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COLAVITO, JAMES W. , Ed.D. A Descriptive Study of the Efforts 
and Related Elements of Two Middle Schools Highly Successful 
in Assisting At-Risk Young Adolescents. (1995) 
Directed by Dr. John VanHoose. 332pp. 

This study describes efforts to assist at-risk students 

in two North Carolina middle schools and describes aspects 

of the schools that add to the understanding of those 

efforts. Using case study methodology, the study includes 

detailed accounts of meetings, classes, and interviews with 

teachers. A survey of teacher opinions about their schools 

is also included. The Carnegie Recommendations found in 

Turning Points (1989) were used to organize the data. Most 

of the data fell under the following recommendations: (a) 

Create a small learning community where stable, close, 

mutually respectful relationships are fundamental; (b) 

Ensure success for all students; (c) Empower staff members 

to make decisions about the experiences of students; and (d) 

Re-engage the family in the education of its students. 

Implications from the study include: (a) People and the 

settings they create are critical to successful efforts to 

assist at-risk students; (b) Relationships within these 

settings are the key to successful interventions; and (c) 

Institutional values manifested in practices and policies 

influence the chances for at-risk students to experience 

school success. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The institution of American Education is harshly-

criticized for not preparing America's youth to succeed in 

the modern world. There are three major reasons why 

American education is perceived as failing in its mission, 

and all three have to do with change. First, schools serve 

a changed clientele with different characteristics and needs 

than students of previous generations. Second, changing 

economics from agricultural and industrial to information 

and technology bases no longer offer the school dropout an 

employment future that will support a family at anything but 

a poverty level. Third, the organizational and operational 

foundations of schools have not changed with the changing 

world around them (Schlechty, 1991) . 

"Every time I cross the bridge I feel that I am getting 

off a plane within another country". These words of Safir 

Ahmed, a newspaper reporter who covers East St. Louis, are 

found in Jonathan Kozol's book Savage Inequalities. Safir, 

a native of Calcutta, India, has observed third world 

nations around the world; the poverty, disease, hunger, and 
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hopelessness the children of East St. Louis grow up with 

rivals any third world country he has seen. "I keep 

thinking to myself," Safir says, "My God, this is the United 

States!" (Kozol, 1991, p. 17). East St. Louis is not 

unique. Throughout America a subculture of poverty is 

growing at an alarming rate. 

A growing proportion of our young population is poor. 

Accompanying that poverty is the deprivation of adequate 

nutrition, health care, and experiences that develop 

readiness skills necessary to succeed when first entering 

school. The following statistics from the Children's 

Defense Fund highlight the tragedy of the young people who 

live in the richest nation in the world, but within the 

culture of the poor. 

Every day 27 American children die from the effects of 

poverty. 

Every day 12,000,000 American children wake up poor. 

Every day 100,000 American children are homeless. 

Every school day 2,478 students drop out of school. 

Every day 105 American babies die before their first 

birthday. 

Every day in 3,400,000 families of poverty at least one 

parent goes to work. 
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(Outside The Dream: Child Poverty In America, 

Children's Defense Fund, 1991) 

Children of poverty often attend schools that receive far 

less financial and political support than their counterparts 

in more affluent areas, and are unable to meet the needs 

specific to the growing population of children from poverty. 

Instead, they demand conformity with century-old traditions 

of schooling that are dysfunctional in today's society and 

that alienate large numbers of students who react by 

terminating their education prematurely: " dropping out". 

School dropouts are not a new phenomenon. What is new 

is the fact that unskilled and under-educated workers will 

not find many jobs today that will give them a livable wage. 

The effects of the dropout phenomenon contribute to the 

deteriorating economic and social fiber of our society, 

as evidenced by the following: 

o More than half of the nation's dropouts are 

unemployed. 

o Over 70 percent of prison inmates are high school 

dropouts. 

o About 75 percent of teenage parents drop out of 

school. 

o The cumulative financial effect of dropouts to the 

nation in terms of social services provided and potential 

productivity and taxes lost reaches into the tens of 

billions of dollars annually (Speas, 1989). 
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In 1989, the Carnegie Corporation's Council On 

Adolescent Development published Turning Points, a major 

report that has had significant impact on policy-makers and 

service-providers in many human services areas nation-wide. 

The report describes the condition of young adolescents in 

America as alarming and proposes eight recommendations that 

will help schools improve the chances for all students, but 

especially those at risk of failing, to lead productive, 

fulfilling lives. 

The dropout phenomenon and its accompanying effects are 

major concerns to the people of North Carolina, where the 

problem is very real and destructive, but often hidden from 

view in rural, sparsely populated areas. In response to the 

Carnegie report, the North Carolina Department of Public 

Instruction created The Middle Grades Task Force and invited 

42 of the state's most knowledgeable middle grades educators 

to study the problem of middle grades students who are at 

risk of dropping out of school. The Task Force published 

its findings and recommendations in a report entitled Last 

Best Chance (1991). The report gives a statistical profile 

of North Carolina youth who are at risk of school failure, 

and the terrible statistics surrounding the state's 

dropouts. In 1980, 25,000 children in North Carolina had 

parents who divorced, a 58% increase in ten years. In 

single parent families, 77% of the mothers are working 

outside the home, which is higher than in any other state. 
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This phenomenon contributes to the high number of "latchkey" 

children and negatively affects the stress and structure of 

these families. 

Poverty is the most powerful predictor of students being 

at risk of school failure. Approximately 22% of North 

Carolina's school-age children live in families whose fall 

incomes below the national poverty level. More than half of 

our counties exceed the national average in percentage of 

population living below the poverty line, yet these counties 

receive disproportionately less funding than more wealthy 

counties. Those students who are educationally deprived due 

to environmental conditions resulting from poverty have 

fewer dollars supporting their education than any other 

students in the state. 

Health issues are important to study when looking at 

young adolescents who are at risk, and Last Best Chance 

highlights several health-related reasons for great concern 

about this population. Almost one fourth of the state's 

seventh and eighth graders surveyed indicated that they used 

alcohol, marijuana or cocaine. The rate of reported 

pregnancies for girls ages 10 to 14 is reaching 1000 

annually, while 459 induced abortions were reported in 1988 

for this group. And sexually transmitted diseases threaten 

the lives of the ever-rising numbers of sexually active 

young adolescents to an extent that has not been seen 

before. Health problems and poverty strike the same 
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population; yet, as in education, fewer resources are 

committed to solving the problems of the poor than are 

committed to other populations in North Carolina. Poverty, 

family structure and education, and health problems 

negatively influence the lives of many students in North 

Carolina. In 1989, it was estimated that 23,000 young people 

drop out of North Carolina schools annually. When the costs 

of various public assistance programs are combined with lost 

productivity and lost tax revenues of the 

under-and-unemployed school dropouts, North Carolina loses 

an estimated 3 billion dollars annually (Speas, 1989). This 

information illustrates North Carolina's urgent need to join 

the rest of the nation in exploring ways to remedy the 

problem of school dropouts and rid itself of the destruction 

and waste that it produces. 

Over the past several years, many school districts 

across the nation have implemented alternative programs for 

high risk students that seem effective. In a study of 571 

high schools across the nation that were recognized for 

their successes with at-risk students, nine themes were 

found to be at work consistently in most of the schools: 

1. A shared purpose among the faculty. 

2. Leadership with vision and energy. 

3. Control of the environment and curriculum by the 

principal and teachers. 
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4. Recruitment and retention of talented teachers and 

administrators. 

5. Rewards for teacher accomplishments. 

6. Positive student-teacher relationships 

7. Strong conviction that all students can be motivated 

to learn. 

8. Creative responses to problems. 

9. High degree of involvement by parents and community. 

All the schools studied had well over 90% attendance 

rates. Their students were 3.5 times less likely to drop 

out of high school than students in an average American high 

school, and the at-risk students were more likely to go on 

to higher education after high school(Kershner & Connolly, 

1991). As the above implies, much of the attention and most 

of the programs for at-risk students have been aimed at the 

high school. 

Interventions at the high school may be effective and 

there is evidence all over the nation that many at-risk 

students can be helped at the high school level. However, 

there is also strong evidence that intervention at the high 

school has no effect on many at-risk students. Much of the 

recent literature on at-risk students, such as Before It's 

Too Late (1988), Turning Points (1989), and Last Best Chance 

(1991) recommends initiating a more intense focus on the 

needs of at-risk students at the middle level, before they 
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reach high school. Three reasons support this shift in 

focus. First, many at-risk students begin the process 

toward dropping out of school when they are in middle 

school. This process involves academic failure, poor 

attendance, and disruptive or alienating behavior. Second, 

interventions that occur after this period often prove 

insufficient to overcome the momentum already established 

toward dropping out of school. Third, students can quit 

school at 16 years old, when they are normally in ninth 

grade; and many at-risk students have been retained at least 

one year. Thus many drop out before they reach high school 

or before intervention strategies can have an effect. With 

this information in hand, middle schools have begun the 

process of discovering ways to successfully intervene with 

at-risk young adolescents. 

North Carolina's public school districts and 

universities have provided leadership to the nation 

regarding exemplary middle school practices; and many school 

districts, with the support of area universities, are 

promoting the concept of moving the focus on at-risk 

students from the high school to the middle school. 

Effective interventions for at-risk middle school students 

have already been implemented in many middle schools 

throughout the state (Arnold, 1992). Students who 

experience these interventions have improved in three 

critical areas: academic performance, attendance, and 
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diminished discipline referrals. Arnold and Parker (1992) 

studied several successful middle school programs for at-

risk students in North Carolina and were able to identify 

many aspects the programs had in common: 

1. Positive attitudes about students are developed 

among the faculty. 

2. High expectations are held for students. 

3. A supportive climate exists 

4. Content and instruction are designed to meet 

individual needs. 

5. Students' backgrounds are respected. 

6. Organizational skills are emphasized. 

7. Positive self-esteem is built through academic 

success. 

8. Social skills are taught. 

9. Parents are engaged productively. 

These aspects reflect many Carnegie Council On Adolescent 

Development recommendations and should be considered in 

program development. 

Background of the Study 

Research and experience point to the need for 

intervention at the middle grades if schools are to 

effectively change the course of young adolescents who are 

at risk of school failure and guide them to productive 

behavior patterns that are more likely to result in 
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completing a high school education. In response, middle 

school educators across the nation are developing 

educational interventions and alternatives for at-risk 

students in their schools. More information is needed about 

middle schools that effectively assist at-risk students and 

about the programs and strategies they employ to help this 

population. This need leads us to the purpose of the study. 

Purpose of the Study 

Kershner and Connolly (1991) found that effective 

programs for at-risk students at the high school level see 

at-risk students "...as a population of persons who must be 

thought about as persons if they are going to be helped" 

(p. 131). As the nation's schools refocus their efforts 

with at-risk students from the high school to the middle 

school level, it seems important that a similar point of 

view should be taken by middle school educators. The 

Carnegie report, Turning Points (1989), exhibits that point 

of view. The report represents a synthesis of the 

literature on adolescent development, at-risk students, and 

school intervention efforts, and puts forth eight 

recommendations for addressing the dropout problem. One 

relates directly to academics, but the rest relate to self-

esteem, decision-making, relationships, health, family, and 

community, and the empowerment of educators. These 

recommendations form an effective framework for describing 
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middle schools and their efforts to assist at-risk students, 

for they are recommendations that truly look at at-risk 

students as people first, young people with needs. 

The purpose of this study is to describe, through the 

framework of the Carnegie Recommendations from Turning 

Points (1989), the efforts to assist at-risk students in two 

middle schools experiencing success in this area, and to 

describe aspects of the schools that add to the 

understanding of those efforts. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem shaping this study was to describe, using 

the Carnegie Recommendations as a framework, the efforts to 

assist at-risk students in two middle schools experiencing 

success in this area, and to describe aspects of the schools 

that add to the understanding of those efforts. 

Orienting Questions 

A set of orienting questions, drawn from the Carnegie 

Council Recommendations found in Turning Points (1989), 

created the framework for collecting, organizing, and 

analyzing the data in the study. The orienting questions 

are as follows. 
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How does the school and/or program under study: 

1. Create a small learning community where stable, 

close, mutually respectful relationships with adults and . 

peers are considered fundamental? 

2. Teach a core academic program that results in 

students who can think critically and behave responsibly? 

3. Ensure success for all students? 

4. Empower staff members to make decisions about the 

experiences of students? 

5. Select staff who are expert at teaching young 

adolescents? 

6. Foster health and physical fitness among students? 

7. Reengage the family in the education of its 

students? 

8. Connect the program and students with the community? 

Significance of the Study 

The last several years have seen a shift in focus for 

the application of dropout prevention strategies from the 

high school to the middle school. Several public middle 

schools in North Carolina have shown success in dealing with 

the needs of at-risk students. Knowing how these schools 

reflect recommendations in literature and research provides 

a framework for action that will help administrators and 

teachers create effective programs for their own middle 

school at-risk populations. Educators can build into their 
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efforts the processes, strategies, and dynamics that have 

been part of schools with proven records of success with at-

risk students, while still reflecting the unique 

characteristics of their own schools and communities. This 

study describes two such schools and their efforts with at-

risk students through the organizational framework of the 

Carnegie Council recommendations. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined as they are used in the 

document. 

Middle School 

A school generally ranging from fifth through eighth 

grades that serves young adolescents. 

Young Adolescents 

Those people in the developmental stage of emerging 

adolescence, generally accompanying ages ten through 14. 

At-Risk Students 

A large proportion of children from poor families of all 

races...minority and immigrant children, and children with 

needs that are unserved or underserved that place them at 

risk of school failure. These students often share similar 

school behaviors of poor attendance, academic performance, 
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and behavior to an extent that they have an increased 

likelihood of terminating their education before completing 

high school (States' Excellence In Education Commission, 

1985). 

Limitations of the Study 

This study uses a naturalistic research paradigm and as 

such will not produce proofs of hypotheses or create 

generalizations that can be applied directly to other 

similar situations. Instead, the study will give the reader 

a rich understanding of how two schools address the Carnegie 

Council recommendations for assisting at-risk young 

adolescents. 

Summary 

The problem of school dropouts is a national dilemma 

that grows worse as economic success is linked to education. 

North Carolina's dropout problems are similar to the rest of 

the nation. Several school districts in the state have 

responded with interventions for at-risk students. More 

information is needed regarding successful interventions for 

at-risk students. This study looks at two schools that have 

experienced success with at-risk students and describes the 

interventions and aspects of the schools that enhance the 

understanding of the efforts to assist at-risk students. 

The study uses the Carnegie Recommendations as a framework 
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to organize and interpret the descriptions. This study will 

help educators who are devising interventions for at-risk 

students in their schools by giving them examples of 

successful efforts in two North Carolina middle schools. 

Chapter II explores the literature regarding the dropout 

problem in more depth and provides detailed examples of 

successful efforts to assist at-risk students. Chapter III 

describes the naturalistic research methods used to conduct 

the study. Chapter IV contains the data collected at the 

two schools studied. Chapter V concludes the dissertation 

with a discussion of comparisons, conclusions, and 

implications drawn from the study. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This section traces the history of the dropout problem 

up to the present so that the reader will have an 

understanding of the historical, economic, social, and 

cultural conditions that helped form our present school 

dropout dilemma. Also included is a review of the 

literature regarding school dropouts and students at risk of 

school failure. Interventions for middle level at-risk 

students are described in this section, as are the 

developmental characteristics of young adolescents. 

America's Dropout Problem 

Family Life 

Most school dropouts come from families of poverty, and 

so it is important to understand the dynamics and 

demographics of poverty in order to understand the pervasive 

and self-perpetuating damage that is brought upon the lives 

of school dropouts. After World War II, Americans were 

relatively secure financially and a growing middle class was 

making demands on themselves, the nation's resources, and 

the economy. Everyone seemed to want a home in the suburbs, 

with the father working and the mother staying at home to 
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raise the children and take care of the house. The white 

American middle class flourished. This profile of the 

American family remained the perception for two decades 

after the world war. But during that time, the subculture 

of American poverty grew, and the profile of the American 

family changed. The "Ozzie and Harriet" notion of the 

American family actually exists today in only a fraction of 

our population. Of all the households in the United States 

in 1988, only 27% were comprised of married couples with 

children, while 28% were comprised of children living with 

one adult or with unrelated adults. Of the 1.9 million 

children living with one parent, 90% of them lived with 

their mother. Fifty percent of the white children were with 

a mother that divorced. Fifty-four percent of the black 

children and 33% of the Hispanic children were with a mother 

who never married. In 1988, the average income for married 

couples with children was $36,206, while the average income 

for single parent female households was $11,299. These data 

help one understand why 23% of the nation's youth live in 

poverty, and why 40% of the nation's poor are children 

(Hodgkinson, 1989) . 

