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“I came to Garza because they accepted me for who I was, not for what I could bring, but for who I am, Garza opened its arms up and let me in. Garza has changed me a lot. Garza has students who have remarkable stories. And, this school has graduated people that you wouldn’t believe could ever graduate. You have people here who gave up school, whose attitude couldn’t be changed. But they came here and they’re not the person they used to be. And I think that overall Garza shines and it brings a light in that helps you open up your eyes and say, wow I didn’t know that if I followed this I would get to open the door and find out that there is a way to get my diploma.”

Garza Student, June 18, 2004

Garza Independence High School is an alternative school of choice in Austin, Texas that utilizes a solution-building model that was developed from Solution-focused therapy (SFT). As a solution-building school, Garza was purposely designed to engage urban high school dropouts or students at risk for dropping out and help them complete their high school education. The developers of the solution-building school hoped to create a setting that would enable urban youth to combat their hardships and barriers to academic success and ultimately earn credits and a high school diploma.

In this report, we describe the characteristics of Garza Independence High School and report the results from a pilot outcome study that evaluated its effectiveness. The study used a mixed-method, quasi-experimental, pre-test and post-test design comparing students from Garza High School with other students with similar characteristics from Crockett High School. Outcome measures included. The School Success Profile, credits earned, attendance and graduation rates. In addition, the research team was able to assess the post-graduate plans and immediate experiences of Garza students in the sample. Finally, students from the Garza High School sample were interviewed in order to obtain detailed information about their barriers to education, engagement and motivational factors in regards to high school graduation, post-secondary education, and to evaluate their perceptions about their educational experiences at Garza High School in comparison to their experiences at their previous high schools.
Description of Garza Independence High School

“Garza has the ability to accept every child that has differences in learning and problems in their life. It has the ability to have small, direct teaching which enables children to be completely different people.”

Garza Student, June24, 2004


Garza Independence High School is an alternative school of choice in Austin, Texas. The school has been in existence for seven years and was designed for 11th and 12th graders. Garza usually enrolls at any point in time between 350-400 students. Garza High School adopted a solution-building philosophy from solution-focused therapy and the school administrators and staff were trained in solution-focused therapy techniques. The development and training of the solution-focused school have been described in detail in the training manual developed during the first year of SAFED project (Franklin, Streeter, Garner, Kim, & Hopson, 2003). To aid in the engagement and work with students who have at-risk characteristics, the school adopted the solution-focused therapy philosophy and skills. The therapeutic process and techniques of solution-focused therapy were adapted to match the school mission and context, and the goal was to create a strengths oriented school whose culture and philosophy are consistent with the change process of the solution-focused therapy. According to Franklin et al. (2003), eight characteristics that enable Garza High School to be considered a solution-building school are:

1. Faculty emphasis on building strengths of students;

2. Attention given to individual relationships and progress of the students;

3. Emphasis upon student choices and personal responsibility;

4. Overall commitment to achievement and hard work;

5. Trust in student evaluations;

6. Focus on student’s future success instead of past difficulties;

7. Celebrating small steps towards success, and;

8. Reliance on goal-setting activities.


A previous study on the characteristics of Garza High School (Franklin et al., 2003) suggested that the students and faculty saw the solution-building school as fostering strengths, personal and caring relationships and sense of success and confidence in students. The solution-building school, Garza High School, was developed based on some of the best practices in education. In particular, research on effective high school dropout programs and the effective schools model guided its development, as well as the practice wisdom of its principal and teachers. Garza High School designed its program based on the research available for effective school programs and successful programs for urban dropout prevention (Franklin et al., 2003). In particular, the following four characteristics stated by Rumberger (2004) apply to the philosophy of its development. 1) A non-threatening environment for learning; 2) A caring and committed staff who accept personal responsibility for students success; 3) A school culture that encourages staff risk taking, self-governance, and professional collegiality; and 4) Low student/teacher ratio and a small size to promote student engagement. Specific strategies from effective dropout prevention programs were further incorporated into the school programs. These include:
· The use of an alternative school model;

· Systemic renewal through the process of a school’s constantly evaluating its goals and objectives;

· Professional development to equip teachers with new skills and techniques for working with at-risk youth;

· Instructional technologies;

· Service learning;

· Out of school experiences;

· Community collaborations to provide support for schools;

· Individual instruction;

· Mentoring and tutoring;

· Addressing learning styles and learning issues associated with multiple intelligence; and,

· Helping youths achieve career and workforce readiness.

Garza High School Culture, Classroom Management, and Teaching Methods

“Garza has opened up new possibilities. Its self-paced and you get help from the teacher and they give you emotional support with any problems you’re having.”  Garza Student, June 30, 2004

“Garza is a model of how society should be. It’s friendly, relaxed, and helpful.”  Garza Student, July 7, 2004

Garza High School has developed a unique solution-focused school culture that offers educational strategies that help students change their beliefs and relationships, and learn the principles inherent in the solution-building model. School culture is the interplay of three factors: the attitudes and beliefs of persons both inside and outside of the school environment, the cultural norms of the school, and the relationships between persons in the school. The following five factors are important for a positive school culture and are prevalent at Garza High School:

1. Effective principal leadership;

2. Safe and orderly setting;

3. Engaging extracurricular activities;

4. Reductions in the size and impersonality of the school; and,

5. Educational programs designed to fit the unique needs of specific students and school contexts.


The administrators at Garza High School developed a mission statement that is both relational and individualized to reflect the major values and philosophy of the solution-building school. The mission statement is, “Gonzalo Garza Independence High School shall foster a community of empowered learners in an atmosphere of mutual respect and trust where every individual is challenged to learn, grow, and accomplish goals now and in the future.” Along with adhering to the mission statement, all individuals including administrators, facilitators, staff, and students are expected to practice and model the Garza Code of Honor, which states:

· Demonstrate personal honor and integrity at all times.

