grosenick, George, George, & Lewis, 1991).

We believe that creating succesafil alternative day school pro-
grams begtng with creating n culture for success: a culture of
bope. As Curwin (1992) suggests, hope must become a school
mﬂﬂt“nﬂqmmﬁﬂﬂﬂlme

I. Understanding and sirengthening the pawer of our beliefs
1 Rekindling hope through parent support

3. Building student skills (taking baby steps 10 success)
4. Preparing for successful transitions

Understanding and Strengthening the Power of
Our Beliefs a

What we believe about students is tied directly to bow we treat
them. This is true in all school settings, but is perhaps most
noticeable in alternative settings, whene our beliefs and as-
sumptions surrounding the notien of emotional disturbance
will determine the goals we choose for students, the interven-
tions we devise for them, and our overall perceptions of them
8 learners and social individoala,

When teschers beliove they can make a real dilf=rence in their
students’ lives, they do (Askion & Webb, 1986). Conversely,
if weachers believe children cannol succeed, then susoess is un-
likely. As Hargreaves and Fullen (1998) explain, “hope, opti-
mism, and sell-beliel among teachers are the vital wellsprings
of successful learning and positive educational change, With-
out them, classrooms are likely to become barren wastelands
of boredom and routine™ (p. 1). This is certainly true with re-
spect o alicrnative dy school programs for students with long-
standing behivioral difficulties, In programs without hope,
education is focused on managing nnd controlting the behav-
ior of stidents, rather than on teaching students new, adsptive
skills (Nichols, 1992; Steinberg, 1991). The methods become
more intrusive as the setting becomes more restrictive—use
of sechumionary time-out and physical restraint can becoms
common, As Knitzer, Steinberg, and Fleisch (1990) indicate,
1 “curricelum of control™ 166 often replaces & curriculum that
should be dexigned 1o tench studenis io manage their emnotions
and excel academically.

In cur own work with stadents in alternative seftings, we have
developed programs based on hope. These piograms eschew
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It is important, 24 Guetzloe (1996) pnu?u out, that we offer
students hope that we can teach them. Tt is also important that
we teach them 1o hope, We have found that our positive ex-
pectations of students seem {0 engender similarly positive ex-
pecations in the shudentd lh:‘l?ﬂi'-lﬂ- We have also found
parental involvement to be grogial.

Rekindling Hope Through Parent Su_ppurt

Nﬂtmlrhﬂnmlmf:mdmhlnlthﬂpﬂhjfﬂumﬂwm
&n alternative uhnu]mﬁmbmmmw their parents, [t
is u rare oecurrence to find happy, entbusiastic parents at an
intake tneeting, Normally, by the time parents are mvited to o
mﬂ;ﬁﬂ;m&vt@ﬂhdpmmqmm
suspicious and mistrustfil of schoal officinls. They ore sur-
tounded by a placement team that has the clear and singular
ngenda of removing the child from the traditional school set-
ting, The team has come well prepared and armed with doca-
mentation to make their cuse, Parents brace themselves for a
barmge of negative information about their child. Materials
usually inelude n litamy of the child's misdeeds and testimony

demanstrating that everything tried in the past han not warked.
Generally, the porents sit quistly, resigned to this familiar
recitmtion of their child’s failures. Sometimes they join in,
adding to the horrific list of their child's past TAnsgressions.
Sometimes they seem to feel obligated o look fierce and stern
in front of the authorities—to show that they too disapprove
of the child's misbehavior,

W take a different epproach in our own work. We have foond
that effective intake meetings create hope. It is best to begin
with the premise that parents of students with emotional dis-
abilities want to help, for in fact nearly all of them do, Like
any other parents, however, they would like to bear something
positive about their child. Intake meetings provide an oppar-
tonity to plant the seeds of hope for the future.

Charles, for example, came to ul with a history of disrupted
schooling and gang isvolvernent Cur school was his last stop
on the way to his plan of dropping cut altogether, His father, &
burty man with thickly mtinoed arms, was an intimidating pres-
ence himself, But we took our unml tack i the first mesting,
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sitting down with futher and son and explaining that we knew
Charles had had sgnificant difficulties in the past, but that we
wanted to know obout what he had done well, what his inter.
ests were, and his strengths. What, we asked, were his hopes
for the future?