Two other concepts explain the mushrooming population of 

children in poverty: short-cycle families and multiple 

dependent families. The short-cycle family develops a new 

generation on average every 14 years, as a result of teenage 

mothers. This is predominantly a phenomenon of families in 
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poverty, and results in an increased birth rate for those 

families. In contrast, middle class families, regardless of 

race, are limiting their family sizes and more are choosing 

to have no children. Coupling the short-cycle poverty 

family with the shrinking middle class birth rate, one can 

see that America is developing a proportionately larger 

segment of the population that lives in poverty (Hodgkinson, 

1989). 

Societal Factors 

In 1988, The Forgotten Half; Pathways to Success For 

America's Youth and Young Families was published. This 

report, sponsored by the William T. Grant Foundation 

Commission on Work, Family, and Citizenship, described a 

two-year study of the economic dilemmas of young Americans 

from the ages of 16 to 24. This is the age group that 

begins or continues a generation in poverty, and it is for 

this reason that I will focus on its economic plight. 

The Post-World War Two Era in America was a time of 

growing prosperity. From 1947 to 1973 the real median 

income of families rose by 3% annually. Unfortunately, the 

American Dream of ever-increasing purchasing power ended in 

1973. From 1973 to 1986, the median annual income adjusted 

for inflation declined by $300 for all families, but 

declined 26% for families headed by someone under 25 years 

of age. To gain a perspective on the impact of that figure, 
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one must look at the fact that the median annual income 

during the Great Depression declined 27%. Thus, for over 20 

years, young families have been experiencing economic 

backsliding equivalent to that of the nation's during the 

Great Depression. 

This economic depression of young America has many 

causes. One of the most serious is the phenomena of the 

changing American economic basis from heavy industry to 

technology and information. After World War II, relatively 

high-paying jobs existed in great numbers for unskilled or 

semi-skilled workers who had minimal education. Unions 

drove factory salaries and benefits to a point where an 

assembly line worker could live the American Dream in his 

own house with a car in the garage. The past two decades 

have seen a disappearance of these kinds of employment 

opportunities, and the emergence of the need for more 

education and skills to qualify for entry-level jobs. 

Changing world economics also contribute to the economic 

hardship of America's youth. Other countries have gained an 

equal or superior footing in the world economic market. The 

dollar has weakened, and we have become a debtor nation with 

a huge foreign trade surplus. All this results in reduced 

economic opportunities and resources within the nation. 

Added to these world and national economic changes is the 

infusion of women into the workforce. The occurrence of 
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women as the head of household with no husband and no second 

income is increasing, especially in the age group under 25. 

The social impact of poverty among young adults is 

apparent. One example is the fact that between 1974 and 

1986, the marriage rate of young males dropped from 39% to 

21% among the total population, and from 25% to 8% among 

black males. The reason may be that these young men lack 

economic viability, and are not perceived as credible 

marriage partners by young women. They are under-educated, 

under-skilled, and thus cannot qualify for a job that pays 

enough to support a family above the poverty level. 

Interestingly, the only group of young males in America who 

increased their marriage rate during this period was that 
•;,s 

comprised of black college graduates (Commission On Work, 

Family, and Citizenship 1988). 

Economic Burdens 

The plight of poor young families continues to worsen 

when compared to the rest of the nation. There is an ever-

widening gap between the rich and the poor in America. 

Between 1969 and 1986, the families that fell within the top 

20% of America's incomes gained in the total share of all 

income generated in America, going from 40.6% of all income 

to 43.7% of all income in the country. In the same period, 

the bottom 20% of families lost in their share of the 

nation's total income, going from 5.6% to 4.6%. That is an 
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average loss of $1750 for every poor family in America. The 

percentage of real income lost for groups under 25 during 

the period from 1973 to 1986 is as follows: Married couples 

- 11%; Females with no spouse - 32.4%; White families -

19.4%; Hispanics - 18.5%; Black families - 46.7%, due to 

significant rise of female head of household (Commission on 

Work, Family, and Citizenship, 1988). 

Housing for young families is closely tied to economic 

ability. Decent, affordable housing is a prerequisite to a 

healthy, vibrant family. During most of the 1970's and 

1980's, a very large portion of families headed by someone 

over 35 years old, owned their own homes. Since then, 

mortgages have become more difficult to acquire, and median 

incomes have declined. As a result, the percentage of 

people under 25 who were homeowners dropped from 23.4% in 

1973 to 16.1% in 1986. For single parents with young 

children, home ownership dropped from 13.7% to 6.3% in the 

same period. Renting houses and apartments became the 

option for young families. Rents, though, have risen 14% 

higher than the cost of living over the last 20 years. In 

1986, the median rent for a family was $3 64. The rent 

burden, or proportion of income going to rent, rose from 46% 

to 81% from 1974 to 1987 for single parents under 25. If 

more money goes to pay the rent then less is available for 

clothing, food, and health needs. 
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The incidents of costly health care needs occurs most 

frequently in young families and the elderly. Both groups 

are burdened with poverty and inadequate to no health care. 

In 1985, 21% (7.4 million young people) of all 16 to 24 

year-olds had no health insurance. Those that were insured 

found that only 55% of their medical expenses were covered 

by their insurance (as opposed to 75% for all middle-aged 

people). Haggerty refers to this as the "New Morbidity" 

which is compounded in recent years by increases in drug 

abuse, physical neglect and abuse, mental health problems, 

homelessness, illiteracy, crime, and violence (Thompson, 

1992) . 

Most of America's pre-school population lives in 

families that are headed by young adults. That young adult 

population, as described above, has the highest 

concentration of poverty of any group in the country, and 

has increased obstacles to acquiring decent jobs that would 

allow them to support a family above the poverty level. As 

a result, these young people and their families may have 

inadequate housing, and if not, they are paying a large 

portion of their income for housing. They have a constant 

struggle to feed and cloth themselves, and suffer 

inordinately high incidents of medical problems, because 

they have little or no money left for medical care, and 

little or no health insurance. 
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The Poor and Education 

The most devastating element of poverty that affects 

children at school is the lack of early medical intervention 

of diseases. In 1989, 40,000,000 Americans had no health 

insurance, and in 1988, 25% of mothers who gave birth 

received no pre- or post-natal care (Conrath, 1991). 

"Students who are educationally disadvantaged have been 

exposed to insufficient educational experiences in at least 

one of three domains: School, Family, Community." 

(Natriello, McDill, Pallas 1990). According to the authors, 

poverty is the greatest single indicator of a child being 

educationally disadvantaged. Children of poverty are more 

than twice as likely to be retained, achieve significantly 

lower reading levels, and are more likely to drop out of 

school than any other group of children. 

Elements of Traditional Schooling That Contribute to the 

Problem 

Natriello (et. al., 1990) projected the trends of 

school-aged populations in America through 2020; and, if 

their assumptions are correct, the total number and 

proportion of disadvantaged children from minority groups 

will increase significantly. An illustration of this 

phenomenon can be seen in the following predictions. In 

1988, white children constituted 88% of school-aged 

children. By the year 2020, they are predicted to comprise 
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only 45% of the school-aged population while Hispanic 

children are predicted to experience a 17% increase in their 

portion of the population. The traditional minorities have 

also been traditionally disadvantaged; and there is little 

evidence to suspect that they will not continue to be 

disadvantaged, primarily because they will continue to live 

in poverty. Social factors associated with dropping out of 

school relate to how the students see themselves in school 

and out of school. Many studies indicate that dropouts felt 

alienated and unwanted in school. They received few 

messages of success and many of rejection. They were 

retained in grade, locked into remedial groups, and tracked 

into a general curriculum (generally uninteresting and 

irrelevant). They accounted for most of the corporal 

punishment administered, most of the suspensions, and few if 

any of their school's rewards or recognitions. As they 

became more alienated and disillusioned with school, their 

attendance dropped off markedly. Missing days of school 

caused them to become more alienated and behind 

academically, making it more difficult to return to school. 

While they were out, they often engaged in activities that 

were more rewarding to their self-esteem and less 

threatening than what they faced in school. At the point 

that being out of school became more valuable than the 

reasons to return to school and face an unpleasant, 

unrewarding and threatening environment, the students 
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dropped out of school (Research and Evaluation Associates, 

1988) . 

Wheeler and Dorman (1988) assess the reasons students 

leave school and describes the more pervasive and 

destructive ones as retention in grade, tracking, misuse of 

test results, standard curriculum, narrow view of 

instruction, punitive practices that compound academic 

failure, alienation, school organization, and school 

climate. The authors focus on the middle grades as the 

critical and perhaps last period of schooling to effect a 

change in the achievement and success of students at risk of 

school failure. The authors argue that, because of the 

vulnerable age and stage of the students and the unique 

characteristics of middle school organization, the middle 

school represents the last best chance to reach potential 

dropouts. 

The concept of "marginal students" is a useful metaphor, 

as so many at-risk students are on the periphery of school 

and community society. Marginal students are those who are 

at the margins of the attention of teachers. Little 

attention is given to these students' needs or their assets. 

A large portion of these students come from homes where 

parents have little education and the families are 

considered to be socio-economically deprived. These 

students became a problem for schools after the compulsory 
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attendance laws were passed. Prior to that, these young 

people simply left school. 

Systems Look At Childhood Poverty 

The discussion above described the social systems of 

economics, family, and school as in relation to childhood 

poverty. The chart below helps show the linear relationship 

between all three, and the difficulty in breaking the chain 

of events. 
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Figure 1. Systems Impact On Children In Poverty 
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Historical Responses to Assist At-Risk Students 

The problem of school dropouts is not new. In 1900, 

only 17% of students graduated from high school; in 1935 35% 

graduated. In 1965, 66% graduated, and in 1980, 75% of the 

students graduated (Hester, 1990). 

An historical overview of attempts to deal with at-risk 

students is described by Sinclair and Ghory (1987) and 

outlined below. 

1. Settlement Houses - Early 1900's - for immigrants 

2. Ability Grouping - Ineffectiveness pointed out in 

research of the 1920's, yet it persists and contributes to 

developing marginal students. 

3. Smith-Hughes Act - 1917 - Established Vocational 

Education - Review in 1940's reveals that marginal students 

do not enroll in vocational programs. 

4. General Curriculum - Alternative to academic and 

vocational programs - Studies show they lack the planning 

and attention needed to create a relevant, interesting 

program for marginal students. 

5. Head Start Program - Early education for the poor -

19601s. 

6. Title I ESEA - 1965- Continued assistance to poor 

children. 
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Recent Successes In Assisting At-Risk Students 

There have been more recent successes in assisting at-

risk students, and many of these involve perceiving at-risk 

students from a social and personal point of view. Sinclair 

and Ghory (1989) suggest that we look at at-risk students 

through the metaphor of "marginality", which helps explain 

and yield a poignant profile of how students become at risk 

and on the margins socially and academically. Their 

families are often on the margins economically and 

educationally. The authors describe how aspects of the 

school setting: rules, routines, procedures, grades, the 

entire school climate - all create more barriers to success 

for the marginal student. 

The authors created a vivid picture of the making of a 

marginal student and of the counterproductive factors 

existing in the fabric of school organization. A strong 

argument was made that the burden of responsibility for the 

at risk-student lies with those who control the learning 

environment. The authors offer the following suggestions to 

those groups: 

1. Parents and educators must collaborate, respect each 

other, support each other, and work together to create a 

better educational process for their children. 

2. Marginality is not the result of the learner's 

abilities, but his interaction with the learning 

environment. 
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3. Marginal students are a great resource for ideas 

concerning school reform. 

4. Hardened patterns of marginal behavior do not readily 

dissolve. 

5. The traditional routines, patterns and organization 

schools influence the relationship teachers establish with 

marginal students and the way marginal students relate to 

teachers and the learning environment. 

6. Home and school can join together to create a powerful 

tool to break the cycle of marginality. 

7. Significant school improvement takes about seven years. 

Guthrie and Long (1989) discuss practical strategies for 

school districts to consider in battling the dropout 

problem. Strategies are divided into five categories: 

1. Strategies involving businesses, community, and parents. 

2. Alternative schedules and sites. 

3. Reduced program size. 

4. Targeting special populations. 

5. Providing services for potential dropouts. 

In Quincy, Massachusetts questionnaires and interviews 

were used to develop two profiles, one of the student at-

risk and one of the family at-risk. Four problems were 

identified regarding the at-risk student and solutions to 

each problem were developed based in part on the information 



31 

gained from the profiles. The four problems identified 

were: 

1. Management of student behavior. 

2. Attitudes toward school. 

3. Lack of response to school curriculum. 

4. Coordinating outside resources (Anderson and Limoncelli, 

1982) . 

This interesting account of the collaborative efforts of a 

school guidance counselor and a central office administrator 

in the Quincy Public Schools serves as a model for 

organizing a problem-solving process within a school 

district. The people involved took the time to carefully 

identify the problem they wanted to address, and then took 

the time to design a process that would result in a solution 

to the problem. Anderson and Limoncelli (1982) introduce 

two important concepts. First, people hold positions within 

an organization that are task-defined. Every position 

interacts with every other position; thus every set of tasks 

is interrelated to every other set of tasks. When the 

organization functions as an interrelated set of tasks, it 

is functioning efficiently and maximizing the human energy, 

imagination and thinking power that it possesses. 

The fact that one person doing the Quincy study was a 

central office administrator and the other was an elementary 

school counselor did not affect their work other than 

lending a rich diversity of task sets and experiences to the 
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process. The opposite phenomenon occurs in many districts. 

The vertical nature of the organization with its 

accompanying positional power often blocks individuals from 

working together as partners on a problem or in a process. 

The perception of the organization's power distribution 

often determines how well people from various levels within 

'the organization can work together and ultimately determines 

the overall effectiveness of the organization. 

The second important concept in the article is that, no 

matter how critical a situation, time must be spent planning 

a course of action. If an individual or an organization 

panics and acts without a plan, they are in danger of 

wasting even more time floundering ("If a man knows not his 

direction, then no wind is favorable." Adieus). More 

tragic, they will have wasted the opportunity to uncover and 

use the imagination and good thinking that comes with 

planning. 

A synthesis of research of efforts to assist at-risk 

students describes several widely-used practices that do not 

seem to be effective. They include: 

1. Failing students and retaining them in grade. 

2. Compensatory programs such as Chapter I. 

3. Pull-out programs in special education. 

The same synthesis of research identifies several promising 

strategies that do seem to be effective in assisting at-risk 

students. They include: 
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1. Pre-School Intervention 

2. Kindergarten Attendance 

3. First Grade Reading Intervention 

4. Remedial Tutoring 

5. Computer-Assisted Instruction (Slavin and Gladden, 

1989). Slavin and Gladden also recommend restructuring the 

school organization so it can be truly effective for all 

students, including those who are at risk of failing. 

James Beane (1990) argues that restructuring of the 

middle school must begin with the student. He suggests that 

the current middle school movement has stagnated because it 

functions in the old structure of school organization. 

Instead, schools should design the curriculum around the 

characteristics and needs of the learner and then organize 

the school to support the curriculum and the learner. 

Turning Points (1989), the report by the Carnegie 

Council On Adolescent Development, also makes a case for 

restructuring education, specifically aimed at the middle 

level, where it states: "A volatile mismatch exists between 

the organization and curriculum of middle grades schools and 

the intellectual and emotional needs of young 

adolescents"(p.9). The recommendations in the report "will 

vastly improve the educational experiences of all middle 

grades students, but will most benefit those that are at 

risk of being left behind" (p.9). The recommendations of 

the Carnegie Council are as follows. 
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1. Create small communities of learning where stable, 

close, mutually respectful relations with adults and peers 

are considered essential for intellectual development and 

personal growth. 

2. Teach a core academic program that results in 

students who are literate, including in the sciences, and 

who know how to think critically, lead a healthy life, 

behave ethically, and assume the responsibilities of 

citizenship in a pluralistic society. 

3. Ensure success for all students through elimination 

of tracking by achievement level and promotion of 

cooperative learning, flexibility in arranging instructional 

time, and adequate resources (time space, equipment, and 

materials,) for teachers. 