· Choose peace over conflict.

· Respect for ourselves and others.

Table 1 provides a list of statements reflecting the students’ enforcement of the code of honor.

	Table 1: Statements Reflecting Students’ Enforcement of the Code of Honor

	· Students are not given suspension, but “reflection” when they do something wrong.

· Students are loyal to the school and protective of other students and the school environment.

· Students become more independent and confident because they take personal responsibility for their success.

· The students trust staff.

· Students need more self-discipline to succeed at Garza because they are given a lot of freedom.

· Students do not have fights.

· Students are mature.

· Students respect the campus and code of honor.

· Teachers treat students with respect.

· Students treat teachers with respect.

· Students respect each other.

· Students get to know teachers, counselors, administrators, and staff on an individual basis.

· During disciplinary situations there is also evidence that students take personal responsibility for breaking the code of honor.



Garza Independence High School uses a solution-building approach to classroom management that is consistent with the literature on motivating students to meet academic goals. Specifically, Garza Independence High School focuses on developing close relationships between the teachers and the students; creating classroom environments that effectively promote learning by encompassing the following characteristics: maintaining a learner-centered environment, learning for mastery, conducting formative assessments that reveal the students’ thinking process, and recognizing that the context in which learning takes place can facilitate learning if it encourages camaraderie and collaboration between students as well as creative problem solving; developing individualized curriculum, having small class settings, and student-centered goal setting.


The role of faculty at Garza is not merely to focus on instructions, but to motivate students to become active learners who develop a feeling of responsibility for their education. Instead of lecturing at the front of the classroom, the facilitator works individually with each student to promote active learning experiences. This individual relationship is vital to helping children succeed in classes that have students at multiple skill levels. The facilitator spends much of the time sitting with a student, discussing his or her individual progress.


The classrooms at Garza have four primary characteristics; 1) low teacher/student ratio; 2) students sit at tables instead of individual desks; 3) each classroom has computers with internet access, connections to printers, scanner, and zip drives; and 4) students of multiple skill levels are all in the same classroom. Because small class size is critical to fostering a personal relationship between facilitators and students, classes at Garza typically have between fifteen and twenty students. Having a small class size facilitates the kind of personalized curriculum that helps Garza students succeed where they have had so much difficulty at other schools.


Classrooms are defined by subject area and include students at multiple grade levels. For example, students in the same mathematics classroom may be studying algebra or geometry. Garza has open enrollment so new students can enter the school at any time during the school year. The same classroom may have students who have been at Garza for several semesters alongside students who have been at the school for a few days. Including students at multiple grade levels within the same classroom provides opportunities for peer mentoring, and learning the academic and social expectations of Garza from their classmates.


The self-paced instruction the students’ participate in at Garza High School is an integral component of the school’s unique culture and program. Students’ academic progress at Garza is measured solely by the number of credits they have achieved. They are not grouped into grade levels as they are at traditional high schools. Students can set their own pace for completing class material without penalty. If they feel uncomfortable with the subject matter or have little prior experience with it, they can spend more time than the traditional semester to complete a course. If students are strong in a subject and can complete the material quickly, they can complete the course and move immediately to a different level. Garza students often view the self-paced curriculum as motivation to complete their educational goals quickly, and some are able to graduate a full year earlier than a traditional high school, if they are motivated to spend additional hours on course material and enroll in multiple courses simultaneously.

A concept mapping study (Franklin et al., 2003) found that Garza High School was perceived by faculty and students to have characteristics that correspond to an effective school model (See Table 2 for a list of characteristics).
	Table 2: Similarities of Effective Schools Model and Concept Mapping Results

	Characteristics of Effective Schools

Direct Resources to Students

Acquisition of Academic Skills

Monitor Student Progress

Educational Autonomy

Instilling a Sense of Competence

Students Feel Belongingness/Connectedness

Low Teacher/Student Ratio

Belief in Students Success

Creating “Real Life” Learning Activities
	Concept Mapping Results

Resources Directed to Student Success

Continuous Improvement

Strengths Based

Non Traditional Teaching Practices

Contains an Empowering Culture

Strong Student/Student Relationships

Small School Size

Focusing on Students’ Success

Preparing Students for Life

	This table is based on Benard (1996); Borman & Rachuba (2000); Edmonds (1979); Franklin et al. (2003); Learning First Alliance (2001); & Wang, Haertel, & Walberg (1997).


In addition, the study found results to support that the solution-building philosophy was present in the school and that solution-focused methods were perceived as being positive in the school’s success with students at-risk to dropout. Furthermore, data on the school indicate that the majority of Garza students are economically disadvantaged and are high school dropouts or at risk of being a high school dropout making the school an excellent candidate for an outcome study on dropout prevention with this population.

Literature Review

Dropout Prevention and Effective Schools


High school dropout crosses socioeconomic classes and comprises complex learning, health, social, and psychological issues that contribute to a student’s dropout status. Reasons for dropping out of school often overlap in a way that makes it difficult to develop a singular profile of at-risk school dropouts. Experts on the topic have concluded that there are individual, family and school-related reasons for dropouts, and these reasons often overlap. Table 3 provides a summary of some of the important individual, family, and school related reasons for dropping out based on the empirical studies.

Table 3: Reasons for Dropping Out of School

	Individual Reasons
	Family Reasons
	School-Related Reasons

	Low grades

Poor daily attendance

Misbehavior

Alcohol & drug use

Feeling alienated from other students


	Parents not engaged in child’s schooling

Teen pregnancy

Students getting married

Financial & work reasons

Permissive parenting style

Negative emotional reactions and sanctions for bad grades
	Student/teacher ratio

Quality of teachers

School and classroom size

School safety concerns

Not feeling welcomed at the school




This table is based on studies by Aloise-Young & Chavez, 2002; Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000; Rumberger, Ghatak, Poulos, Ritter, & Dornbusch, 1990; Rumberger, 1987.