Parents at this point usually bresthe a sigh of relief, grateful
we are not going to make them revisit the childs history of
fiillure, and Charles’ father was no exception, Like all parents,
parenis of roubled youngsters want what is best for their chil-
dren, Thelr goals have come to look almost unattainable by the
time the children come to alternative day schood, but they long
for permission to hope again. In our meeting, Charles' father
admitted that he himeelf had made mistakes, and that he did
not want his son to make the same mistakes he had made, This
wns a fevelation to Clarles, who had alwuys heard his father’s
anger, but never his concerm. Charles® father wanted Charles
to graduate from high school, semething he himself had failed
to do. Like other parents we work with, he wanted his child 1o
have a good life, better maybe than his own. Also, again like
s0 many other parents we work with, Charles® father wanted
1o help,

~ INTAKE MEETING
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®  Seek o understand the student’s strengths and
interasts,

- ® * Focus on the future. :" ,"
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Reseasch has shown that when puarents afe ivolved and in-
wvested in their ehilds education, there is a greater likelihood
of school success (Epstein, 1995), When parents support the
work of the school staff, the job of education becomes im-
measurably casier; Students progress more quickly, Our strat-
gy is to enlist parents &8 purticipants in planning for their
child’s future.

Every procedure that is used in the progmm, along with the
rationale for its use, is explained to the parents and the child.
Implicit promises are made. To the parents we promise that
their child will learn new skills—in reading, muth, and writ-
ing, as well a5 in problem salving and lesring to build pos-
Itve relationships, We ask them to commit to working with

s on behalf of their child. To the students we promise that
if they attend school daily, participate in class, and work to
achieve their personal goals, they will be sucoessful in this
school.

In our experience, not only are parents grateful to be included
in their children's educationn] planning, but the children aiso
may never before have heard their parents expressing this kind
of coneern shout thefr future, We abways point that out to stu-
dents—how much it means that a parent is so concermed. *You
may hear yelling,” we toid Charles, “but what he's really gay-
ing is *1 care."™

More than anything else, more than

expectations, passionafe engagement or

standards, teaching is about hope.

—Hargreaves & Fullen, 1998, p. 57

In setting up such programs, we keep in mind thet profes.
sionalism, gemuine caring and concern for the welfore of the
fammilies and children, as well as hope for the child's futare,
should characterize all parent contacts, [n effective programs,
tenchens communicate frequently with parents, We need to at-
tend carefiully to how we converse with parents, When we talk
with parents about their child, even when the contact is nbout
discipline, we talk sbout what we are doing to assist the child
Wi should not focus on the child'’s mishehavior, but on the plan
that is in place to help the child learn new behaviors, The plan
developed mutually by the parents and school staiT becomes
the focus of our discussions,

Building Student Skills (Taking Baby Steps to
Success)

Generally speaking, alternative dny schocls prepare students
for their eventun] peturn to the geners] education environment.

, the curriculum in day school programs should
b designed 1o build competence in the skills & child requires
to thrive in general education, The more closely aligned the
curriculum is with the skills and subject matter n student needs
to succeed in the new setting, the greater likelihood that the
child will be successful there. In addition to academic skills,
siudents must be taught o communicuate their feelings and re-
solve problems with polite words, to use &n anger manogement
strategy independently and on demand, and to make good judg-
mments in social sthintions, Without commind of the reqilsite
social skills, a child risks failare.

NATIONAL EDUCATIONAL SERVICE & 25



In programs driven by hope for the future, the smdent's path
to success is clearly delinented. Stmdents are netively engaged
in the learming process and are offered & relevant and engag-
ing curriculum. We teach students tht when they uttend schoel
regularly, identify and agree on goals that they want 1o achieve
(bath scademic and social), and put in & concerted efford to
reach thase goals, they will make progress. We help them un-
derstand which behnviors led to their difficulties in peneral sd-
ucation and identify new ways of resolving those problems.
We tell students that the path to success is not always ensy, and
that it may take some time 1o get there, but that every day they
warlk toward achicving their gonls, they are taking “baby steps™

1o BUCCess.