4. Empower teachers and administrators to make 

decisions about the experiences of middle grade students 

through creating control by teachers of the instructional 

program linked to greater responsibilities for students 

performance, governance committees that assist the principal 

in designing and coordinating school-wide programs, and 

autonomy and leadership within sub-schools or houses to 

create environments tailored to enhance the intellectual and 

emotional development of all youth. 

5. Staff middle grade schools with teachers who are 

expert at teaching young adolescents and who have been 

specially prepared for assignment to the middle grades. 
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6. Improve academic performance through fostering the 

health and fitness of young adolescents, by providing a 

health coordinator in every middle grade school, access to 

health care and counseling services, and a health-promoting 

school environment. 

7. Reengage families in the education of young 

adolescents by giving families meaningful roles in school 

governance, communicating with families about the school 

program and student's progress, and offering families 

opportunities to support the learning process at home and at 

the school. 

8. Connect schools with the communities, which together 

share responsibility for each middle grade student's 

success, through identifying service opportunities in the 

community, establishing partnerships and collaborations to 

ensure students access to health and social services, and 

opportunities for constructive after-school activities. 

(Turning Points, 1989, p.9) 

Each year almost one third of our high school students 

terminates formal education. The loss of productivity, the 

drain on societal resources to support these people, and 

their absence of contribution to the general societal needs 

are all possible consequences of the action of dropping out 

of school. These pale in comparison to risking the loss of 

the potential intellectual, social and emotional fulfillment 
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that exists within the minds and hearts of each young person 

who drops out of school. The drop-out problem is a national 

dilemma that is being addressed across the nation by 

focusing on middle grades students who possess 

characteristics that are common to many students who have 

dropped out of school. These middle level students have 

been termed "At-Risk Students", because they have a profile 

that makes them at high risk for dropping out of school. 

That profile includes the following characteristics: 

retained in a grade one or more years, poor attendance, 

failing grades, behavior difficulties, low self-esteem, 

feeling of alienation, and low motivation (Before It's Too 

Late, 1988; Turning Points, 1989). 

Many middle grades schools operate programs to assist 

at-risk students. Several program developers took learning 

styles of students into consideration when developing the 

classroom environment, the curriculum materials, and the 

methods of instruction. Individual learning styles were 

determined through the use of the Learning Styles Inventory 

(Dunn and Dunn, 1978). Madison Prep, for example, is an 

alternative school in New York City that has designed 

classrooms, materials, and presentations to respond to their 

students' learning style profiles as obtained from the 

Learning Style Inventory administered to each student. Since 

Madison Prep has relied on learning style profiles for their 

program organization, they report that behavior problems 
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have decreased and overall positive attitude toward school 

has increased(Dunn, 1981). 

Several factors are felt .to be critical to the 

successful use of learning styles as key program 

determiners. These factors include administrative support, 

thorough pre-service teacher training, and involvement of 

students, teachers and parents in the plans from the very 

beginning (Hilgerson-Volk, 1987). Research on alternative 

programs for at-risk students indicates that counseling, 

whether it consists of individual, small group or peer 

techniques is a valuable factor in changing student 

attitudes about school and in increasing self-esteem 

(Nenortas, 1987). Counseling often occurs informally as a 

relationship between a teacher and student develops and 

should not be underestimated in its value. However, to 

assure that every student has the opportunity to experience 

the benefits of counseling, the counseling component should 

be structured and planned. Most students who are at a high 

risk for dropping out of school have not mastered the basic 

skills of math, reading, and writing as have their more 

academically-oriented classmates. While there may be a long 

list of reasons why this occurs, it is imperative that an 

alternative program for high risk students have as a high 

priority the acquisition of these skills by its students. 

Although alternative programs work to keep youngsters in 

school, the reality is that a significant percentage of 
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students will end up dropping out despite the best 

interventions. Thus, the alternative program may be many 

students' last chance to gain the utilitarian skills of 

reading, writing and arithmetic needed to function 

successfully in our society. In addition, obtaining a 

healthy command of basic skills allows the high risk student 

to participate in and enjoy a wider variety of school 

activities, thus improving his chances of developing a more 

positive attitude toward school and learning (Silvestri, 

1986) . As can be seen, there are several important reasons 

to focus considerable curriculum attention on basic skills 

acquisition for the high risk student. 

Another curriculum area that should be highlighted 

through both increased time and substance from that of the 

normal program is vocational education. Vocational programs 

are usually available in middle and junior high schools and 

serve the general population by giving most students a 

cursory experience in such areas a Home Economics, 

Industrial Arts, and Career Explorations. The student in an 

alternative program can benefit significantly from a more 

intense exploration of a few selected topics in Vocational 

Education. An increase in the time devoted to vocational 

studies and depth of activities requiring greater skills and 

knowledge of the vocational area can positively influence 

self confidence, self esteem, and motivation to learn 

(Weber, 1987) . 
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One key element of many successful alternative programs 

relates to self-determination and autonomy. Most students 

want to exert more influence on their own lives and make 

more of their own decisions. But they sublimate this desire 

and allow various institutions and individuals to make many 

of the decisions that dictate their behavior and direction. 

They find the benefits more rewarding than the risks 

involved with asserting one's independence. This is not the 

case for many students in the high risk category, because 

the traditional rewards associated with school, family, and 

community are often not perceived as valuable to them and 

thus, they have no overriding reason to contain their desire 

for autonomy. Alternative programs that allow students a 

high degree of decision-making regarding program 

environment, materials and activities, and programs that 

give students a greater degree of personal autonomy than 

students in traditional school programs, seem to experience 

a greater degree of academic and attitudinal improvements 

than programs that do not extend decision-making and 

autonomy to students (Gaston, 1987). 

North Carolina's Dropout Problem 

Effective approaches to educate the at-risk student are 

sought after by school districts all over the nation. 

Fortunately, there are courageous and committed school board 

members, administrators, teachers, and university faculty 
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who have supported, developed and implemented alternative 

programs throughout North Carolina. The importance of 

generating research regarding what seems to be effective in 

successfully educating students at risk of school failure 

cannot be overstated. As new information is available 

concerning effective dynamics, practitioners can design 

their programs to offer at-risk students the best possible 

educational chances for success. 

The state of North Carolina , concerned about its rising 

dropout rate and poverty level, commissioned a research 

study that is divided into three sections: a review of the 

dropout dilemma, a comparison of eight schools with high 

dropout rates and eight with low rates, and a discussion of 

policy issues (Kibel, 1988). The literature review was 

selective, concise and of good quality. Volume Two 

described the comparative study of eight high schools in 

North Carolina. When designing the study, the researchers 

spent considerable time establishing factors that could be 

used as equability measures between schools. The study 

describes schools that enjoy a low dropout rate and those 

that have a high dropout rate. The unique qualities of the 

schools with low dropout rate revolve around the 

relationship between the teacher and the student. Low 

dropout rate schools have teachers and administrators who 

believe it is their responsibility to see that every child 

succeeds. These schools all have individuals on staff who 
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are totally committed to "saving" each and every young 

person with whom they work. These schools have staffs that 

value the needs of the child over the needs of the 

organization or any staff member in it. They will bend and 

amend the rules, the schedule, the environment, anything to 

keep a student succeeding. The literature concerning the 

at-risk student strongly suggests that substantial 

improvements in the school experience for at-risk students 

must be preceded by the restructuring schools. 

The indicators in North Carolina associated with 

dropping out of school seem to fall into three categories: 

cultural, behavioral, and social. Cultural factors present 

themselves in the demographic analysis of the dropout. 

North Carolina experiences a dropout rate of from 23 to 25 

percent for each class, which means that 23 to 25 percent of 

all ninth graders will not be in school when their class 

graduates four years later. Data collected by the state 

indicate that 68 percent of the dropouts are white, and 

about 28 percent are black. About 58 percent are male and 42 

percent are female. North Carolina differs from the nation 

as a whole, in that there is no great difference in the 

state between blacks and whites or males and females 

regarding the probability of the group members dropping out. 

Approximately 23 percent of all North Carolina white 

students drop out, compared to 22 percent of black students. 

About 23 percent of the state's female students drop out 
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compared to 22 percent of all males. Those students who are 

most likely to drop out are in special or tutorial programs, 

such as migrant education, Chapter 1, and special education 

programs. Most of the students in these programs come from 

families where incomes are below the poverty level and 

parents are not high school graduates (Speas, 1989) . 

Behavioral factors are strong indicators of potential 

for dropping out of school. Behavior and performance at 

school may be related to cultural factors, but are more 

readily observed and perhaps play a more direct role in 

dropping out. In the 1987-88 school year, 70 percent of 

North Carolina's dropouts had repeated at least one grade. 

Seventy percent of the dropouts in 1987-88 were enrolled in 

the "general" high school curriculum, which tends to present 

boring material and require only the lowest level of 

intellectual activity. Students with reported discipline 

problems were more than twice as likely to drop out of 

school than those with no reported problems. Attendance is 

a tremendously accurate predictor, with dropouts having more 

than twice the absences as non-dropouts (Speas, 1989). It 

is not surprising that students who do not fit the narrow 

band of expectations that schools hold as acceptable and are 

who placed in the least stimulating learning environments 

have behavior and attendance problems, and eventually drop 

out of school. 
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Summary 

America's public schools have a long history of not 

meeting the needs of a significant portion of the nation's 

young people. However, today's economic structure does not 

give the young person who drops out of high school many 

options to create a financially successful life. The 

acknowledgment that schools and the nation must address the 

dropout problem is encouraging, and many successful efforts 

have occurred that deserve further attention. The focus on 

middle level education as the place to concentrate 

intervention efforts with at-risk students recognizes the 

fact that high school efforts to combat the dropout problem 

are often too late to be effective. Several recent 

successes by middle schools to help at-risk students have 

been documented in the literature and synthesized in the 

Carnegie Council's report, Turning Points (1989). Studying 

schools with proven success in assisting at-risk students 

and studying the programs and strategies they employ to 

assist this population will give educators valuable 

information to use as they endeavor to assist the at-risk 

students in their schools. In this study, the Carnegie 

Recommendations structure the descriptions of the middle 

schools' efforts to assist at-risk students, thus providing 

a helpful framework that is firmly grounded in the research 

and literature in the field. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to describe the efforts to 

assist at-risk students in two middle schools experiencing 

success in this area, and to describe aspects of the schools 

that enhance the understanding of those efforts. These 

descriptions, organized around the framework of the Carnegie 

Council Recommendations, found in its report Turning Points 

(1989), are useful to other educators who endeavor to create 

effective assistance for at-risk middle school students in 

their own schools by providing them with a Gestalt of 

schools and programs that have succeeded in assisting at-

risk students. 

The study was limited to two public middle schools in 

North Carolina. Several schools in the state have 

successfully improved the educational process of students 

who are judged to be at risk of school failure as evidenced 

by improvements in easily measured areas that are common to 

many at-risk students: higher grades, better attendance, 

and fewer discipline referrals. The researcher used these 

areas as criteria for success, and identified two schools 

whose at-risk students met these criteria. Each school was 
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treated as a case study, using naturalistic research methods 

to describe the school and how it addressed the needs of its 

at-risk population. The descriptions were framed around the 

recommendations of the Carnegie Council. 

Research Problem 

The research problem that guided this study was to 

describe the efforts to assists at-risk students in two 

middle schools experiencing success in this area, and to 

describe aspects of the school that enhance the 

understanding of those efforts, using the Carnegie 

Recommendations as a framework for the descriptions. 

Orienting Questions 

Orienting questions helped guide the investigation, data 

collection, and analysis of the study. These questions are 

based on the recommendations found in the Carnegie 

Corporation's report, Turning Points (1989). The orienting 

questions are as follows. 

How does the program under study: 

1. Create a small community for learning where stable, 

close, mutually respectful relationships with adults and 

peers are fundamental? 

2. Teach a core academic program that results in 

students who can think critically and behave responsibly? 
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3. Ensure success for all students?. 

4. Empower the staff to make decisions about the 

experiences of the students? 

5. Employ teachers who are expert at teaching young 

adolescents? 

6. Foster the mental and physical health of students? 

7. Reengage the family in the education of students? 

8. Connect students in the program with the community? 

Naturalistic Inquiry 

Naturalistic research is also called qualitative or 

descriptive research and "...focuses on discovery, insight, 

and understanding from the perspective of those being 

studied...and offers the greatest promise of making 

significant contributions to the knowledge base and practice 

of education" (Merriam, 1988, p. 9) . Naturalistic inquiry 

as a research paradigm is ideal for providing "thick" 

description of the phenomenon being observed and as a 

vehicle for communicating to the reader a vicarious 

experience of the phenomenon (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) . 

Naturalistic inquiry tries to understand how all the parts 

work together to form the whole. 

It is an effort to understand situations in their 

uniqueness as part of a particular context and the 

interactions there. This understanding is an end in itself, 

so that it is not attempting to predict what will happen in 
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the future necessarily, but to understand the nature of the 

setting...and in the analysis to be able to communicate 

faithfully to others who are interested in that setting. 

The analysis strives for depth of understanding (Patton, 

1985). 

There are several elements of naturalistic research that 

help define it. First, it is concerned with process rather 

than product. The researcher observes the natural history 

and process of the phenomenon as it is occurring. Second, 

naturalistic research is interested in meaning as it is 

embedded in the participants experiencing the phenomenon. 

Third, the researcher is the primary research instrument. 

Fourth, naturalistic research involves fieldwork, where the 

researcher is physically observing the phenomenon in the 

environment (Merriam, 1988). 

There are four essential characteristics of naturalistic 

research. Naturalistic research is: 

Focused on one particular issue, event or phenomenon. 

Descriptive, meaning the product is a rich, "thick" 

description of the phenomenon under study. 

Heuristic, in that the study illuminates the reader's 

understanding of the phenomenon. 

Inductive, in that generalizations, concepts, and 

hypotheses emerge from an examination of the data 

(Merriam, p. 46, 1988). 
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This research paradigm is particularly important in studying 

education, for it can give a fresh look at something that is 

familiar to us all. It can help us achieve an understanding 

of the phenomena occurring in schools by looking objectively 

at specific activities and interpreting them as part of the 

whole. Naturalistic research also makes us aware of the 

real people that are involved in the education process, and 

puts that process in perspective with the broader 

environment (Merriam, 1988) . 

Naturalistic Evaluation 

There are three paradigms of naturalistic inquiry: 

research, evaluation, and policy analysis (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985). This study will be evaluative in nature. 

Naturalistic evaluation is an appropriate paradigm of 

inquiry if a study: 

* orients more directly to program activities than 

intents 

* responds to demands for new information 

* includes value perspectives in its reporting 

(Hamilton, 1977). Evaluative studies involve description, 

explanation, and judgment (Merriam, 1988). The point of a 

naturalistic evaluation is to use qualitative research 

methods that provide "thick" holistic, lifelike description 

to form judgments, which is the ultimate result of 

evaluation (Guba and Lincoln, 1981). This study fits the 



49 

evaluation paradigm well in that it consists of a 

description of two middle school that are judged to be 

effective in assisting at-risk students. - One method of 

naturalistic evaluation is the Case Study. 

The Case Study 

The case study is an important narrative mode of 

constructing knowledge. Narrative modes, such as case 

studies, give the reader a personal and engaging experience 

that puts him of her within the context of the phenomenon 

(Shulman, 1992). In this way, the case study captures at 

once the essence and the richness of the phenomenon like no 

other method of research. 

The case study is a common strategy to accomplish 

qualitative research and a particularly good means for 

accomplishing naturalistic evaluation. Yin provides several 

reasons for this. The case study describes the real-life 

context in which an intervention has occurred. An 

evaluation can benefit from an illustrative case study of 

the intervention itself. The case study can be used to 

explore those situations in which the intervention being 

evaluated has no clear, single set of outcomes (Yin, 1984). 

This investigation involved case studies of two selected 

middle schools that have show success in assisting at-risk 

students. The rich and diverse data collected yielded thick 



50 

descriptions that were organized around the Carnegie report 

recommendations. 

Role of the Researcher 

There are many roles for researchers to assume as they 

engage in data collection through observation. All have to 

do with the relationship between the obs-erver and the 

observed. For example, the "participant as observer is 

first a member of the group - a participant- and only 

secondarily is he an observer or researcher. Conversely, 

the "observer as participant" is known to all as an observer 

gathering research data who is by virtue of his presence and 

involvement a participant (Junker, 1960). The researcher is 

cautioned not to become actively involved in the setting 

being studied. The researcher should not lose the 

objectivity needed as an observer, or overtly influence the 

setting. William Foote-White, who in the 1940's immersed 

himself in the blue-collar Italian neighborhood of South 

Boston, spent the better part of a decade with the group of 

men he was observing and went from observer-participant to 

participant-observer. He had no intention of becoming so 

enmeshed in the setting he was observing, and the result was 

a wonderful account of an urban immigrant neighborhood 

chronicled in his book, Street Corner Society (1955). 