In addition to examining dropout risk factors, educators and researchers have also focused on ways to prevent high school students from dropping out. Protective factors that prevent students from dropping out include an orderly social environment, committed faculty, and schools that emphasize academic pursuits (Bryk & Thum, 1989; van Heusden, 2000). Schools that strengthen and improve parental influences or provide comparable influences, especially to those students identified as at-risk of dropping out, also reduces the risk of students dropping out prematurely (Rumberger et al., 1990).

Research also indicates that positive student-teacher interactions and increased support from teachers are associated with higher academic achievement (Niebuhr & Niebuhr, 1999; Waxman, Anderson, Huang, & Weinstein, 1997). Adolescents view teachers who treat students as individuals and who demonstrate a desire to know students on a personal level as more caring, which can increase student’s motivation (Bosworth, 1995). Students who have more positive student/teacher interactions and feel that their teachers care about them also tend to like school more (Baker, 1999). A close student-teacher relationship can be especially important with at-risk children who may have experienced repeated school failure and poor relationships with teachers (Murray, 2002). Students with weak bonds to teachers and school are more likely to have a low GPA, which is in turn a risk factor for substance use and ultimately dropout (Hallfors, 2002).

The effective schools model is a dropout prevention model emphasizing the importance of creating a climate in which all personnel at a school are effective for all of the students (Edmonds, 1979). Characteristics that define effective schools are strong administrative leadership, the expectation that all students will meet specified achievement levels, an orderly climate that is not too rigid, a focus on directing school energy and resources toward student acquisition of academic skills, and ongoing monitoring of student progress. Borman & Rachuba (2000) add that effective school’s enhance students self-esteem, efficacy, and sense of belonging within the school by emphasizing the maximization of learning time, monitoring student progress, providing clear school-wide goals, and having a principle with strong leadership skills.

To be considered an effective school, the school must meet the basic needs of the students including emotional and physical safety, sense of belonging, opportunity to make choices, sense of competence, and enjoyment. Students must have a sense of belongingness and connectedness with others (Benard, 1996). This comes from support from the teachers along with a caring relationship. These relationships are particularly important for students who have experienced difficult hardships that devalue the importance of an education (Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1997). Teachers can begin to create a supportive relationship with their students by paying attention to every student, knowing all of their names, encouraging all of them to participate in class, listening and intervening when they have personal problems, exhibiting respect, having high expectations, and allowing opportunities for relationship building within the classroom.

According to Wang, Haertel, and Walberg (1997), it is easier for teachers to develop close relationships with their students in smaller schools with low teacher/student ratios. Small schools also have fewer incidents of violence, higher attendance, lower dropout rates, increased participation in extracurricular activities, a higher sense of belonging, greater job satisfaction, and built-in accountability.

Furthermore, effective schools stress the importance of providing challenging content in a variety of subjects and exposing students to extracurricular activities such as community service, arts, and sports. This allows the students to make a connection between material they learn in the classroom and real-life experiences, which increases motivation and engenders higher engagement in learning (Learning First Alliance, 2001; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1998). Effective schools provide many opportunities for student participation in exercises and activities that have meaning and value. Moreover, teachers in effective schools always believe that their students can succeed despite their social and educational background and previous barriers to academic success.
Solution Focused Therapy in School Research

Research on Solution-focused Therapy (SFT) has been steadily growing over the past several years showing promising results in terms of grade point average, hyperactivity, classroom behavior, and reaching individual goals. There have currently been seven efficacy studies conducted in school settings (Littrell, Malia, & Vanderwood, 1995; LaFountain, 1996; Corcoran & Stephenson, 2000; Springer, Lynch, & Rubin, 2000; Franklin, Biever, Moore, Clemons, & Scamardo, 2001; Newsome, 2004). Three of these studies were conducted with high school students (Littrell, Malia, & Vanderwood, 1995; LaFountain, 1996; Corcoran & Stephenson, 2000). Table 4 provides an overview of these studies.

Littrell, Malia, & Vanderwood (1995) conducted a randomized study in a large high school testing the effectiveness and differences of three different forms of single-session brief therapy: problem-focused with a task, problem-focused without a task, and solution-focused with a task. The researchers were interested in whether single-session brief counseling with two follow-up sessions was an effective approach for school counselors. Additionally, the researchers were interested in determining differences in effectiveness between the single-session modalities.

Table 4: Studies on Solution-focused Therapy in Schools

	Study
	Measures
	Sample
	Design
	Result

	Littrell, et al. (1995)

LaFountain (1996)

Corcoran & Stephenson (2000)

Springer, et al. (2000)

Franklin, et. al. (2001)

Newsome (2004)
	Self-anchored Scales

Index of Personality Character

Conners’ Parent Rating Scale

Hare Self-Esteem Scale

Conners’ Parent Rating Scale

School attendance and G.P.A.
	
61


311


56


10


7


26
	Posttest

Quasi-experimental

Pretest/Posttest

Quasi-experimental

Single-case design

Quasi-experimental
	SFT successful in helping students move closer to  their goals and diminish uncomfortable feelings about their problems. No difference between brief therapy groups.

SFT group had statistically significant between group differences on three sub-scales of personality characteristics.

Improvement in outcome completed by parents in terms of conduct problems learning problems, psychomotor problems, and impulse hyperactivity.

Statistical significant differences in pretest/posttest scores on HSS for the SFT group while the comparison group showed no difference. Posttest scores on the HSS between the two groups showed no differences. A moderate effect size of .57 was calculated.