The concept of bakbwy sieps is easy for students to grasp, We ex-
plain that goals are not resched all ot once, but are ottained
gradually, through effort over time. These students are already
in afternative day school, which they may view as their last
chance, Often they feel pressured to achieve instant success
and need reassuranee that they really do heve time. We meet
with students each moming to go over their short-term goals.
If, for example, & student has never tamed in homewaork, we
will set & goal of turning in math homework every dey for a
weele At the end of each school duy, we meet again to review
the student s progress, We will ask the student what little steps
he or she made that day, and the student can see progress oc-
ourting in increments. A student who has tumed in math home-
work that doy will see him- or herself not as having performed
& single insignificant action, but a3 being on & path toward a
larger goal,
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Preparing for Successful Transitions

Focusing on the fiture is essential to sucoess. Envisioning the
end result identifies the path to success, and while it may not
make the journey any easier, it makes it worthwhile, Our goal
should be to encourage students to view themsalves as they want
10 be in the future, not as individuals who have filled in the past.
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Travis, |6, describes his experdence in our program ot the Lane
School in Eugene, Oregon:

Aty home school my teachers didn't help me solve
my problems. They said | was a behavior problem and
had to solve it an my own, They just gave me & re-
ferral. *Here's another referral, Travis. Go to the of-
fice."

What | like about this school is . . . the soetire and
the one-on-one atention where [ can get help when
1 don't understand sormething. The teachers help me
flgure out ways to solve my own problems. They give
vou help and attention. For example, the teachers here
say things like, “How can we solve this problem,
Travis?" They really care shout me and want me to
be safe.

—{Quinn, Oshes, Hoffman, & Hanley, 1998, p. 3§)

Travis is one of the many who have made successful transi-
thons to the truditional school setting.

Our goal should be to encourage students
to view themselves as they want to be in the
[future, not as individuals who have failed

in the past.

Successful transitions are well-planned transitions. ln alterna-
tive day schools that are successful in returning students to
less-restrictive settings, close attention is given to preparing
students, their future teachers, and the support persons who
will serve as advocntes for them in their new placement
{Gearge, Valore, Quinn, & Varisco, 1997). At the initial tran-
sition meeting, school staff, parents, knd the student are active
participants in planning the tunsition, lmporiant decisions are
reached regarding the student'’s schedule, timelines for begin-
ning transition, and the criterda for determining success a2 each
step in the transition process, Students are allowed to set the
pace for their transition. Some choose & very slow pace for
transition while others are ezger to move quickly into the new
getting.

The strategies end supports that axe needed for continwed suc-
cess in the new setting miist be identified and set in mation
{CGeorge & Gearge, 1999). This often invalves careful selec-
tion of teachers and classes that ensure student success, iden-
tification of support persons in the mew setting, and
development of & crisis plan. We teach students how to seek



help from their teachers when confused or frustrated. We ke
students on visits to the schoal, sit in on classes with them, get
texthooks to familinrize the students with the new curticulirmn,
and begin the transition in small steps. We meet cach day with
students who are "in tmnéition” (o discass the challenges and
successes they experienced. Students help other students de-
velop sirategies fior coping with change, making pew fends,
end keeping up with class work. We continue to provide sup-
port after the full transition for as long as the student needs it.

Charles, who like Travis made & successful transition, speat an
uresunlly long time in our program—2 years, His transition
was very slow and involved his spending o half day in ench
school until he felt ready to return to his high school full time.
We did not hurry him. Charles worked very hard and responded
well to the positive approach and to his father's undisguised
hoppiness and secious iovolverment To evervone's delight,
school graduste,

Programs that instill hope have achievable outcomes. Students
wre able to reach their goals, and when they reach their goals
and make the transition back to their traditionnl schools, other
students look and listen. Students begin 1o realize that if
Charles and Travis can retirn 1o their schools, others—maybe
they themselves—can oo, Success breeds success.

Cultivating Hope

Alternative day schools can be places where students learn
valuable skills—places to achieve personal success and build
hope for the future. In effective day schools, students under-
stand how they came to be pliced there and how they cin move
forward into the future, They can identify the behaviors that
caused them difficulties in the past and articulnte and practice
the behaviors that will serve them well in the future, They talk
about the help they receive from staff and about how they are
working to improve themselves. They can verbalize an anger
menggement strategy that works for them and evaluate how
well they are osing it They have hope.