However, Foote-White influenced the direction of the 

neighborhood, and in so doing, ceased being a researcher. 
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The study being outlined here will involve the 

researcher as a "research participant", one who participates 

in the setting only enough to allow effective observation 

while functioning as a researcher(Gans, 1982). 

Design of the Study 

Case Selection 

Two public schools in North Carolina were selected as 

sites for case studies by meeting criteria for successfully 

dealing with at-risk students. Selecting cases to be studied 

establishes the boundaries of the study (Guba and Lincoln, 

1981). The researcher must determine what the limits of his 

study are, what should be included, what should be excluded. 

A "case" may have many sites to visit, people to interview, 

and activities to observe; the researcher must select from 

what is available to best meet the needs of his study. This 

is called sampling (Merriam, 1988). The sampling strategy 

used in this study was criterion-based, in that the schools 

selected for study were those whose at-risk students showed 

improvements in academic performance, attendance, and 

discipline. 

First a pool of schools on which to apply these three 

criteria were developed. To develop this initial group, a 

reputational-case selection sampling strategy was used. 

This involved asking experts in the field to identify 

schools they believe are successful in dealing with at-risk 
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students (Merriam, 1988, p. 50). The experts asked to 

identify schools for this study are listed below. 

Dr. John Van Hoose 

Professor of Education, University of North Carolina, 

Greensboro 

Board of Directors, National Middle School Association 

Author of several monographs and articles focusing on 

at-risk middle school students 

Consultant to school districts for middle school at-risk 

programs 

Dr. John Arnold 

Professor of Education, North Carolina State University 

Author of several books and articles concerning middle 

schools 

Author of the monograph Best Bets (1992), a description 

of effective programs in North Carolina for middle school 

at-risk students 

Consultant to school districts for alternative middle 

school programs 

Dr. Frances Reeves 

Middle Grades Consultant for the State of North Carolina 

Department of Public Instruction 

Middle school principal 
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Mrs. Evie Cox 

Middle School Coordinator for the Durham Public Schools 

Masters degrees in Reading and Special Education 

Board of Directors, North Carolina Middle School Assoc. 

Director of Elementary Education, Durham Public Schools 

Executive Director of K-12 Curriculum, Durham Public 

Schools. 

Establishing A Pool 

A letter and a survey form (Appendix A) was sent to the 

above experts.. They were asked to list North Carolina 

public middle schools they believed were successful in 

assisting at-risk students. All four experts responded, and 

the researcher compiled the information that was returned. 

The experts identified 11 schools and two school districts 

as having significant success with at-risk students. The 

responses by the panel of experts were as follows. 

Neal Middle School, Durham Public Schools 

Brogden Middle School, Durham Public Schools 

Guilford Middle School, Guilford County Schools 

Douglas Byrd Junior High School, Cumberland County 

Schools 

Eanes Middle School, Lexington City Schools 
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Ferndale Middle School, Guilford County Schools 

Catawba Schools, Catawba County 

Allen Middle School, Guilford County Schools 

Gold Sand Middle School, Franklin County Schools 

Jamestown Middle School, Guilford County Schools 

Martin Middle School, Roxboro City Schools 

Burke County Schools, Burke County 

Kennedy Middle School, Winston-Salem/Forsyth County 

Three schools were named twice by different experts on the 

panel. These schools were Neal Middle School, Guilford 

Middle School, and Douglas Byrd Junior High School. 

Site Selection 

A letter was sent in September, 1993, to the principals 

of all schools listed by the panel of experts. The letter 

described the study and contained a survey (Appendix B) that 

asks them to self-report on whether their at-risk students 

have shown improvements in academics, attendance, and 

discipline. The letters also assured that the students and 

staff would remain anonymous in any written document that is 

part of or resulting from the study. All 11 principals 

returned their surveys. All indicated their schools had 

specific programs designed to assist at-risk students and 

that there were school-wide strategies in place focused on 
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at-risk students. Eight of the principals reported improved 

attendance, and nine reported improved academic performance 

and behavior on the part of at-risk students who had 

experienced the interventions at their schools. Seven of 

the respondents stated their school met all three criteria 

for the study. 

Of this group, three were recommended twice by the panel 

of experts: Neal Middle School, Guilford Middle School, and 

Douglas Byrd Junior High School. The three schools met all 

three criteria and were the only schools named more than 

once by the panel of experts. Douglas Byrd Junior High 

School experienced radical changes in its personnel, 

including the principal, and its programs and school climate 

changed dramatically prior to the initiation of this study. 

Upon recommendation by one panel member who named the school 

originally, the researcher eliminated Douglas Byrd Junior 

High School from the study. Since only the three schools 

were named by the panel more than once, it was decided to 

conduct the study with the two schools who had the same 

strength of recommendation by the panel of experts, Guilford 

Middle School and Neal Middle School. 

Data Collection 

By applying the following data collection strategies to 

each of the orienting questions, a rich set of data was 

collected for each school and program studied. Although the 
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orienting questions formed a framework for data collection, 

the researcher was not limited to recording only data that 

referred to the orienting questions. Data were collected 

that did not necessarily relate to any orienting question, 

but that added to the researchers understanding of the 

school setting and/or the programs being studied. 

Significant amounts of data were collected around certain 

orienting questions, while very little data were discovered 

that related to other orienting questions. 

Data Collection Strategies 

The researcher visited each school a number of times 

between December, 1993 and May, 1994 on the following dates. 
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Figure 2 School Visits 

Guilford Middle School Neal Middle School 

14 Visits 12 Visits 

December 8 January 31 

January 11 February 4 

February 3 February 14 

March 2 February 24 

March 9 March 10 

March 16 March 17 

March 23 March 24 

March 30 March 31 

April 13 April 7 

April 20 April 21 

April 25 April 28 

April 27 May 5 

May 4 May 19 

May 18 

These visits were planned in advance and agreed upon by the 

principals. The visits were organized so that the following 

data collection could be accomplished in as efficient and 

unobtrusive a manner as possible. 
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1. Collecting Records, Documents, and Artifacts 

The researcher studied documents such as school 

newsletters, handbooks, and program descriptions, to collect 

information about the schools and the at-risk efforts in 

relation to the orienting questions. 

2. Surveying 

A survey was given to teachers at both schools. The 

survey reflected the study's orienting questions and gave 

the researcher a sense of how the teachers felt about their 

schools. Although surveys are considered data collection 

tools more in the realm of quantitative than qualitative 

research, it is not uncommon for them to be used as 

enhancing and complementing methods within a qualitative 

study. There is value in using a survey as part of a 

naturalistic research study. Siebert (1982) contends that 

"survey results can cast new light on field observations, or 

more precisely, the serendipitous nature of some survey 

findings can illuminate a field observation that was 

hitherto inexplicable or misinterpreted" (p. 187). 

3. Interviewing 

Interviews were structured around the Carnegie 

recommendations to assure a degree of continuity in 

interview questions from one interview and site to another. 

The interviews were not limited to these questions and were 
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conducted in a manner that encouraged open-ended 

conversation about the school and programs being studied. 

Follow-up interviews took place as needed during subsequent 

visits to each school. 

4. Observing 

There are many advantages to observation as a form of 

data collection. The observer, unfamiliar with the setting, 

will notice actions and nuances that are commonplace and 

thus ignored by the participants. The observer obtains 

first-hand knowledge of the phenomenon on which to base 

interpretations and judgments. The researcher gains insight 

and information about the dynamics at work in the setting 

and the relationships between the people involved through 

observation that would not be exposed in interviews or found 

in documents. The observation allows the researcher to 

record reality as it is happening (Merriam, 1985). 

Structure and focus were given to observations through 

elements described by Merriam. 

1. The setting 

What is the physical environment like? 

What is the context? 

What behavior does the setting encourage, permit, 

discourage or prevent? 

2. The participants 

Who is present? 
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What are their roles? 

How many people are there? 

What brings them here? 

Who is allowed here? 

3. Activities and interactions 

Is there a sequence of activities? 

How do people interact with the activities and with 

each other? 

4. Frequency and duration of specific activities 

When did the situation begin? 

How long does it last? 

Is it a recurring activity? 

How typical is this situation? 

5. Subtle factors 

Informal and unplanned activities 

Symbolic, applied, and connotative meanings of words 

Nonverbal communication such as dress, and physical 

space 

Unobtrusive measures such as physical clues and "body 

language" 

What does not happen, especially if it should have 

(Merriam, p. 90, 1985). 

Each visit to the schools included extensive observation 

of the school's organization, climate, procedures and 

culture. Observations uncovered information that would not 
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be found through other research strategies, and helped shape 

the focus of data collection on the relationships and 

processes staff members developed in their efforts to assist 

at-risk students. 

The Focus of Data Collection 

Most of the information gathered at both schools 

revolved around the relationships and processes both school 

staffs developed as they attempted to solve the issues and 

problems of their at-risk students. As this became apparent 

to the researcher, he began focusing data collection on 

these processes. Interviewing and observing became the 

dominant forms of data collection, as they revealed the most 

information about these relationships and processes. 

Artifacts, documents, and interviews with parents and 

students played a less important role in data collection. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process of sorting out the data 

collected from all the various sources and, in an inductive 

process, developing some reasonable conclusions and 

generalizations across the three schools(Taylor and Brogdan, 

1984). The process involves sorting, compacting, 

consolidating, and interpreting the data. The first phase 

of data analysis was to organize and categorize the data 

around the orienting questions. At this phase, Lincoln and 
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Guba (1985) suggest dividing the data into "units of 

information". 

A unit of information meets two criteria. First, it is 

relevant to the study and has implication beyond its basic 

content. Second, it is the smallest amount of information 

that can stand by itself for interpretation. The units of 

information were placed into categories. This action brings 

the analysis from the concrete information level to an 

abstract level that involves interpretation and judgment. 

The categories developed around the orienting questions, but 

were not necessarily limited to them. The researcher 

allowed the natural evolution of categories to arise from 

the data. Tight control of the categories would deny the 

free collection of the data as it became available. The 

above process is a form of content analysis, in that the 

data are analyzed and placed into categories on the basis of 

content. 

Trustworthiness and the 

Language of Naturalistic Research 

Testing a hypothesis or developing empirical 

generalizations are the goals of quantitative researchers. 

These are not the motives of naturalistic researchers. They 

seek to describe a phenomenon in order to develop 

understanding and to develop explanatory concepts that may 

be used to develop hypotheses or help people understand 
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similar phenomena. Different as the two research paradigms 

are, researchers in both have an ethical responsibility to 

produce valid and reliable knowledge. Because its goals and 

assumptions of reality are different than those in 

experimental research design, naturalistic inquiry looks at 

reliability and validity differently. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) use qualitative research terms that parallel 

quantitative terms: "truth value" to internal validity, 

"transferability" to external validity, "consistency" to 

reliability, and "neutrality" to objectivity. Shulman 

(1992) contends validity in case methods of qualitative 

research can be judged by whether the narrative "rings 

true". "A good piece of physics demonstrates its validity 

through meeting standards of prediction and control. A good 

work of tragedy demonstrates its verisimilitude by evoking 

in its audience feelings of pity and fear." (Shulman, p. 

22). In the end, the purpose is the same: to build a level 

of trust in the research for the reader and for future 

researchers. 

Triangulation 

Triangulation was used in this study to insure Truth 

Value. Triangulation involves comparing different sources 

of data to see if the same general findings occur. The data 

from the various sources need not be completely congruent, 

but rather should provide plausibly similar explanations. 
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To accomplish this, the researcher collected data from 

several sources at each site, using document artifacts, 

surveys, observation notes, and interviews. The data were 

compared within each site and between sites to see if the 

resulting general findings were compatible (Merriam, 1988) . 

Peer Examination 

Peer Examination involves sharing data and 

interpretations with colleagues who are familiar with the 

area being researched. Based on their knowledge and 

experience, they can judge the validity of the data and the 

subsequent analysis. The researcher involved Doctor John 

Van Hoose in examining the data and implications 

p e r i o d i c a l l y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  s t u d y  ( M e r r i a m ,  1 9 8 8 ) .  

Many researchers feel that developing generalizations 

from data in naturalistic research is incongruent with this 

research paradigm. However, most of the objection to 

generalizations is based on the obvious difficulty with 

creating generalizations from a single, isolated study. 

Multiple-site studies can be designed with standardized data 

collection and analysis methods in order to enhance the 

generalizability of the findings. Generalizability can also 

be accomplished by providing rich, thick description, 

comparing the program to others using the same criteria 
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throughout, and conducting a cross-site analysis (Merriam, 

1988) . 

Summary 

This study describes the efforts to assist at-risk 

students in two middle schools that have been selected for 

their success in serving the at-risk population and 

describes aspects of the schools that enhance the 

understanding of these efforts. The data were collected at 

both schools through a framework of orienting questions 

based on the Carnegie Recommendations found in Turning 

Points (1989). The researcher categorized the data so that 

concepts and connections were seen from the information 

gathered using qualitative research techniques. Chapter IV 

contains the detailed portrayals of the schools and their 

efforts to assist at-risk students using the methodology 

described above. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

This chapter portrays two North Carolina middle 

schools' efforts to assist at-risk students and portrays 

aspects of the schools that lend additional insight to the 

understanding of these efforts. Described are the schools' 

communities, the school buildings and climates within them, 

data related to attendance and performance, policies and 

practices, the faculty and administration in each school, 

and significant programs aimed at assisting the at-risk 

student. These portraits are organized through the research 

problem that frames this study, which is to describe, using 

the Carnegie Council Recommendations as a framework, two 

middle schools' efforts to assist at-risk students and to 

describe aspects of the schools that enhance the 

understanding of these efforts. The data collected are 

organized by using orienting questions derived from the 

Carnegie Council's Recommendations found in its report, 

Turning Points (1989).The study describes the larger 

communities of both schools, the schools themselves, and the 

programs the schools employ to assist their at-risk 

population. In this way, the reader gains a rich 
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understanding of each school's significant at-risk efforts 

in the context of the whole community and school, with 

orienting questions firmly based in the literature and 

research used as a framework of the information. 

Observations, interviews and other data were collected 

weekly during the 1993-94 school year at Guilford Middle 

School in Guilford County and John W. Neal Middle School in 

Durham County. The charts below indicate the dates and 

activities the researcher engaged in for each visit. 

Figure 3 

Neal Middle School Visitation History 

Visits to 
Neal 

General School 
Observations 

Teacher 

Team 
Observ. 

Mental Health 
Team Meeting 
Observations History 

Interviews 

1/31 X X 

2/4 X X 

2/14 X 

2/24 X X X 

3/10 X X X 

3/17 X X X 

3/24 X X 

3/31 X X 

4/7 X X 

4/21 X X 

4/28 X X 

5/5 X 

5/19 X 
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Figure 4 

Guilford Middle School (GMS) Visitation History-

General School TOPS 
Visits to Observations Class TOPS Meeting History 

GMS Observ. Observations Interviews 

12/8 X X X 

1/11 X X X 
2/3 X X X 

3/2 X 

3/9 X X X X 

3/16 X X X X 

3/22 X X 

3/30 X X X 

4/13 X X X 

4/20 X X X 

4/25 X X X 

4/27 X X 

5/4 X X 

5/18 X X 

Narratives of committee meetings, observations, and 

interviews are placed in the text where they can best assist 

the reader in gaining a better understanding of the issues 

being discussed and a clear sense of the total picture of 

each school. Names of individuals used in the study are not 

the actual names of the people in the schools. 

A Brief Overview of the Schools 

The schools are similar in many ways. They serve 

between 7 00 and 800 students in grades six through eight and 

have maintained a fairly constant enrollment over the past 

few years. Both schools were designed as junior high 

schools and have since made the organizational transition to 
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middle schools, but continue to be impeded by the buildings 

that were designed to meet the needs of a different 

instructional philosophy and organization. Both schools are 

part of districts that have merged with nearby city school 

districts. These mergers are recent and student assignments 

and attendance boundaries were not finalized during this 

study and thus the mergers did not affect the student 

population or the staff of either school during the study. 