Five of seven (71 percent) improved per teachers report.

Students in SFT group increased post-G.P.A. compared to the comparison group when using pre-G.P.A. as the covariate. School attendance showed no difference between the two groups.


The study participants were randomly assigned to participate in problem-focused brief therapy with a task, problem-focused brief therapy without a task, or solution-focused therapy with a task. Using an analysis of variance of repeated measures, all three modalities of single-session brief therapy were effective in alleviating participants’ concerns, helping participants reach their goals, and reducing the intensity of the participants’ feelings. The researchers did not find differences, however, in the effectiveness between the three various forms of single-session brief counseling. The researchers found solution-focused therapy to be as effective as problem-focused therapy with a task and problem-focused therapy without a task.

LaFountain and Garner (1996) conducted a study testing the effectiveness of solution-focused therapy groups in a school setting. The researchers performed cluster sampling to select 68 school counselors to participate in the study, 34 in the control group and 34 in the experimental group. Twenty-seven counselors in the experimental group and 30 counselors in the control group completed the project. Experimental group counselors facilitated solution-focused therapy with 176 students, while 135 students served as the control group. The researchers instructed the counselors, in the experimental group and the control group, to identify between four and eight students that they thought would be appropriate for a solution-focused therapy group.

LaFountain and Garner (1996) assessed the effectiveness of solution-focused therapy groups by using the Index of Personality Characteristics measurement and asking the group facilitators to rank the level of success their client had on reaching goals. Using an analysis of covariance, significant differences were found between the experimental group and the control group in three of the eight subscales of the Index of Personality: Nonacademic, Perception of Self, and Acting in. According to LaFountain and Garner (1996), nonacademic and perception of self are both measures of self-esteem, while Acting In is a measure of coping. Regarding goal attainment, LaFountain and Garner (1996) proclaim that 91 percent of the participants in the experimental group showed progress towards their goals and 81 percent reached their goals at least at a moderate level.

Springer, Lynch, and Rubin (2000) used a pretest-posttest non-equivalent comparison group design with one dependent variable to test the effectiveness of solution-focused mutual aid groups with Hispanic children of incarcerated parents. The counselors administered the Hare Self-Esteem Scale to each participant for pretest and posttest. The Wilcoxon Signed-Rank Test revealed significant differences between pretest scores and posttest scores in the experimental group but not in the comparison group, which portrays general usefulness of solution-focused therapy groups for children of incarcerated family members. When controlling for the pretest scores, however, no significant differences were found between the experimental group and the control group.

Corcoran and Stephenson (2000) conducted a pretest-posttest research design to evaluate the effectiveness of solution-focused therapy with children who exhibit behavior problems. The researchers conceptualized behavior problems as complaints involving the child’s classroom behavior in terms of completion of assignments, aggressive behavior towards peers, and/or problems at home.

The researchers used the Feelings, Attitudes, and Behaviors Scale for Children and the Conners’ Parent Rating Scale to measure the dependent variables. Instruments were administered at the beginning of therapy for pretest and the conclusion of therapy for posttest. Results from the t-test showed improvements in scores for the Conners’ Parent Rating Scale; specifically, they improved in conduct problems, learning problems, psychosomatic problems, and impulsive hyperactivity. With the Feelings, Attitudes, and Behaviors Scale for Children completed by the participants, however, there were only significant improvements in two of the six subscales, conduct problems and self-image.

Franklin et al. (2001) performed an AB single-case research design study to examine the effectiveness of solution-focused therapy in a school setting. The researchers observed the participants twice a week during the four-week baseline phase, and once a week for the duration of therapy. Franklin et al., (2001) used the Conners’ Teacher Rating Scale-39 and the Feelings, Attitudes and Behavior Scale for Children to evaluate outcomes. The Conners’ Teacher Rating scale has seven subscales: 1) Hyperactivity, 2) Conduct Problems, 3) Emotional Indulgent, 4) Anxious Passive, 5) Asocial, 6) Daydream-Attention Problem, and 7) Hyperactivity Index. Five of the seven participants showed improvement on the Conners’ Teachers Rating Scale. Individual positive outcomes were supported by visual change, movement out of clinical range, and effect sized calculated on the different subscales (Franklin et al., 2001).

Newsome (2004) conducted a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest comparison group design to examine the differences between students who attended solution-focused therapy groups and those who did not on the dependent variables Grade Point Average and school attendance. The researcher performed purposive and convenient sampling with students in the seventh or eighth grade identified as being at-risk for academic failure based on below average academic performance and/or displaying chronic or low attendance from the previous academic year and was not receiving, or currently under the provisions of, an Individual Academic Plan (Newsome, 2004).

Newsome (2004) used a univariate analysis to examine the pretest and posttest Grade Point Average scores of participants. Analysis found that participants in the treatment group had improved their Grade Point Average compared to the comparison group. The proportion of variance was not large, however, which engendered concerns regarding the criticalness of solution-focused therapy in improving at-risk students’ Grade Point Averages. There were no differences found in attendance between the comparison group and the experimental group.

As the research indicates, solution-focused therapy is a promising and useful approach in working with at-risk students in a school setting. Specifically, solution-focused therapy is beneficial in helping students reach their goals, alleviate their concerns, reduce the intensity of their negative feelings, raise their self-esteem, manage their conduct problems, and increase their Grade Point Average (Littrell et al., 1995; LaFountain, 1996; Corcoran & Stephenson, 2000; Springer et al., 2000; Franklin et al., 2001; Newsome, 2004). Because of the promising results from these studies, the researchers believed that a solution-focused school might be effective for students who dropped out of their prior high school or were at-risk of dropping out of school. Subsequently, the researchers and administrators at Garza developed the solution-building school, which is based on solution-focused therapy. In addition to these promising studies that support the effectiveness of solution-focused therapy in schools, the researchers also believed that the philosophy and techniques espoused by the solution-focused therapy were consistent with the methods used in effective-schools literature, and that the techniques of solution-focused therapy might enhance teachers and administrators knowledge and skills in working with students with at-risk characteristics. This belief was supported in a prior concept mapping study conducted on the school (Franklin, et.al., 2003). Refer back to Table 2.