Hope is cultivated. [t is nourished by our beliefs, And inschoal
setlings it 15 strengthened by effective strategies that help stu-
dents accomplish their goals, It is embedded in the working
relationships we establish with parents, and in the knowledge
that students can and will refurn to their traditional schools in
the fisture, And, remarknbly, it is free, The suggestions we hive

made here have no Ninancial costs attuched to them. But their
payoff is immensarably lorge.

Michael B George, Ed I3, ix the director of Centermial School
af Lehigh University and an associate professor in the College
af Eduearion ar Lehigh University, Betklehom, Pennsyfvania,
He can be reached at Centennial School af Lehigh Universicy,
2196 Avemue C, LVIP-1, Bethichem, 4, 18017, telephane 610-

266-6300, e-matl mpgd@ichighedu.

Nancy L. George, Ed. 0., ir o pregrom and froining speciafin
with Bucks County Intermediate Unit Mo, 22 in Daylesiown,
Pennmyivania, She can be reached af Bucks County Interme-
diate Unit No. 22, 705 Shady Retreat Roed, Devlestown, P4
15901, relephone |-800-770-4822, ext. 2298,

REFERENCES
mn,nwﬂu. (1985) Mabing o diferesce Thachers ' senie ol aflcacy. Hew
York: Long=es.

Curwiz, B (|7} Enllvswning bnpe Dsr gresien enchisg gy Blosminglon,
1H: Mazmnal Eduzsiinns| Service

Tipmein, 1 (1#FS) SchoalBandlpi sty parnsrahlps. Phi Delie Euppan, P50F),
Thl=TIL

George, ML P, & Cworge, B L. (| #9, Ociober). Creening succengfll frneiion plas
Paper pressmed ai the Imiersationa)l Confermes en Childres snd Yissih Wik Bebavor
Lmanniery, Dena, TS

oeargm, ML P, Vilsre, T., Qralmn, ML, & Virisso, B [1957) Prepanng m go bomer A ool
\sboesrew spproech i wenattine, Proesng Schood Faflere, 40000, 168-1T1

o, 1, L., Choargs, i, 2, Gemem, B, i Girosenieic, LI (1993) To leave of o ny?
An mplommery smdy of machen of issderm with smatzenal e beheermal disores.
Pl e Gersla { Eafieirion, M8, 127106,

Gresenick, 1 I, George. M. L., Osarge, ML . & Lewis, T {1991). Public schoal ser-
visea For bebaviorally disomisred smdseer Frogrem practices ot (90w Sehavians!
Oordern. [021 B9,

Chamriom, B [ 1) Strwcgie Had work for adek iy Shre | dis-
erdesy; Comalitinas, currnoubumn, and conssquence. In B | Johes, £ C Ouveizlos, b
Fall, B. Schwusrmeas, | Webber, ¥ C Curr, & C R Seth (Fla |, Brat precticn for man-
aging afnkscenn with smunmaellebawoml dimndery sirhie e soioed ssamemen)
. 61Xk Rawton, VA Coumed] for Children. wish Belaviom) Disordess.
Hargrewens, A, & Fullem, M. [1958) Fhail weenk fighisg G o there. Nrw Yo
Teachers Collvge Prom.

Kntiver, |, Btvinperg, I, & Ficiech, B {19940]. Arﬁrmhjrm
af programs sad pod children sk filema Miew Yorke
hh“dm

Wichok, I [[P95) The suriculm of eostral Twelve femoes fof & 65me anjunent
aguint i Seyend Rehawior, N2), 3-11.

Quins, WL B, Ouber, 0, Hofman, ., & ey, T. (1995, Sale, swg:free, sl e
v sy e ALL eralme Whar weels! ‘Wathirgon, DC: Amerren i for
Feseanh

Fosendoliz, 5 5 (1989), Teaskery workplace: The pacls! srpanbaio g ohmis Hew
Forc Lo

Seinberg, £ (1991). Pendees's children Bpund S, 23], S50

NATIONAL EDUCATIONAL SERFICE & 17