Both faculties think highly of their school and share a 

great deal of camaraderie. There is little turnover among 

the staff and most teachers at both schools have been with 

their schools for more than four years. 

The schools differ in the demographics of the students 

they serve. Guilford Middle draws suburban students from 

middle class families and students from two federally-

subsidized housing areas. Neal Middle draws students from a 

more rural setting who are less affluent than those of 

Guilford Middle. In addition, Neal Middle draws students 

from four federally-subsidized housing areas. Guilford 

Middle has a minority enrollment of 23%, the largest group 

being African-Americans, most of who live in federally-

subsidized housing areas. The second largest minority group 

is Asia and the third is Hispanic. Approximately 25% of the 

Guilford Middle population comes from families in poverty. 

Neal Middle has a minority population of 52%, the majority 

of who are African-American, with the second largest group 
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being Hispanic. Over 50% of Neal's students come from 

families in poverty. This may be the most important 

difference between the two schools, in that a larger portion 

of Neal's students are considered at-risk and in need of 

assistance than at Guilford Middle School. 

Profile of Guilford Middle School 

The Community. 

A general description of the community surrounding 

Guilford Middle School and a description of the school 

itself will provide background to the school's learning 

community and the learning environment it creates for at-

risk students. Guilford Middle School lies in the New 

Garden Community of western Guilford County. This community 

has had a schoolhouse since 1816, and the present site had 

its first school building erected in 1924 (SACS Report, 

1986) . The New Garden Community is primarily a middle class 

suburb of Greensboro. The area is rich in cultural and 

educational opportunities including the Natural Science 

Center, Guilford College, the University of North Carolina 

at Greensboro, Greensboro Historical Museum, Guilford 

Battleground, and Greenhill and Weatherspoon Art Galleries. 

Guilford College YMCA, the City Recreation Department, 

Guilford College Athletic Association, and local churches 
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provide a wide range of sports and recreation activities for 

area youth. 

Light industry, an international airport, several 

colleges, a state university, retail businesses, and the 

insurance industry comprise the foundation of economic 

wealth for Guilford County. Unemployment is relatively low, 

but many of the jobs for the unskilled or semi-skilled pay 

wages that do not bring the worker above the state's poverty 

level. 

Guilford Middle School has within its attendance area 

two federally- subsidized housing areas where tenants pay 

rent but at a reduced rate. The families in these areas are 

below the state's poverty level. Approximately 23% of the 

community comprising the school's attendance zone is 

minority and this is reflected in the school's enrollment. 

Most minority students are African-American. Hispanics 

comprise the second largest minority group at the school. 

The School. 

The Guilford School was built in 1929 on a 45-acre site 

and served the public educational needs, grades one through 

12, of western part of Guilford County. Several additional 

schools have been built in the area, and since 1972, the 

Guilford School has served grades three through eight. 

The main building contains the middle school. In it 

are classrooms for grades five through eight, typing and 
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computer labs, administrative offices, guidance offices, a 

health room, teachers' lounge, and a library. A new wing 

was built in 1981 giving grades five and six new classroom 

space and expanding the library and office areas. The 

classrooms are minimal in size (about 850 square feet) and 

sparsely furnished. The science classrooms have very little 

lab equipment and were not originally designed to be science 

lab rooms. The campus is shared with Guilford Elementary 

School, which serves students in grades three through five. 

Both schools share two gymnasiums, a cafeteria with two 

separate dining areas, and several mobile classrooms. The 

campus is spacious and has several areas designed for a 

variety of athletic and recreational purposes. 

The architectural design of Guilford Middle is typical 

of consolidated high schools built throughout the U.S. in 

the mid-1900's to keep up with the growing but 

geographically dispersed population of students attending a' 

comprehensive high school from small towns and rural areas 

that could not afford such schools. It consists of several 

long corridors lined with lockers and classrooms on both 

sides. The building design met the needs of a six or seven-

period high school organization where students changed every 

hour to attend classes in subject-specific rooms. Such a 

design does not adapt well to the organizational 

characteristics of most middle schools. The staff is 

organized into two to four teachers in teams whose 
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instructional spaces are in close proximity and who are 

responsible for the academic programs of a large group of 

students. Large block scheduling that is controlled by the 

teams, and close relationships between teachers and students 

are also characteristics of middle schools made possible 

because of the team organization. The school's 

architectural design with long classroom corridors is a 

problematic factor in efforts to create small learning 

communities within the school. 

Guilford Middle's policies and practices are stated in 

the School Handbook and further describe the expectations 

the school has for students. Described below are policies 

and practices that relate to the Carnegie recommendations 

and this study's orienting questions. 

The grading system is perhaps the greatest single 

factor that states tangible expectations of students and 

then judges them on the same tangible basis. Guilford 

Middle's grading system is as follows. 

Grading Scale 

Superior (94-100) A 

Above Average (86-93) B 

Average (77-85) C 

Below Average (70-76) D 

Unsatisfactory (0-69) F 

Conduct Code 

Satisfactory S 
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Needs Attention N 

Unsatisfactory U 

The school's Honor Roll is divided into the Principal's 

Honor Roll for students with grade averages of 4.0, and 

School Honor Roll for students with averages better than 

3.0. Students must have at least Satisfactory conduct 

grades in all areas as a prerequisite to the Honor Roll. 

Homework is assigned to all students and it is the 

school's policy that teachers will check all homework the 

day it is due. Suggested time to be spent on homework each 

night is one hour for fifth graders, 90 minutes for sixth 

graders, and two hours for students in grades seven and 

eight. 

Expectations regarding appearance and personal habits 

are also clearly stated. Students are to wear appropriate 

dress, which is defined as that which is suitable and 

comfortable for the work atmosphere. Dress may not be 

disruptive to the academic environment. Hats or outdoor 

coats cannot be worn in school, nor can clothing advertising 

alcoholic beverages, or containing obscene language. 

Clothing that is excessively tight and reveals body contours 

or cleavage is not permitted. Halter tops, tank tops, see-

through clothing, and bare midriffs are also not allowed. 

Smoking, drinking, or the use of drugs is not permitted, nor 

is chewing gum or eating food outside of the cafeteria. The 

following is a list of acts that are not permitted at 
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Guilford Middle School and which will result in disciplinary 

action: obscene language or gestures, inappropriate 

touching, gambling, unexcused tardies or absences from class 

or school, running, pushing, and congregating in the halls, 

possession of a weapon in any form, disrespect or 

insubordination toward any staff member, selling any item, 

verbal or threatening language toward other students or 

teachers, or fighting (defined as intentionally striking a 

person with the intention of causing harm or injury). 

Students are not to bring the following items to school: 

weapons, radios, tape decks, playing cards, cameras, large 

amounts of money, toys, games, expensive jewelry, or any 

item that could cause disruption to the educational process. 

Clear messages to students regarding expectations are 

also worth knowing, as they represent the priorities and 

formula for success the school has for students. Guilford 

Middle School has several clearly-state messages in the 

Handbook that communicate to students what is expected of 

them. One such statement reads as follows. 

"How To Succeed At Guilford Middle School" 

A successful student is one who: 

1. Will do no harm to one's self, to others, or to 

property; 

2. Will be at the correct place at the correct time 

and with all materials; 
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3. Will do what he or she is told to do when told to 

do it by all adults at school. 

Reading the mission statements and written policies 

about the school gives a sense of the intent the formers of 

the school had when the documents were written. Observing 

the school gives the researcher an opportunity to compare 

the intent with the reality. 

Observation of the school, December 8, 1993 

The researcher visited the school for the first time on 

December 8, 1993 and arrived at 7:15 A.M. Although school 

does not begin until 8:25, there were at least 12 middle 

school teachers at work in their classrooms upon the 

researcher's arrival. All entrances to the building were 

unlocked and students entered freely upon arrival. Several 

students were sitting in the halls outside classrooms at 

7:15. The school secretary, one of two assistant 

principals, and the principal were in the office when I 

arrived. I walked throughout the single-story building and 

found it clean, bright, and well-maintained. The classrooms 

contained a teacher's desk and student desks with attached 

chairs. Very little storage was available in the 

classrooms. Each room had a color television set installed 

on a wall bracket. The school has a closed-circuit 

television system, and students produce and broadcast news, 

dramatic presentations, and morning announcements over the 
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system. Bulletin boards in the classrooms and hallways 

displayed student work, from essays to artwork. Generally, 

the school appeared clean, well-maintained, and furnished 

with necessities. Throughout the day, students and 

teachers interacted in a friendly, informal manner in the 

halls and classrooms. At class change, when several hundred 

young adolescents were in the halls at one time, there was a 

safe, calm, friendly, and informal climate. Teachers were 

in the halls a great deal during class changes, and spent 

several minutes before each class talking to individual 

students about a variety of personal or school-related 

issues pertaining to the individual student. 

Classes were organized in a traditional manner, with 

students seated facing the teacher. Teaching methods were 

also traditional. Teachers generally checked homework at 

the beginning of a class, lectured on a topic, engaged 

students in some questioning, and ended the class with an 

assignment that was usually due the next day. Students were 

generally quiet and well-behaved during classes. There were 

very few observations of students actively engaged in their 

work in the classrooms. The general climate of the school 

was orderly, safe, and supportive. 
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The Staff. 

The Guilford Middle School staff consists of three 

administrators, three secretaries, two guidance counselors, 

one media specialist, two full-time Exceptional Children 

Program teachers, several itinerant Exceptional Children 

Program specialists (such as a speech therapist) who serve 

small segments of the student population for short periods 

of time each week, an in-school suspension teacher, three 

Physical Education teachers, a Spanish teacher, an Art 

teacher, a part-time Band teacher, a Chorus teacher, and 

three Vocational Education teachers. There are nine 

classroom teachers in the sixth grade, nine in the seventh 

grade, and nine in the eighth grade. There are three 

assistant teachers in the school. The middle and elementary 

schools share seven custodians and 12 cafeteria staff, most 

of whom work part time. In total, there are 75 staff 

members at Guilford Middle School. There are 46 certified 

staff members at the middle school, and all are working 

within their certification areas. 

The faculty is generally happy with Guilford Middle 

School and proud to be a part of the staff, according to 

teacher comments and the questionnaire responses. Many have 
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worked in other schools, and find Guilford Middle a more 

enjoyable school in which to work. There is very little 

staff turnover. Five factors were reported by teachers to 

contribute to the staff's satisfaction with the school: 

parental support; administrative support; support from 

colleagues; a supportive and safe teaching and learning 

environment; and the students, who are generally 

achievement-oriented and well-behaved. 

Teacher Questionnaire. 

A questionnaire was administered to 32 full-time 

classroom teachers in April, 1994. Twenty-eight teachers 

responded, giving an 87.5% return rate. The survey had 15 

response statements that fell into three categories: The 

School, The Family, and Efforts To Assist At-Risk Students 

Below are the questionnaire and the responses expressed in 

percentages of respondents for each statement. 
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Figure 5 

Guilford Middle School Teacher Questionnaire Results 

(87.5% Return Rate) . (n = 28) 

My Middle School: 

Strongly 

Agree 

% 

Agree 

% 

Disagree 

% 

Strongly 

Disagree 

% 

1. Has a supportive environment 70 30 0 0 

for all students. 

2. Creates many special opportunities 86 14 0 0 

for at-risk students. 

3. Meets the needs of at-risk students. 56 41 4 0 

4. Rewards all students for good work 43 57 0 0 

and behavior. 

5. Creates special rewards for at-risk 74 26 0 0 

students. 

6. Assures that all students master 43 54 3 0 

fundamental academic skills. 

7. Develops positive self-esteem 57 43 0 0 

in students. 

8. Is a safe and secure place in 82 18 0 0 

which to learn. 

9. Develops the health and physical 50 46 4 0 

fitness of students. 

10. Encourages family participation 64 36 0 0 

in the educational process. 

11. Has a caring staff committed to 64 36 0 0 

young adolescents. 

12. Has good support from most families. 48 48 4 0 

13. Has good support from families 11 74 15 0 

of at-risk students. 

14. Has supportive administrators. 79 21 0 0 

15. Meets the needs of students. 63 37 0 0 
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The staff showed strong support for their school 

as reflected in questions 1, 6, 8, 11, 14, and 15 for which 

respondents indicated they strongly agreed or agreed as 

follows. 

I. 100%: Has a supportive environment for students. 

6. 97%: Assures that all students master fundamental 

academic skills. 

8. 100%: Is a safe and secure place in which to learn. 

9. 96%: Develops the health and physical fitness of 

students. 

II. 100%: Has a caring staff committed to young 

adolescents. 

14. 100%: Has supportive administrators. 

15. 100%: Meets the needs of students. 

The fact that 100% of the teachers responding felt their 

school was a safe, secure, and supportive environment that 

met the needs of students is a very strong endorsement of 

Guilford Middle School, and helps explain the lack of staff 

turnover, the camaraderie among the staff, and the good 

reputation and support the school enjoys in the community. 

The Family statements (10, 12, and 13) showed that all 

respondents felt the school engages families in the 
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educational process and that the school gets good support 

from most families. The sense of family support drop to 85% 

agreeing or strongly agreeing and 15% disagreeing when 

considering families of at-risk students. This supports the 

coinments from teachers expressing frustration at the lack of 

family support from some families whose students are in the 

TOPS program and is consistent with teachers' opinions that 

the school should drop students from the TOPS program if 

their families do not support it. 

According the responses to questions 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 

and 13, Guilford Middle School teachers feel very good about 

and proud of their efforts to assist at-risk students. They 

all felt the school provides special opportunities and 

rewards for at-risk students that help develop their self-

esteem. Most teachers felt the school meets the needs of 

at-risk students, and that they have reasonable support from 

the parents of these students. 

Six TOPS teachers' responses, which are part of the 

Guilford Middle School Staff Questionnaire Results, are 

reported separately below. 
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Figure 6 

TOPS Teachers Questionnaire Results 

(21.43% Total Staff) (n = 6) 

My Middle School: 

Strongly 

Agree 

% 

Agree 

% 

Disagree 

% 

Strongly 

Disagree 

% 

1. Has a supportive environment 83 17 0 0 

for all students. 

2. Creates many special opportunities 100 0 0 0 

for at-risk students. 

3. Meets the needs of at-risk students. 83 17 0 0 

4. Rewards all students for good work 83 17 0 0 

and behavior. 

5. Creates special rewards for at-risk 83 17 0 0 

students. 

6. Assures that all students master 67 33 0 0 

fundamental academic skills. 

7. Develops positive self-esteem 100 0 0 0 

in students. 

8. Is a safe and secure place in 100 0 0 0 

which to learn. 

9. Develops the health and physical 33 67 0 0 

fitness of students. 

10. Encourages family participation 67 33 0 0 

in the educational process. 

11. Has a caring staff committed to 83 17 0 0 

young adolescents. 

12. Has good support from most families. 80 20 0 0 

13. Has good support from families 17 50 33 0 

of at-risk students. 

14. Has supportive administrators. 83 17 0 0 

15. Meets the needs of students. 80 20 0 0 

The TOPS teachers' positive opinions about the school, the 

families, and the at-risk efforts were much stronger than 

those of the whole staff, as indicated by the much higher 

percentages in the "Strongly Agree" column in every 

statement but one. 
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The Administration. 

Guilford Middle School has a principal and two 

assistant principals. Each administrator has a Masters 

Degree in School Administration and one assistant principal 

has a doctorate. They divide the administrative tasks 

between them. For example, one assistant is responsible for 

transportation and one for the majority of disciplinary 

action. Other administrative functions are accomplished by 

the three guidance counselors who, in addition to their 

traditional counseling roles, coordinate all testing, and 

develop the student class schedules for the elementary and 

middle schools. 

The principal of a school is a key factor in the 

climate and morale of a school. The Guilford Middle School 

principal, who also serves as Guilford Elementary's 

principal, has been a public school administrator for over 

two decades. A middle-aged white native of North Carolina, 

he has been Guilford's principal for eight years. Many 

awards are displayed in his office, including the state's 

Principal of the Year Award, and Outstanding Middle Level 

Educator Award. His overall appearance is conservative, 

from his business suit to his hair cut. His office and desk 

are large and the perimeter of his office is lined with 

chairs that are used for various committee meetings, 

particularly the weekly Teaching Our Pupils Success (TOPS) 

team meetings. 
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The western Guilford County community has a long 

history as a stable middle class area whose citizens value 

education. Guilford Middle School is historically and 

culturally linked with the community. The architecture of 

the school makes it difficult to create a small community 

for learning, but the camaraderie of the staff and the 

caring that is exhibited toward students overcomes the 

physical barriers. 