Evaluating the effectiveness of Garza High School allows the researchers to assess the effectiveness of a solution-building school for at-risk students in terms of the school’s academic performance and success at engaging and graduating students who are at-risk for dropout. Furthermore, the researchers anticipate the results extending to an effective model for dropout prevention and that the pilot, outcome study might build on the evidence-based literature supporting the effectiveness of solution-focused therapy in schools.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this present mixed-method, pilot study is to evaluate the effectiveness of the solution-building school, Gonzalo Garza Independence High School, in relationship to its school success, ability to help students’ earn credits, remain in school, and graduate from high school. This study also evaluates, from the students’ perspectives, perceived barriers to their education and the life experiences that led to school failure and dropout. Using detailed information from student interviews the study further examined how the practices and school experiences designed by Garza High School compared to the student’s experiences in other high schools. Finally, the study examined how Garza High School removed perceived barriers and affected the students’ motivation, academic achievement, and influenced post-graduation goals.

Methods

Gonzalo Garza Independence High School opened in January of 1998. As a public school of choice, any student with ten or more credits in the Austin Independent School District who wish to earn a high school diploma could choose to enroll in Garza High School.. There are currently 374 students at Garza High School; 44.1 percent of those students are Caucasian, 36.6 percent Hispanic, 18.2 percent African American, .08 percent Asian American, and .03 percent Native American. In 2003, there were 166 graduates from Garza High School (the data is not currently available for 2004). Officially, graduation rates are relatively low because the state of Texas requires that students finish in four years to be a graduate for the data. Combining time the students spent at their previous high school with their tenure at Garza, the majority of students ultimately take longer than four years to graduate. Subsequently, the graduation rate for 2001 was 27.8 percent and 2002 was 22.4 percent. The attendance rate for Garza is 75.3 percent and the dropout rate is 4.8 percent.

The purpose of the project’s second year is to determine whether the solution-focused approach to education helps at-risk students succeed in school by comparing outcomes for students from Garza High School with students from Crockett High School where they have not yet implemented a solution-focused education model. The goals for this second year were to (1) conduct a survey with students at Garza and Crockett using the School Success Profile to measure students’ strengths and needs pertaining to academic success; (2) collect data on student outcomes (credits earned, attendance rates, and graduation rates) from Garza and Crockett High School students and compare outcomes between those students; (3) conduct interviews with Garza students to obtain qualitative data about students’ experiences before and after enrolling at Garza; and, (4) conduct a parent satisfaction survey from parents of our Garza sample to collect data on parents’ views about Garza.

Sample

The experimental group, Garza High School, consisted of 46 students while our comparison group, Crockett High School, consisted of 39 students. Participants from Garza High School were recruited from a list of students currently attending Garza who had attended Crockett, Akins, or McCallum High School immediately prior to enrolling in Garza. Initially we wanted to select the Garza sample from those who had attended only Crockett, which is our comparison group. However, we were unable to find enough current students at Garza that originated from Crockett. So the list was expanded to include two additional high schools, Atkins and McCallum. Both are big feeder schools for Garza.

Participants from Crockett High School were recruited from a list provided by Austin Independent School District (AISD). Students from Crockett were selected because they were matched one to one with the Garza sample on the following characteristics: attendance, number of credits earned, graduation rate, participation in the free lunch program, race, gender, and whether the student is defined as at-risk according to Texas Education Code criteria. In order to be considered at-risk by the Texas Education Code, students must meet one of the following criteria : 1) did not maintain an average equivalent to 70 in two or more subjects in the foundation curriculum during a previous or current semester; 2) was not advanced from one grade level to the next at least once; 3) did not perform satisfactorily on an assessment instrument administered to the student under Subchapter B, Chapter 39, and has not subsequently performed on that or another appropriate instrument at a level equal to at least 110 percent of the satisfactory score; 4) is pregnant or a parent; 5) has been placed in an alternative education program; 6) has been expelled during the preceding or current school year; 7) is currently on parole, probation, deferred prosecution, or other conditional release; 8) was reported to have dropped out of school; 9) has limited English proficiency, as defined by section 29.052; 10) is in the custody of the Department of Protective and Regulatory Services or has been referred to the department; 11) is homeless, as defined by 42 U.S.C. Section 11302; 12) resides in a residential placement facility, substance abuse treatment facility, emergency shelter, psychiatric hospital, halfway house, or foster group home.
Even though the sample was originally matched on a one to one comparison basis using the school database, it was not possible to achieve an exact one to one match on all characteristics. Although, the original sample in which the student’s were matched from the school data base was used for the sample, the applied nature of the field setting and the fact that students had to be available and that their legal guardians had to consent to their participation in the study created barriers to the exact matching of student characteristics.

Demographic characteristics for Garza and Crockett sample are summarized in Table 5 below. Ethnicity similarities between the two schools were evident in the Anglo category with Garza having 25 students and Crockett having 28 students. The Garza sample did have twice as many Hispanics as well as one African American and two Asian Americans. Both schools had twice as many females as males and were similar with the number of 16-17 year old students. Garza did tend to have an older sample group with more than twice as many 18-year-old students and two 19-year-old students. The number of students in grades 11 and 12 were relatively similar with the exception of one 10th grader at Garza High School. The Garza sample did have twice as many students receiving the free lunch program as well as many more students classified as at-risk.