Data Framed In Orienting Questions 

Orienting Question Number One: 

How does the school create a small community for learning 

where stable, close, mutually respectful relationships with 

adults and peers are fundamental? 

Many factors influence the creation of a learning 

community. A great many of them lie outside the school, 

such as the demographics of the area, state mandates for 

schools, the political, cultural and social climate of the 

school district, and the school board and superintendent. 

Artifacts that suggest the influence of the community, 

school board and superintendent are mission statements and 

district-wide goals that impact on the school and influence 

it as a learning community. All Guilford County schools 

developed their own school's missions statements, as did the 

district. These clearly stated priorities and expectations 
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of school and the district focus on developing a positive 

and student-centered learning environment. 

Guilford Middle School Mission Statement 

Guilford Middle School's mission is to provide a 

positive teaching and learning environment 

including high expectations and encouragement of the 

community involving leading to a high level of 

achievement, wellness, and self-esteem for all 

students. 

Guilford County Public Schools Mission Statement 

To create inspired student-centered learning that 

affirms diversity and ensures growth in a 

challenging and nurturing environment. 

(Guilford Middle School Handbook, 1993) 

Mission statements can indicate the nature or at least 

the intent of the learning environment. It can also 

influence the teachers and parents in their developing of 

the learning environment. More influential in creating the 

setting of a school is the principal. The interview below 

with Guilford Middle School's principal gives a great deal 

of insight about how he influences the school's climate and 

the expectations to which his staff feels accountable. 
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Interview with Principal Oakley Mabe, December 8, 1993. 

After the TOPS meeting on December 8, 1993, the 

researcher interviewed the principal in his office. He 

began by telling how the TOPS program started. Six years 

ago, he and the seventh/eighth grade guidance counselor were 

becoming increasingly concerned about the decline in the 

achievement of certain students. They met for breakfast at 

a local restaurant to discuss their concerns with Dr. John 

Van Hoose from the University of North Carolina at 

Greensboro. Their discussion began focusing on the need for 

students to develop a sense of responsibility for their own 

behavior and academic performance. The three agreed to 

explore two strategies. "First", he said, "They would 

develop a 'token economy' for the school." This would 

consist of a clearly communicated set of rewards and 

consequences directly tied to academic achievement. 

"Second", he said, "They agreed to develop a mechanism for 

students to have an active role in creating curriculum 

activities that will help the school meet its Improvement 

Plan objectives that's required by the state in the Basic 

Education Program." From that discussion was born the TOPS 

program, which has developed into a model program of school-

wide support for students at risk of school failure. He 

recounted the birth of the TOPS program with the ease and 

animation of a storyteller. It was obvious that he had told 
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this story many times before, yet he appeared eager to tell 

it and proud of the program and the people who made it work. 

He talked about the school in general. "Because the 

attendance lines have not changed in many years and because 

students attend the school from third grade through eighth 

grade, we enjoy a great deal of community and parental 

support." One tangible evidence of that support is the fact 

that the PTA's fundraising efforts for the school raised 

$104,000 in 1992-93 and $93,000 in 1993-94. "The teachers", 

he says, "Are like an extended family. They support each 

other at school and socialize outside of school." And they 

feel supported by their principal. In a survey of the 

teaching staff, 100% of the respondents (n=28) said they 

feel they have supportive administrators (Appendix D). 

He believes the teachers are very committed to seeing 

that each young adolescent succeeds, and attributes this 

faculty-wide commitment to the TOPS program. All teachers, 

he feels, are more sensitive to and aware of the needs and 

problems of at-risk students because of TOPS and this has 

generalized to their feelings about every student, not just 

the ones identified as being at-risk. 

He says that the biggest part he plays in the success of 

TOPS is to devise strategies to get around local, state, and 

federal rules and regulations that would impede or 

completely block the program if they were followed. 
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For example, in order to find time for TOPS students to 

meet with TOPS teachers, they have to be taken out of 

some class during the day. They are taken out of 

Social Studies or Science which are required subjects. 

They are often exempt from state-mandated testing in 

these subjects. What makes this school work so well 

for at-risk kids? If you can identify the elements, 

the chemistry, that would be a real help". (Interview 

December 8, 1993) 

Interview with Lisa and Doris, Exceptional Children 

Program Teachers, March 16, 1 9 9 4 .  

An interview on March 16, 1994, with Lisa and Doris, 

Exceptional Children(EC) Program Teachers, adds to the 

portrayal of the school and the attitude of its staff. The 

interview took place in the Teachers' Lounge. They talked 

about the new way they serve educationally handicapped 

students. The "pull-out" model of special classes for the 

handicapped has been the dominant service delivery model for 

special education for the past two decades. These programs 

"pull" students out of their regular classes and send them 

to a separate room for a period of time during each day in 

order to receive special educational services and 

instruction. This model and classes organized in this 

fashion became know as "pull-out" programs. Lisa and Doris 

initiated the "Inclusion Model" to Guilford Middle School. 
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This model "includes" the EC teachers in the regular 

classroom to provide services to students in their regular 

classes instead of in a separate room. One of the benefits, 

they say, is the ability for them to act as consultants to 

regular teachers, giving them strategies and information 

that allows them to understand and serve educationally 

handicapped students more effectively. In addition, they 

feel the program allows them to observe the students in 

their regular educational setting, thus gaining a better 

grasp of their real educational needs. Lisa and Doris also 

express the belief that the Inclusion Model is responsible 

for boosting the self-esteem of educationally handicapped 

students. They also say that, because the lack of space at 

Guilford Middle for EC programs was discovered during the 

summer, the decision to change to the inclusion model was 

made hastily, and they were informed of it in August, only 

two weeks before school started. 

They talk about the student population at Guilford 

Middle School. They report that it is a very diverse 

population, with students from university and business-

oriented families interacting with students from abject 

poverty. There are two housing projects within the school's 

attendance zone, and both Lisa and Doris feel that a great 

deal of drug activity occurs in these projects. The two 

teachers feel that there is a tremendous number of students 

with needs that interfere with their schooling. For 
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example, they say there are 87 students who receive 

medication, mostly Ritalin, every day at school for 

disorders that negatively affect their learning, such as 

Attention Deficit Disorder. When the conversation moves to 

discipline, the two teachers agree that fighting has been 

almost eliminated at Guilford Middle. They recall that 

several years ago, that was not the case, and that the 

improvements in discipline could be attributed primarily to 

an assistant principal that was transferred from the school 

last year. "He made this school non- violent," says Lisa. 

The TOPS program, both feel, makes a significant 

difference in the lives of many students who would not have 

the support they need without TOPS. Lisa states that some 

teachers think too many students are kept in the TOPS 

program who are not responsive to the efforts that are made 

on their behalf. She feels there are many students who 

would be more responsive, but there is no room for them in 

the program. Doris contends that the principal will not 

allow students to be dropped from the program just because 

they are not responsive or because their families do not 

support the program. Both teachers feel strongly that 

Guilford Middle School's staff enjoys the best morale in the 

school system. They say everyone would like to teach here. 

Doris ends the interview by saying, "This school has a good 

climate, a supportive community, and a staff and 

administration that support each other." 
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Summary. 

Guilford Middle has a school-wide learning environment 

where stable, close, and mutually respectful relationships 

are developed. Three factors seem to account for this. 

First, the students are generally in harmony with the 

school's expectations of them and they seem to enjoy and 

appreciate their school. Second, teachers have developed 

close friendships with each other and model close 

professional relationships. Third, the principal is very 

supportive of the teachers and creates a safe environment 

where these relationships can flourish.. 

Orienting Question Number Two: 

How does the school teach a core academic program that 

results in students who can think critically and behave 

responsibly? 

Guilford Middle School offers a traditional academic 

program in compliance with the state's required Basic 

Education Program, and is accredited by the State of North 

Carolina and the Southern Association of Colleges and 

Schools. Students are involved in a great many learning 

activities outside the classroom. They include a Math Club, 

Science Club, Student Council, Spirit Club, Yearbook Staff, 

and a student service organization. Guilford Middle School 

had an average enrollment of 675 students in grades six 

through eight during the 1993-94 school year. Attendance 
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rates rose from 94.96% in 1988-1989 to 97.6% in 1991-92. 

The school has maintained attendance rates that are above 

the state average for the past three years. The school's 

standardized test scores improved over the past four years. 

Writing scores rose from the 47th percentile in sixth grade 

and the 54th percentile in the eight grade in 1988-89 to the 

54.2 percentile in sixth grade and the 68.6 percentile in 

the eighth grade in 1991-92. Similar increases were 

realized in all standardized test areas, most notably, 

eighth grade Algebra rising from the 58th percentile in 

1988-89 to the 86.3 percentile in 1989-90 (School 

Improvement Plans, 1992-93, 1993-94, 1994-95). 

Summary. 

The school provides the same core academic program, 

prescribed by the State of North Carolina, to all students, 

with the exception of exempting TOPS students from one core 

class so they can participate in the TOPS program. Through 

a steady increase in achievement test scores in the past 

several years, Guilford Middle shows evidence that more 

students are attaining competence in core academic skills. 

The TOPS program focuses on assisting at-risk students to 

succeed academically and socially. The program has 

influenced the entire school, according to much of the 

staff, and reportedly has raised the awareness level of all 



94 

teachers regarding the learning and social needs of at-risk 

students. 

Orientation Question Number Three: 

How does the school assure success for all students? 

Guilford Middle offers all students a variety of 

incentives and rewards for scholastic and behavioral 

excellence, but the TOPS program provides at-risk students 

with a comprehensive blend of personal advocacy by the TOPS 

teachers and institutionally designed support through the 

policies and behaviors of the school faculty and 

administration. 

The TOPS program (Teaching Our Student Success). 

The TOPS program assists at-risk students cope 

successfully with the required curriculum and helps them 

develop ethical and responsible behavior. The developmental 

history and organization of TOPS provides further 

understanding of the program and its influence on the 

school. 

The principal and other staff members were getting 

increasingly concerned during the 1987-88 school year at the 

number of students who seemed disassociated and unmotivated 

regarding their responsibilities as students. The principal 

invited the guidance counselor and a professor from the 

University of North Carolina at Greensboro, who was involved 
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in research regarding middle school students who were at 

risk of school failure, discuss the problem and identify 

actions that might make a difference. The first idea they 

developed was creating a token economy system at the school. 

This system would provide students with tangible short-term 

rewards for their positive accomplishments. The second was 

creating ways for student to have input to their school 

experience and be re-engaged in their own education. One of 

the most important ideas that drives the TOPS program is 

that in order to change the behavior of at-risk students, 

school must first change the attitudes that contribute to 

the destructive behavior. The success of TOPS is also 

contingent on the support of the principal, who was the 

program's originator.(Van Hoose, 1989). 

Planning with the staff occurred for the next several 

months, and program elements were developed. The TOPS 

students would continue in regular academic classes, 

Advisor-Advisee, and electives. They would, however, be 

taken out of one class a day, either Science or Social 

Studies, and during that time they would meet with their 

TOPS group. There would be two TOPS groups for each grade 

level, and no more than ten students assigned to each group. 

During this daily period, their TOPS teachers would focus on 

those academic and social areas that caused individual 

students the most problems. The TOPS teachers would be in 

close contact with their students' academic teachers and 
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assist the students with organizing their work, getting 

assignments in on time, and studying for exams. Discussion 

would be a large part of the TOPS class so that the students 

could express their problems and frustrations with school in 

a supportive environment. In addition, motivating and 

rewarding activities would be planned specifically for TOPS 

students who meet their short-range goals. Parents would be 

engaged as much as possible and be kept informed of their 

children's progress in school. The TOPS teachers would be 

like surrogate parents to their TOPS students by monitoring 

their attendance, communicating with their families, seeking 

out medical and educational evaluations and assistance from 

outside agencies when needed, listening to and guiding them 

through problems, and helping them make effective decisions. 

Teachers would volunteer to be TOPS teachers and would 

assigned one less academic class per day in order to allow 

them time to deal with their TOPS students. In the spring 

of 1988, 28 rising seventh and eighth students who scored 

below the 25th percentile on their latest California 

Achievement Test were identified to participate in the TOPS 

program, 22 males, 6 females, 11 black, and 17 white 

students. By the end of the 1987-88 school year, these 

students as a group had repeated 22 grades, amassed 146 

failed subjects, and had not once been on the Honor Roll. 

By the end of the 1988-89 school year, they reduced their 

failures to 45, their names appeared on the school's Honor 
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Roll 30 times, and all were promoted to the next grade. By 

its second year, 61 students were involved in TOPS in grades 

six through eight. Similar improvements occurred in the 

second year, and a comparison of 45 available California 

Achievement Test scores indicated that 34 students increased 

their scores, with 20 scoring above the 25th percentile and 

one scoring at the 42nd percentile ("Teaching Our Pupils 

Success", Guilford Middle School, 1989). 

The program continues to serve at-risk students, and 

the academic performance, attendance, and school behavior 

improve for many of them after they enter the TOPS program. 

As the program planners intended, TOPS teachers interact 

with their TOPS students' academic teachers to monitor their 

progress and discover effective methods to help the students 

succeed. TOPS teachers engage in tutoring in academic 

areas, and help their students maintain a degree of 

organization that is necessary for academic success. Jenny, 

a sixth grade TOPS teacher said in an interview, "Their 

biggest problem is disorganization - remembering what 

they're supposed to do and where their materials are to do 

it" (Interview with Jenny, April 25, 1994). She gives all 

her TOPS students three-ring notebooks with paper, dividers, 

and pouches in which to keep supplies. She then helps them 

organize each subject and checks their notebooks each day. 

This is typical of the care and attention TOPS teachers give 

to their students to assure that they succeed in reaching an 
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acceptable level of competence in academic skills and 

knowledge. 

Ideas of responsible and ethical behavior are nurtured 

and developed in TOPS class discussions. Some classes begin 

their daily meetings with a self-report of the academic and 

social behavior of each student in the group. One eighth 

grade TOPS discussion explored the subjects of fighting and 

failing. Students felt there was no need to fight and that 

fighting had declined dramatically at school in the last two 

years. The discussion ended with students imagining what 

school would be like if there were no grades. Most agreed 

that grades do not tell what you know or what you can do, 

but that school would be hard to imagine without them 

(Observation, April 25, 1994). 

The TOPS program helps its students reach competence in 

critical academic skill areas, problem-solving, and 

decision-making, while assisting them in their development 

of socially responsible behaviors. Several teachers and 

administrators report that the program has affected the 

entire school by making the faculty, whether or not they are 

TOPS teachers, more knowledgeable about and sensitive to the 

needs of at-risk students and of the characteristics and 

needs of all young adolescents. 

The following interviews add to the reader's understanding 

of TOPS. Both people interviewed were instrumental in the 

formation of the program. 
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Interview with Nancy, School Guidance Counselor, 

December 8, 1993. 

Nancy's office is small and filled with testing 

materials, piles of papers, books, posters, and a variety of 

sample teaching kits. Nancy recounts how the TOPS program 

began. The principal, a university professor, and she met 

for breakfast at Shoney's six years ago and discussed the 

problem of motivation and responsibility among many of their 

at-risk students. And thus began the TOPS program. 

She shares some of the highlights of how the program 

operates today. She identifies students who are failing 

their grade and who scored below the 25th percentile on the 

California Achievement Test, and who have attendance and/or 

behavior problems. Parents are made aware of the program 

and must sign permission for their children to participate 

in it. These students meet with specially selected teachers 

in a group with a student-teacher ratio of not more than ten 

to one. They meet daily during their Social Studies class. 

Since Nancy schedules the entire student body by hand (no 

computer assistance), she organizes the schedules of these 

students so that they could meet as a group. This is a very 

complicated factor to add to the scheduling formula of a 

school. No additional teacher allocations are needed for 

the TOPS program. Instead, TOPS teachers are given one less 

academic period per day than they would have normally. 

Every teacher participates in the TOPS program one way or 
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another, since the non-TOPS teachers are scheduled to teach 

a class for a TOPS group one period a week. Nancy shares 

her opinions about the effect the TOPS program has on the 

school. 