Table 5. Demographic Characteristics: Number and Percent

	Demographic Characteristics
	Garza High School
(N=46)
	
	Crockett High School
(N=39)

	Ethnicity
	Asian American
2 (4.3%)
African American
1 (2.2%)
Hispanic
18 (39.1%)
Anglo
25 (54.3%)
	
	Hispanic
9 (23.2%)
Anglo
28 (71.8%)

	Gender
	Female
29 (63.0%)
Male
17 (37.0%)
	
	Female
24 (61.5%)
Male
13 (33.3%)

	Age
	16
6 (13.0%)
17
23 (50.0%)
18
15 (32.6%)
19
2 (4.3%)
	
	16
6 (15.4%)
17
27 (69.2%)
18
6 (15.4%)

	Grade Level
	10th
1 (2.2%)
11th
8 (17.4%)
12th
37 (80.4%)
	
	11th
7 (17.9%)
12th
30 (76.9%)

	Receiving Free Lunch
	Yes
8 (17.4%)
No
35 (76.1%)
	
	Yes
4 (10.3%)
No
35 (89.7%)

	Student Classified 
as At-Risk
	Yes
40 (87.0%)
No
6 (13.0%)
	
	Yes
29 (74.4%)
No
10 (25.6%)


School Success Profile Survey

Participating students at Garza and Crockett were also invited to complete the School Success Profile, which provides a measure of environmental and intra-personal characteristics that influence academic success. The measure includes a Students Environment Profile consisting of 14 dimensions and an Individual Adaptation Profile consisting of 8 dimensions. Garza and Crockett student scores will be analyzed to reveal any difference in predicted school success. Students from both Garza and Crockett High School were offered $5 for completing the SSP, which were administered at their respective schools and requiring 30 to 40 minutes to complete. Completed surveys were mailed back to North Carolina to be analyzed by Dr. Bowen and his research team, the developers of the SSP.
The School Success Profile (SSP) is a 30 to 40 minute comprehensive assessment survey designed to assist school social workers and counselors in assessing individual students’ social environment profile and individual adaptation profile. It contains 22 dimensions assessing the students' risk and protective factors in the following seven domains: Neighborhood, School, Friends, Family, Personal Beliefs and Well-being, School Attitudes and Behavior, and Academic Performance. The social environment profile contains 14 dimensions (neighborhood, school, friends, family domains), which represent assets students need to develop healthy relationship and school success. The individual adaptation profile contains 8 dimensions (personal beliefs and well-being, school attitudes and behavior, and academic performance domains) on attitudinal and behavioral outcomes that indicate healthy development and school success (Bowen, Rose, and Bowen, 2004). A copy of the SSP used in this study is attached at the end of this report.

Each of the 22 dimensions in the SSP is positively coded to reflect the desired outcomes with individual student results being coded into three-color categories: red (risk), yellow (caution), and green (asset). The three-color categories reflect the degree to which the students have protective factors with each dimension (Bowen, Rose, and Bowen, 2004). For example, if a student scored a red in the teacher support dimension, they are at potential risk with their teachers because the student perceives the teacher as not being supportive or caring about them or their academic success. If a student scored a green on the dimension friend behavior, the student has potential assets in his or her friends because the friends may be unlikely to get in trouble with the police and perform well at school. Individual student scores were aggregated to provide a school summary report, which looks similar to the individual student report (Bowen, Rose, and Bowen, 2004). For this study, we used the aggregate summary report for Garza High School and Crockett High School. Each of the three-color codes correspond to cutoff scores determined by national norms, criterion analysis, and expert review (Bowen, Rose, and Bowen, 2004). The cutoff scores for each of the colors vary depending on the dimensions for each of the seven domains. Table 6 provides a breakdown for each of the cutoff scores for each of the dimensions.

Table 6: Cutoff Scores for Color Codes in School Success Profile

	School Success Profile Dimensions
	Red
(Risk)
	Yellow
(Caution)
	Green
(Asset)

	Social Environment Profile
	
	
	

	Neighbor Support
	0-4
	5-7
	8-12

	Neighborhood Youth Behavior
	0-4
	5-6
	7-8

	Neighborhood Safety
	0-8
	9-10
	11-12

	School Satisfaction
	0-3
	4-5
	6-7

	Teacher Support
	0-6
	7-8
	9-11

	School Safety
	0-4
	5-6
	7-9

	Friend Support
	0-3
	4
	5

	Peer Group Acceptance
	0-4
	5-6
	7-8

	Friend Behavior
	0-6
	7
	8-9

	Family Togetherness
	0-2
	3-5
	6-7

	Parent Support
	0-1
	2-4
	5-6

	Home Academic Environment
	0-2
	3-4
	5-6

	Parent Education Support
	0-2
	3-4
	5-8

	School Behavior Expectations
	0-4
	5-6
	7-8

	Individual Adaptation Profile
	
	
	

	Social Support Use
	0-4
	5-6
	7-8

	Physical Health
	0-3
	4-6
	7-8

	Happiness
	2-6
	1
	0

	Personal Adjustment
	2-3
	1
	0

	Self-Esteem
	0-1
	2-3
	4

	School Engagement
	0
	1
	2-3

	Trouble Avoidance
	0-4
	5-6
	7-8

	Grades
	5-6
	3-4
	2


Reliability coefficients for the 14 dimensions of the social environment profile ranged from a Cronbach’s Alpha of .75 to .92. Three dimensions (friend behavior, family togetherness, and parent support) scored very high with all of them being .90 or higher. Five of the reliability coefficients for the social environment profile dimensions (neighborhood youth behavior, teacher support, school safety, friend support, school behavior expectations) were respectable with scores above .85. Three dimensions (neighborhood support, neighborhood safety, peer group acceptance) were minimally acceptable with scores of .80 and .81 while three other dimensions (school satisfaction, home academic environment, parent education support) scored either .75 or .76.