The sensitivity to the needs of at-risk students is 

spread throughout the faculty because of the TOPS 

program. TOPS teachers often become surrogate parents 

to their students. TOPS teachers are required to make 

at least two contacts with the family each month, 

usually by telephone. The program teaches students 

coping skills, life skills, problem-solving, decision­

making, and helps them increase their basic academic 

skills. Most importantly, the support and advocacy 

students feel from the program helps them see 

themselves more positively and helps them have more 

success in school. TOPS has changed the whole school 

culture. Teachers have generalized their attitude 

toward the TOPS kids to the whole school. The 

principal is the key to the program through his support 

and example. If he left, the TOPS program would 

probably run OK for awhile. But eventually it would 

fall apart, especially if a new principal did not 

understand and support the program (December 8, 1993). 
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Interview with Dr. John Van Hoose, University Professor 

and TOPS Consultant, December 8, 1993. 

Dr. Van Hoose speaks highly of the effectiveness of the 

TOPS program and the support given to it by the principal. 

He also stresses the importance of the weekly TOPS Team 

meetings. "The strength of the program is these Wednesday 

meetings." He also says community involvement has been an 

important factor in the TOPS program. 

The teachers and kids get lots of services from the 

community. For example, my physician is a Ai-Kido 

instructor. He gives free athletic physicals to TOPS 

kids in exchange for the use of the gym for his classes 

one night a week. We also have made arrangements with 

dentists to provide support. 

One issue that is controversial among the staff is 

whether to continue serving TOPS students who are not 

responsive to or whose families are not supportive of 

the TOPS program. Oakley won't drop them. He keeps 

them in. Because TOPS does serve them, the school has 

no violence, has a safe and peaceful climate. If we 

didn't serve them, that would change (December 8, 

1993). 

The description of the TOPS program above is the program 

design. Below are accounts of interviews with TOPS teachers 

followed by accounts of observations in their TOPS classes. 

These accounts give the reader a rich description of the 
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behaviors and interactions of the people implementing the 

design. Talking to the people most directly involved with 

TOPS, the teachers, gives one a much more complete 

understanding of the TOPS program and how it helps assure 

success for all students than would be gained by simply 

reading the design and the program's statistical history. 

Interview With Hillary, In-School Suspension Teacher, 

March 16, 1994. 

Eleven years ago Hillary and the principal discussed a 

new model for dealing with students who misbehaved at 

school. The model was simple Instead of sending.them home, 

send them to a room at school where they quietly do their 

work alone and receive counseling about their behavior. It 

seemed a much better alternative to out-of-school 

suspension, and Hillary volunteered to leave her Language 

Arts teaching position to develop this new In-School 

Suspension (ISS) program. She has been with the program 

ever since. She believes her role is to be supportive and 

understanding but tough and consistent with students who 

come to ISS. 

Students are assigned to ISS through the school office 

and the amount of time varies depending on the student and 

the severity of the behavior. Some spend only a portion of 

the day as a "cooling off" period; others may spend the 

better part of a school week in ISS. When students are 
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assigned to ISS, their classroom teachers send class 

assignments to Hillary so the students can keep up with 

class work. Many times, Hillary serves as a tutor, 

assisting students in understanding assignments or helping 

them organize their work. During the day, she talks to each 

student individually about their behavior, school work, and 

attitude. She tries to get them to feel positive about 

themselves in school. Many students need to talk through a 

problem with her and sometimes these intense discussions are 

emotionally draining for her and the student. "Many tear 

have been shed in ISS", she says. Some students seem to 

need to talk with her for a short period of time daily just 

to touch base with someone they trust. In that way, she 

becomes a very important factor in keeping several at-risk 

youngsters in school. She enjoys their contact and getting 

to know them and their families. Unlike some teachers, 

Hillary enjoys seeing and talking to her students and their 

families when they meet outside of school, such as by chance 

at a grocery store or the mall. She likes the feeling of 

connectedness between her school and her community. 

Hillary reports feeling strongly about her school and 

colleagues. 

People have changed by being here. This is a strong, 

caring faculty. People are motivated and feel 

responsible for each other. The limits are blurred 

between social and professional relationships. The 
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main morale-buster is the amount of work teachers 

have that doesn't have a thing to do with students 

(Interview, March 16, 1994) . 

The idea of camaraderie on the staff is important to 

Hillary. In her position as ISS teacher, she expresses 

concern that, in her position as ISS teacher, she will 

become disconnected from the regular academic teachers or 

that she will be seen as too strong an advocate for students 

with behavior problems. She works at keeping herself in the 

mainstream of school activities by volunteering for 

committees and being active in the social affairs of the 

faculty. She feels she is very popular with the staff and 

students, and that makes her feel good about the job she is 

doing in ISS. 

"TOPS crystallizes the middle school philosophy", says 

Hillary. She believes the TOPS program embodies the 

essential aspects of the middle school philosophy, which for 

her is that, in order to be effective in developing the 

intellectual and social potentials of middle school 

students, schools should be aware of and respond to the 

characteristics and needs of the young adolescents they 

serve. She says that TOPS is designed around that premise, 

but it focuses on a specific segment of the student body, 

the at-risk student. Over the past six years, the TOPS 

program has become more important and recognized as a model, 
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and more of Guilford Middle School teachers have been TOPS 

teachers (most serve for only two years at a time). "The 

result is, Hillary says, "The whole school has changed 

because of TOPS." She says that TOPS' philosophy has 

permeated the entire school so that now all teachers are 

more aware of and sensitive to the needs and characteristics 

of at-risk youngsters and generalize that attitude to 

include the entire student body. 

Observation of In-School Suspension, February 3, 1994. 

It is 10:00 in the morning and there are four students 

in ISS, one girl, three boys. The group is racially mixed 

and representative of ISS groups on most days. Of note is 

the much higher incidence of boys than girls in ISS. 

Students are seated in individual study cubicles, which have 

a desk and a chair in each. Students face the wall. They 

are doing assignments given to them by their academic 

subject teachers. A seventh grade girl assists Hillary in 

collecting assignments from classes and organizing student 

materials. She is a student who has recently had some very 

difficult family problems, and Hillary has helped her cope 

with them. One way of helping the student is by appointing 

her the Student Assistant for ISS. 

Hillary's desk is in the middle of the small room, 

where she can observe each study cubicle. She walks to each 

cubicle and quietly talks to students individually about 



106 

their assignments and whether they understand them. Usually 

her hand is on their shoulders. She tells them what she 

expects completed in the next hour. Two teachers and an 

assistant principal come to ISS to speak with Hillary 

individually during her visits with students. Getting 

around to talk with each student took 45 minutes. 

After talking with each student, Hillary sits at her 

desk and begins completing a report that is due in the 

school office by the end of the morning. A minute into this 

activity, and a student, Alex, comes to ISS with an 

assistant principal. It is obvious that Alex and the 

assistant principal had a difficult and emotional journey 

from his classroom to ISS. They both looked angry. "Alex 

was thrown out of English again," the assistant said. "Tell, 

her what you did." Hillary suggests that she get Alex 

settled in a cubical and let him tell her later when he has 

better control of himself. The assistant agrees and leaves 

ISS. Alex is a very tall, handsome and mature-looking boy 

with a long ponytail and dark clothing. Hillary asks him to 

sit with her at her desk and tell her what he did to get 

thrown out of class. He complies, and says that he refused 

to do an assignment so the teacher threw him out. Hillary 

reminds him of their last conversation about this same 

behavior and that he promised he would not refuse to do 

assignments even if he thought they were stupid. He begins 
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to shed tears and his lips quiver; he does not speak. He 

goes to a cubical and puts his head down on the desk. 

Hillary says that Alex is a really smart young boy, 

but he has a history of noncompliance and has become 

physically violent when challenged or confronted by teachers 

or administrators. She and Alex have a good relationship 

and he has never threatened her, even when he enters ISS in 

an angry state of mind. Because he refuses to do 

assignments and is rude to teachers, he is failing several 

subjects. Hillary expresses great concern about his future 

in school. 

Hillary returns to her desk, where the paperwork for 

the office is lying unfinished. As she sits, another 

teacher comes in to speak to her about one of her students. 

Interview with Kay, an eighth grade TOPS teacher, 

February 3, 1994. 

During the interview, Kay was energetic, animated, and 

intense in her feelings about the school. She shares with 

me her professional background. After many years of 

teaching regular and Academically Gifted (AG) classes at 

Guilford Middle, she volunteered for the TOPS program, and 

has been involved with it for three years. "I can do so 

much more with my other classes." She explains that the 

TOPS students are so involved with personal and family 

problems that it is difficult to plan and conduct productive 
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sessions with them. "These kids have such low self-esteem," 

Kay explains. This factor, she feels, causes a great deal 

of their problems. "They do not support themselves or each 

other." Another problem area for TOPS students, Kay says, 

is deficiency in normal conversational skills. It is 

difficult to have an effective discussion with them as a 

group, because verbal skills used to express their real 

feelings are deficient. She often organizes her TOPS 

classes around a simple activity or discussion topic. 

Often, they just sit in a circle and she asks each to tell a 

little about how their day is going. She says, "The TOPS 

program is very important to the students involved and to 

the school, because it makes everyone more aware of the 

needs of at-risk kids." Kay observes that some teachers do 

not understand this population and make situations worse for 

them. Strong support from the principal has been the key to 

the program's success, according to Kay. 

Observation of Kay's eighth grade TOPS class, 

February 3, 1994. 

Kay is finishing a lesson on the mass media's influence 

on our thinking with a class of AG students. Each student 

made a drawing of a fictitious advertisement that promoted 

in a logical and convincing way an illogical or false 

assumption. Students share their drawings and talk easily 

and articulately about them with the class. Kay, sitting at 
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a student desk, acts as facilitator of the discussion. It 

is obvious that the class and Kay are having fun with the 

activity, and that the students understand the concept of 

deception in advertising. The class is dismissed and Kay 

talked casually to individual students as they leave the 

room. The next class period is her planning time, followed 

by her TOPS group. 

After her planning period, the TOPS students come in 

individually within a five minute period. One boy comes 

into the class and hides behind a storage box. Six more 

students enter and they move chairs into a small circle at 

Kay's suggestion. When everyone is settled, the boy hiding 

behind the box comes out to surprise his classmates. They 

tell him he is stupid for hiding on them. "What a fool!" 

says one girl. There are seven students present. Two are 

girls, five are boys, and five of the students are Black. 

Kay asks how their day was going. One student says, "I 

flunked a Science test." In checking with the group, it 

seems they all have the same Science teacher and they all 

failed the same test. It was a 32-word vocabulary test. 

Each student admits that he or she had not studied for it. 

There is also a general feeling that the test was not fair, 

because it was too hard. Kay says she would like to talk to 

the Science teacher and find out more about the test and why 

all the TOPS students failed. After the discussion about 

the test, there is general informal talk about various 
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social and athletic events that had occurred that day or the 

day before. 

It is time for lunch. The group walks together to the 

cafeteria, gets lunches and sits as a group in the 

cafeteria. Seated at the tables next to theirs are students 

from the other eighth grade TOPS group. They ask each other 

about the Science test. All the other group members also 

failed the test. Kay sits with her students and engages 

them in discussion by asking questions about their school 

work, their health, their friends, and their families. Most 

of the responses are in partial sentences. The students do 

not seem to be withholding responses from Kay. They seem to 

like her and appreciate her concern for them. Their short 

responses seem to be more a factor of being self-conscious 

responding in a group. The cafeteria is relatively quiet, 

very orderly and clean, and a pleasant environment in which 

to eat lunch. 

After eating, the group returns to the class and 

discusses as a group what the students thought about grades. 

They can not imagine a school without grades, but do not 

think grades represent what they know. One boy said, "If I 

could make something, that would show that I know about it." 

Before the period is over, Kay asks each student to tell her 

what they have for homework. Most are unsure or describe a 

very brief assignment. The period was over and Kay pulls 

one of the girls aside before she leave the class and talks 
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to her privately about a problem she had yesterday. The 

discussion lasts less than a minute and the girl leave. Kay 

expresses concern about the girl and says that this was a 

fairly typical TOPS meeting for her group. 

Interview with John, eighth grade TOPS teacher, 

April 25, 1994. 

This is John's second year as a TOPS teacher. He 

teaches Social Studies and has been with the school for six 

years. He discusses each of his TOPS students, their 

academic records, social problems, family influences, and 

the dynamics of the group. One girl has emerged as the 

leader in his TOPS class. She is the most articulate and 

outspoken of the group. She is sometimes supportive of her 

classmates and sometimes denigrates and intimidates them. 

Two boys in the group are very fine athletes and get a great 

deal of positive self-esteem from athletics. However, both 

have been suspended from teams for their behavior, so the 

one area that gives them a positive boost can be taken from 

them rather quickly. John feels that the TOPS program is 

important to the students. 

TOPS is the only thing that keeps several of the 

students on a productive path at school. Many of them 

have little or no structure or support at home and live 

in neighborhoods that are rough with no positive role 

models. School is the one place where they have 
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structure and reinforcement to do good (Interview, 

February 3, 1994). 

John talks about a concern of his that he believes is a 

major contributor to student problems: the grading system. 

Much of the effort the school puts into helping at-risk 

students is negated by the grading system. The TOPS 

students are usually not good at organizing their work, 

getting things in on time, and do not have good study 

skills. Students that are good at these things usually 

have good grades. When the at-risk students get bad 

grades, it destroys their motivation to want to do any 

school work or even learn. We need a different kind of 

evaluation system for students that will still make 

them accountable but not be based on things they can't 

do very well (February 3, 1994). 

Observation of John's eighth grade TOPS class, 

April 25, 1994. 

John stands outside his classroom door during class 

change and greets his students as they enter the room. His 

TOPS group today 56 

consists of two girls and four boys; four of the students 

are Black. John begins the session by asking each student 

to tell him and the group what the status of their grades is 

in each subject. The students focus their comments on the 
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subjects in which they had the lowest grades. Comments like 

"I'm flunking Math", "I'm flunking English and Science" or 

"I'm almost flunking Social Studies" are common. Not one 

student talks about a subject in which he or she is doing 

well. The students did not talk to their teachers about 

having difficulties in the subject area, and John reminds 

them that they should talk to their teachers about the work 

and let them know if they are having trouble or do not 

understand something. At times, it is difficult for John to 

keep the conversation focused. Several times, students tell 

each other in one way or another that they were stupid. 

John asks them to think about how school could be run 

without grades. Students immediately react with comments 

about how they would like it a great deal more with no 

grades, but they have trouble conceptualizing school without 

grades. "What would it be like?" "How would you know if 

you flunked." "How would you know if you passed your 

grade?" In these comments and other similar ones, the 

students deal first with how not having grades would affect 

them personally. They then move to the consideration of how 

school would be without grades and find it almost impossible 

to imagine. 

The topic of conversation switches to fighting at 

school. Two boys talk about a big fight that occurred 

yesterday after school. John asks them to explain why the 

fight happened and what consequences the students involved 
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were given. The two who were fighting were reportedly 

suspended for 10 days. There are many animated comments 

describing the fight itself and how the two boys involved 

were going to get each other again. John asks the group to 

talk about fighting this year as compared to previous years 

at Guilford Middle. They all agree that there are hardly 

any fights anymore. This was the first real fight they knew 

of this year. One boy says, "Two years ago, there were 

fights like that every day." When asked why the change, the 

students do not offer a reason. John ends the meeting with 

a plea to the students to do their homework and talk to 

their teachers if they have a problem with the work, rather 

than just letting it go until they fail. 

Interview with Lois, sixth grade TOPS teacher, 

March 16, 1994. 

The interview takes place in her classroom during a 

planning period. She teaches sixth grade Social Studies and 

Language Arts. This is Lois' fifth year as a TOPS teacher. 

She is eager to tell me about the activities her classes are 

involved in concerning Social Studies units. She is 

obviously an enthusiastic teacher who is fully involved in 

her job. She speaks about TOPS and expresses how important 

the program is for the students involved and the teachers. 

TOPS teachers are surrogate parents. They belong to 

you. Kids and parents know there is someone at school 
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advocating for the student. The TOPS program and 

Guilford Middle in general are very successful. I 

don't know how Mr. Mabe does some of the things he 

does, like exempting students from testing, but the 

program wouldn't work if he didn't. This school has 

clout in the community because of its successes. The 

whole school has high expectations for teachers and 

students, and that attitude begins with the principal 

(Interview, March 16, 1994).. 

She reports that there are 70 students in TOPS this year and 

many of them benefit from other programs and strategies at 

Guilford Middle. For example, she explains that many of the 

TOPS students are diagnosed as having learning disabilities 

or other conditions that handicap their learning at school. 

The entire Exceptional Children (EC) Program, which serves 

students with educational handicaps, is totally 

"inclusionary". This means that the EC teachers come right 

into the regular classrooms and assist identified students 

while they are in class. In the past and still in most 

schools, these students are segregated for portions of the 

school day for special instruction. The inclusion model 

interferes with students normal day less than the pull-out 

program and does not have the stigma of being separated from 

one's peers because of some deficiency. Lois talks about 

the In-School Suspension (ISS) program and the staff. 
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ISS is also very successful and important to the school 

mostly because the ISS teacher is a great counselor and 

really cares about the students. The atmosphere in ISS 

is supportive and caring, not punitive. Teachers at 

Guilford Middle work hard for students and care a great 

deal about their success. The staff members are very 

supportive of each other and some are really great 

friends outside of school. I love this school and 

would never want to work anywhere else (March 16, 

1994) . 

Observation of Lois' TOPS sixth grade TOPS class, 

April 13, 1994. 

The TOPS class meets in a small room used for tutorial 

services. There are six students, three boys and three 

girls. Four of the students are black. They enter the room 

talking in a friendly manner to each other and sit around a 

kidney-shaped table. Lois has a student teacher who is in 

charge of the TOPS class. She knows the students very well 

and they are cooperative and respectful. The class begins 

with students telling her how their math class is going, as 

several of them are having trouble understanding a concept 

presently being taught in the class. She discovers that 

several of the students have difficulty with the same step 

in a process, so she uses the chalkboard to illustrate the 

process in an effort to help them understand it better. She 
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follows that up by working with each student individually on 

the math problems they were given for homework. While she 

does this, the other students are writing business letters 

and addressing envelopes. The student teacher gave the 

group a book called Freebies, that lists several hundred 

companies and organizations that give free material and 

products. Students are writing letters to the organizations 

of their choice and asking for free materials. They are 

very motivated and share with each other the places they are 

writing to and what free material they will get. The group 

remains relatively quiet, focused, and cooperative with each 

other and the teacher throughout the period, which is unlike 

the seventh and eighth grade TOPS classes. 

Interview with Rose, a seventh grade TOPS teacher, 

April 25, 1994. 

The interview takes place in the chorus room during a 

planning period after her TOPS class. She talks about the 

importance of the TOPS program to the students it serves and 

the hard work that goes into it by the TOPS teachers. They 

work constantly during TOPS classes on remediation, behavior 

management, problem-solving, and decision-making. TOPS 

teachers constantly monitor their students' grades, keep in 

contact with their parents, and stay in close contact with 

other teachers to insure that they know how each student is 

doing in each class. This allows them to make sure that 
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each student can experience more success. She explains that 

TOPS teachers and their students develop very close 

relationships and strong bonds within the group. Teachers 

nurture every aspect of development for TOPS students and 

become their strongest advocates. She says that sixth grade 

TOPS students are pulled out of their Science class in order 

to meet as a TOPS class. " The seventh and eighth grade TOPS 

groups are taken out of Language Arts or Social Studies. To 

help make up the deficiency in Science, a Science teacher 

comes to the TOPS class once a week and gives a lesson and 

demonstration that is active and engages the students. Rose 

feels that the TOPS program would not be successful if the 

principal was not supportive of the program. 

Observation of Rose's seventh grade TOPS class, 

April 25, 1994. 

There are six boys and one girl in this TOPS group. 

All are White. Three of the students are studying for a 

test together and three others are talking together and 

occasionally attending to the homework in front of them. 

Rose is at her desk with one student helping her with a 

difficult math assignment. Although she is a Music teacher, 

she explains math concepts very clearly and it appears that 

the student has a much better understanding of the 

assignment than before Rose worked with her. The girl goes 

back to a student desk in another part of the room and 
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continues working on the math assignment. Rose asks another 

student to come to her desk. He comes slowly with very 

little enthusiasm for conversing with the teacher. She 

begins the conversation about math, asking him how he is 

doing in math class and whether he is having the same 

problems the other student are with the day's homework. He 

answers noncommittally and Rose moves the conversation to 

his overall attitude at school. She is very positive with 

him and gives him a great many compliments. At one point 

she says, "Why just this week I had three different teachers 

just singing your praises." Although the three boys who 

were supposed to be doing their homework are not very 

productive, they seem to have a good conversation about 

sports. Their conversation allows Rose to spend some 

important time with the other two students individually. 

When the period is over, the students casually leave with 

little conversation. 

Interview With Sue, Seventh Grade TOPS Teacher, 

March 9, 1994. 

Sue's classroom is in a trailer that has been in use 

for several years. Two classroom trailers are side-by-side 

with substantial and fairly permanent-looking ramps leading 

to their doors. There is landscaping around the trailers. 

It appears that they are no longer considered temporary 

classrooms, but have become established parts of the 
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school's instructional space. Sue talks with me after her 

TOPS group. 

They're usually pretty good. Sometimes they don't get 

along all that well. The boy in the white shirt is 

usually very belligerent and the kid in the sweatshirt 

is usually showing off. But they're usually pretty 

good. 

Sue describes the weekly routine for the TOPS class. 

On Monday, they get ready for the week by checking that 

they have all the materials they need for each class. 

I go over the assignments, both long and short range, 

for each student to check on their progress. I help 

them organize their papers and notebooks, organize 

their planning for time use, and organize their study 

and work strategies. On Tuesday through Thursday, I 

assist students with academic skills, monitoring their 

assignments, counseling them about behavior, and 

generally keeping up with them (Interview, March 9, 

1994). 

In addition, subject area teachers come in during the week 

and give lessons or help students understand a concept they 

are working on in class. On Friday, they get their Science 

and Social Studies notebooks caught up and organized and 

catch up on any assignments that are overdue. Every two 
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weeks the subject area teachers send her a report describing 

the academic performance and behavior of each TOPS student. 

Included in this report is a list of any assignments overdue 

and due dates for assignments in progress. 

This is Sue's first year as a TOPS teacher. She says 

that it has done a great deal to make her more aware of some 

of the problems some students carry with them that affect 

their school work. She says that the teachers at this 

school really support each other. The school, in general, 

may give students too many chances and that is not 

necessarily teaching them a very good lesson. She sometimes 

gets frustrated with things involving the students. 

For example, she had been helping Leonardo, a Hispanic 

student with very limited English proficiency, all last week 

with a math project. The assignment had been given a month 

ago, and consisted of a series of graphs that depict various 

math concepts they had been studying. The assignment 

represented a major portion of the math grade for that 

grading period. With Sue's help, Leonardo developed a 

better understanding of the concepts involved and completed 

all the required graphs. Her other TOPS students had the 

same assignment and they spent the last TOPS class 

"polishing" their graph projects. She explains what 

happened. 

Leonardo's was complete and looked very presentable. I 

asked him today if he handed in his math project. He 
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said he could not find it. He got a zero as a grade 

until he submits it, and his grade for the project will 

decrease by one letter grade for each day it is late 

(Interview, March 9, 1994). 

Sue says she believes the TOPS program is helpful, but 

that it could be better and easier on teachers if the school 

insisted on more support from the students' families. She 

feels the lack of support is a major drain on the energy and 

morale of the TOPS teachers. She feels very close to her 

TOPS kids and wants to continue as a TOPS teacher next year. 

Observation of Sue's seventh grade TOPS class, 

March 9, 1994. 

The students enter the trailer class over a five minute 

period. They talk and kid with each other while waiting for 

all the group to arrive. When they are all there, students 

sit at desks and take out assignments they were given in 

other classes. There are seven boys and two girls. Two 

students are black, one is Hispanic, and six are white They 

are waiting for a Science teacher to arrive who is scheduled 

to give the class a lesson and demonstration. He never 

arrives. Sue says, "Well, you're in luck. It looks like 

Mr. Hilton is not coming. So, you can continue working on 

your assignments." 

Two girls complain that a Math teacher they had last 

period did not explain the homework assignment properly and 
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they do not know how to do it. Two other students disagreed 

and said the two girls were not listening and don't want to 

do their homework. The girls continue to explain the 

problem by telling Sue that they do want to do their 

homework but that it requires some data they had taken the 

day before and they did not keep it. Sue said to them, "How 

can you handle this problem? How can you approach this? 

How can you explain to him you didn't know you had to keep 

your data?" The girls decide they should talk to him when 

they see him in the cafeteria during lunch. "Good," Sue 

responds. She is pleased that they decide to talk to the 

teacher and assert their point of view rather that merely 

accepting their plight and getting a failing grade on the 

assignment. 

Sue checks a long-term math project all the students 

had been given. The project involves making a series of 

graphs depicting various math concepts. Leonardo is the 

only student who works diligently the whole period on the 

math project. The other students spend a few minutes on it 

or another assignment and then lose concentration and begin 

talking or fooling around with other classmates. At one 

point, six of the nine students are walking around the room, 

talking, or "dueling" with rulers. They settle down to work 

in about two minutes with no scolding or direction from Sue. 

They seem to need the physical and verbal activity and 

recognize when they reach the limits of Sue's expectations. 
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Sue spends about half of the period with Leonardo, the 

Hispanic student, helping him finish the math project. He 

works very hard and seems appreciative of her help. 

Leonardo, who was discussed at a recent TOPS meeting, is 

about 15 years old, but appears older. He is tall, 

physically we11-developed, handsome, with long black hair 

and a full mustache, polite, but socially awkward. The-

awkwardness seems to disappear when he interacts one-on-one 

with students or with Sue. Leonardo seems to be an 

intelligent, engaging young man whose language and cultural 

background are huge barriers to his academic and social 

success. When the period is over, Sue reminds students to 

keep their math projects in good shape and hand them in to 

the math teacher in the morning. The students leave the 

room talking and kidding around with each other. 

Interview with Jenny, sixth grade TOPS teacher, 

April 25, 1994. 

Jenny is the school's Spanish teacher in addition to 

being a TOPS teacher. She describes middle school students 

and their needs. 

Middle school students are like pieces of popcorn, 

popping off all the time. At this age, they behave 

erratically, with highs and lows in behavior and 

academic work. Because of this, their biggest problem 

is disorganization - remembering what they're supposed 
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to do and where their materials are to do it 

(Interview, April 25, 1994). 

She addresses this problem by giving her TOPS students 

specific strategies to help them get and stay organized. At 

the beginning of the year, she gave all her TOPS students 

three-ring notebooks with paper, dividers, and pouches to 

hold supplies. She then helped them organize the notebooks 

for each subject, so that everything they needed in the way 

of supplies or information for all their classes would be in 

one place, their notebook. Soon after she did this, two of 

her students lost their notebooks. Another strategy she and 

many other TOPS teachers use to help TOPS students stay 

organized are homework assignment forms. Students are given 

the forms weekly and are to write all their assignments on 

them . The TOPS teachers check them each week. 

Unlike several other TOPS teachers, Jenny says her TOPS 

students come from supportive families. The parents are 

supportive of her and the school. There is a lack of 

tension and animosity that is present in the relationships 

between some parents and their children's teachers as she 

has observed. She attributes the good relationships, to 

some extent, on the frequent communications she has with her 

TOPS students' parents. The assignment form goes home daily 

with the teacher's initials on it. The form is returned the 

next day with the parent's signature. If there are issues 

over homework, Jenny deals with them at school, instead of 
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putting the responsibility on the parents. She comments 

further. 

Families don't have hostility over homework because I 

keep on them (the students) all the time at school. 

I'm like a mother hen. I keep up with the kids, the 

parents, and the other teachers. Transitions are 

difficult for these students. Those are the times when 

their organization falls apart (Interview, April 25, 

1994). 

Jenny talks about the Wednesday morning meetings of the 

TOPS Team. She says they give the TOPS teachers a much-

needed support group. Large issues involving TOPS policies 

and procedures have been resolved during these meetings, 

according to Jenny. In addition, teachers can get things 

done much more quickly when there is a logistical problem 

such as a temporary scheduling change that may be needed for 

one student. All the people involved with the needed 

changes are sitting together at the meeting, so it is often 

only a matter of telling the group that something is needed 

and it is arranged immediately. She mentions the incident 

in a recent TOPS meeting where she criticized a teacher by 

name and then lost her composure and cried in the meeting. 

No one is supposed to use the names of other teachers 

on the staff when we talk about a problem involving 

other teachers. We're just not supposed to do that and 

I really shouldn't have. And when I realized what I 



did, I just lost it. But it happens and I felt 

supported (Interview, April 25, 1994). 

Observation of Jenny's sixth grade TOPS class, 

April 25, 1994. 

The group meets in an eighth grade classroom that is 

available that period. Jenny moves some chairs into a 

circle for the group, and five students enter during the 

class change, four boys and one girl. All are White. Three 

students are absent. Jenny asks each student to tell her 

the status of their homework assignments. While the one 

student is telling about his, a girl asks, "If teachers want 

to sleep in, they just call and somebody gets them a 

substitute. When we're out, we don't get a substitute and 

we still have to do all the work." Jenny responds, 

"Teachers don't just decide to 'sleep in'! And when they 

are out, they have to make up the work just like students." 

The students agree that substitute teachers do not operate 

classes the same nor do they accomplish the same amount of 

work in a class session. Jenny makes the point that they 

can see why teachers are not out unless they cannot help it. 

After that unanticipated exploration of the relative 

nature of students' and teachers' rights and 

responsibilities, Jenny addresses the group. 

On Friday, I mailed a letter home to your parents 

telling them about assignments you have in each class. 
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The letter talked about the current events booklet you 

have to do for Social Studies. I gave you time to do 

the booklet in class last week, but none of you brought 

in a newspaper, so I asked your parents to help with 

it(Observation, April 25, 1994). 

The students are not pleased that the letter went home, but 

seem resigned to the fact that they have to start reading 

current events at home for the booklet. 

Jenny tells the group that they are going to spend the 

rest of the TOPS meeting in the media center to find a book 

to read that is on a list she gave them earlier in the week. 

The list is entitled "Accelerated Reading List". The 

students pack their belongings and go to the media center, 

which is around the corner from their TOPS classroom. The 

students seem eager to find a book they like and do not 

complain about having to choose a book from the list. 

Several come to Jenny and share with her the book they 

found. She is familiar with all of the selections and is 

able to comment on the books to each student. The period is 

soon over, and the students leave the media center for their 

next class. 

Summary. 

The interviews and observations depicted above portray 

the TOPS program as an important factor in the academic and 

social success of its students. The teachers seem intensely 
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engaged in and committed to their students to a degree not 

normally observed in schools. Three issues frequently arise 

in TOPS classes and when interviewing TOPS teachers. 

1. Self-esteem is low among the students, as evidenced by 

the fact that they denigrated each other and themselves. 

2. Organizational skills and planning are lacking among 

TOPS students and these deficits seem to negatively affect 

their academic performance. 

3. The grading system seems to be a major obstacle to 

success for TOPS students. 

The TOPS program seems to have created or at least 

heightened and expanded several important characteristics 

that positively influence the assistance to at-risk students 

and positively influence the attitude of the teachers and 

students throughout the school and the general climate of 

the school. These characteristics are as follows. 

1. Teachers have a heightened awareness of the needs of at-

risk students and of young adolescents in general. 

2. Teachers have become strong advocates for students, 

supporting them in their interactions with other teachers, 

coaches, and their families. 

3. Relationships among teachers and students have become 

more important to both. 
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Orienting Question Number Four: 

How does the school empower the staff to make decisions 

about the experiences of the students? 

The TOPS teachers are responsible for and empowered to 

make decisions about the educational welfare of their 

students. This is most evident in the weekly TOPS team 

meetings An important routine associated with the TOPS 

program, the Wednesday morning meetings of the TOPS Team are 

held in the principal's office and are attended by the TOPS 

teachers, a school social worker, assistant principals, a 

guidance counselor, Exceptional Children Program teachers, 

the In-School Suspension teacher, a school nurse, and the 

university professor who helped form the program, which 

completed its sixth year at the end of the 1993-94 school 

year. The team meetings are held to keep all the 

participants informed about progress of TOPS students, to 

expedite needed assistance to students, and to give the TOPS 

teachers a much-needed support group. 

During the spring semester of 1994, the TOPS team met 

every Wednesday morning at 7:30. The principal usually 

chaired the meetings, but in his absence, the counselor took 

over. The meetings were never canceled. They proceeded in 

a similar fashion each week, beginning with the principal 

calling the meeting to order and then each TOPS teacher 

reporting about significant issues, student concerns, or 

activities of their TOPS students. The discussions were 