Construct validity of the social environment profile was assessed by examining the inter-item correlations, factor analysis, and the intra-domain and cross-domain correlations. The inter-item correlations measure the degree to which each dimension items correlate with one another. High correlation is expected since the dimension items are supposed to measure the same theoretical construct. Effect sizes for correlations were calculated and used to gauge inter-item correlations with medium and high correlations indicating construct validity (Bowen, Rose, & Bowen, 2004). Most of the dimensions in the social environment profile showed medium (.30 and above) or high (.50 and above) inter-item correlations. Four dimensions (neighborhood support, neighborhood safety, home academic environment, parent education support) had a few very low inter-item correlations (e.g., .08), however, they all contained some medium inter-item correlations (e.g., .49). Overall, construct validity for the social environment profile was shown through the inter-item correlations.

Factor analysis was used to determine if the items represented a similar construct as indicated by loading scores of .40 or higher (Bowen, Rose, & Bowen, 2004). Nearly all dimensions in the social environment profile had all items load satisfactorily as indicated by a loading score of .40 or higher. Three dimensions (neighborhood support, neighborhood safety, parent education support) had items that failed to load on the retained factor as indicated by a loading score of .40 or higher but all three did load at .30 or higher (Bowen, Rose, & Bowen, 2004).

Intra-domain and cross-domain correlations examined convergent and divergent validity between pairs of dimensions. Similar dimensions (e.g. all those in school domain-school satisfaction, teacher support, school safety) are expected to be highly correlated (ρ ≥ .40) indicating convergent validity while those dimensions across domains (e.g. teacher support-school domain vs. parent support-family domain) are expected to be less correlated (ρ < .40) indicating divergent validity (Bowen, Rose, & Bowen, 2004). Within the neighborhood domain, all the dimensions met the minimum correlation cutoff score of .40 or higher with the exception of neighborhood support with neighborhood safety (ρ =.34). In the school domain, only teacher support with school satisfaction (ρ =.68) met the cutoff score of .40 or higher while none of the dimensions in the friends domain met the criteria. In the family domain, however, most of the dimensions had a correlation score higher than .40 with the exception of school behavior expectations dimension which didn’t satisfy the criteria with any of the other four family dimensions.

Reliability coefficients for the 8 dimensions of the individual adaptation profile ranged from a Cronbach’s Alpha of .65 to .84. Only two dimensions, social support and self-esteem, were minimally acceptable with a Cronbach’s Alpha scores of .81 and .84. Four dimensions (physical health, school engagement, trouble avoidance, academic performance) had a Cronbach’s Alpha score between .75-.79. The dimensions happiness and personal adjustment had the two lowest scores of .72 and .65 respectively.

Construct validity of the individual adaptation profile also included examination of the inter-item correlation scores as indicated by effect sizes for correlations. Most of the dimensions had medium or high correlations with one another, supporting the construct validity of the individual adaptation profile. Only the dimension happiness had some very low correlations with other items but it also had some high ones as well.

Factor analysis was also conducted to determine construct validity. Nearly all dimensions in the individual adaptation profile had all items load satisfactorily onto one factor as indicated by a loading score of .40 or higher. Only the dimension happiness had two factors retained and the dimension trouble avoidance had items that failed to load on the retained factor as indicated by a loading score of .40 or higher but did load higher than .35 (Bowen, Rose, & Bowen, 2004).

Intra-domain and cross-domain correlations were also used to examine convergent and divergent validity within the individual adaptation profile dimensions. Within the personal beliefs and well being domain, only physical health with personal adjustment and self-esteem as well as happiness with personal adjustment and self-esteem correlated highly (ρ ≥ .40). While the others within this domain failed to highly correlate, they did have divergent validity with the other two domains, academic performance and school attitudes and behavior. Similarly, the two dimensions (school engagement and trouble avoidance) in the school attitudes and behavior domain also failed to highly correlate but did have divergent validity with the other two domains. Academic performance had only one domain, grades, but it did have divergent validity with the other two domains.

Overall, the SSP has shown reliable internal consistency as well as measuring what it is suppose to on the 22 SSP profile dimensions. Reliability coefficients for the 22 dimensions were shown to be respectable with many scoring above .85. The construct validity was shown to hold with medium to high inter-item correlation scores (.30 and above) for the 22 dimensions. Factor analysis was also used to determine construct validity and almost all 22 dimensions loaded satisfactorily with a loading score of .40 or higher. Finally, convergent validity was upheld as many dimensions correlate (ρ ≥ .40) within their respective domains while divergent validity was shown by most dimensions correlating less (ρ < .40) with dimensions in other domains. Thus, further supporting construct validity of the SSP.

Quantitative Analysis

Credits Earned

Data related to credits earned was obtained from the Austin Independent School District (AISD). This data included two variables related to credits earned for the fall and spring semester of each year: (1) credits attempted and (2) credits earned. These two variables were used to compute a new variable for each semester by dividing the number of credits earned for that semester by the number of credits attempted. This produced a variable that ranges from 0 to 1.0 and represented the credits earned as a proportion of credits attempted. These new variables were computed for each of four consecutive semesters beginning with the Fall 2002 semester and continuing through the Spring 2004 semester. These variables were:

· CRDT_F02: Credits earned as a proportion of credits attempted, Fall 2002

· CRDT_S03: Credits earned as a proportion of credits attempted, Spring 2003

· CRDT_F03: Credits earned as a proportion of credits attempted, Fall 2003

· CRDT_S04: Credits earned as a proportion of credits attempted, Spring 2004

These four semesters were chosen for the analysis because most students in the Garza sample entered Garza just prior to the start of the 2003-2004 academic year. These four variables represent the academic year prior to entering Garza (2002-2003) and the first academic year after entering Garza (2003-2004). If Garza is effective in helping students earn more credits (as a proportion of credits attempted) that change should be most apparent between the Spring 2003 and Fall 2003 semesters.

A missing data analysis performed on these four variables showed that the number of missing data for each variable ranged from 12 to 4 cases. Of the 85 cases in the data file, 54 (63.5%) had complete data on all variables. Twenty (23.5%) cases were missing data on one of the variables and 7 (8.2%) were missing data on 2 of the 4 variables. Because of concerns about adequate sample size, missing values for these cases were recoded using the overall sample mean for the variable. This produced a working data file with 81 cases, 43 students from Garza and 38 students in the Crockett sample. Four cases were dropped because of missing data.

Attendance

Data from AISD included 2 variables related to attendance: (1) days attended and (2) calendar days (number of school days). Data is available for each fall and spring semester. A new variable was computed that shows days attended as a proportion of school days for the semester. That is, the number of days the student attended school was divided by the number of school days to produce a proportional variable that ranges from 0.0 to 1.0. This variable represents the proportion of school days that the student actually attended. This analysis uses four variable for credits earned:

· ATT_F02: Days attended as a proportion of school days, Fall 2002

· ATT_S03: Days attended as a proportion of school days, Spring 2003

· ATT_F03: Days attended as a proportion of school days, Fall 2003

· ATT_S04: Days attended as a proportion of school days, Spring 2004

A missing data analysis performed on these four variables showed that the number of missing data for each variable ranged from 15 to 2 cases. Of the 85 cases in the data file, 65 (76.5%) had complete data on all variables. Twelve (14.1%) were missing data on one of the four variables and 6 (7.1%) were missing data on 2 of the 4 variables. For these cases, missing values were recoded using the overall sample mean for the variable. This produced a data file with 83 cases, 46 students from Garza and 37 students in the Crockett sample.

Qualitative Interviews

The use of qualitative research methods such as open ended and semi-structured interviewing is best suited when the researcher wishes to capture the lived experience from the perspective of the participants and create meaning from it (Creswell, 1998). The strengths of qualitative research are that it can fill in rich details and provide additional meaning to both the researcher and the respondents. It is often used in a mixed-method study to help researchers better understand the results of numerical data and to provide context and meaning to quantitative results.

The sample was extracted from the Austin Independent School District Database. The research team used both purposive and convenience sampling to identify at-risk students from Garza High School to be participants in the study. Thirty-three of the forty-six students in the evaluation sample volunteered to be interviewed by the researchers. Members of the research team explained the purpose of the research to selected students who participated in the study. The researchers offered students $5 as incentive for participating in the interview. The participants and their parents signed a consent form approved by both the University of Texas at Austin internal review board, as well as Austin Independent School District.

Three doctoral students from the University of Texas at Austin School of Social Work and one former school social worker interviewed the students and transcribed the interviews. One-on-one interviews lasted between 45 minutes to an hour and were held on campus in either empty rooms or outside on campus grounds. The doctoral students and former school social worker transcribed the interviews relying on the audiotapes and notes taken during the interviewed.

The interview form consisted of 36 questions that examined student’s family background, relationships with family and friends, satisfaction with current and previous schools, educational and career goals, and barriers to education. The questions consisted of list items, scaling questions, and open-ended questions. The interviewers used probing questions to expand on student answers. Topics to be addressed in the interviews include the following:

· Life Events that lead the student to choose Garza;

· Important life events before and after enrollment at Garza;

· Similarities and differences between Garza and previous schools attended;

· Students’ educational and career goals and how goals have changed over time;

· Students’ perceptions about education and how perceptions have changed over time.

Life events may include events that occur in school, such as suspension, failing a class, repeating a grade level, and dropping out of school. They may also include events in students’ personal lives, such as moving, experiencing their parents’ separation or divorce, substance use issues, and experiencing a period of depression or anxiety. Appendix 1 contains a copy of the interview form used in this study.

The research team delayed coding the transcriptions until they had copies of all the transcribed interviews. One of the research team members than read through the transcriptions, made notes in the margins of the transcriptions, and formed initial codes from the data. The researcher than established categories during repetitive readings, analyzed the transcribed interviews, and collapsed them into patterns (Padgett, 1998). After the research team member created codes from the transcription, the researcher placed theoretically similar codes together to develop general themes across the transcriptions. A second researcher read the transcripts and confirmed the general themes being discovered.

After compiling a list of general themes common throughout the transcriptions, the researchers organized the most frequent themes into constructs. The constructs included:

· Barriers to education at the students’ prior school

· Why the student chose to attend Garza

· Major differences between Garza and their prior school

· How Garza helped break barriers to success

· Relationship with teachers at Garza

· Relationship with Students at Garza

· How Garza helped the students’ relationship with their parents/guardians

· How Garza helped increase the students’ desire to graduate/go to college.

The researchers than calculated the percentages of students that discussed or mentioned each particular theme. For a theme to be considered one of the most prevalent, at least 40 percent of the students had to discuss or mention its content in the interviews. Out of the most prevalent themes, the research team decided to choose three to discuss in the results section that provide a universal description of Garza high school. Other members of the research team read the transcripts, list of codes, list of themes, list of prevalent themes, and list of three prevalent themes for confirmation and validation purposes.

The Qualitative Interview Guide

To further the meaning of the results from the quantitative component of the study, the researchers developed a semi-structured interview guide and this guide (see Development of Interview Guide section below) was designed to evaluate the barriers that prohibited the students from succeeding at their prior school and to compare and contrast those experiences with their current high school experience at Garza High School. The semi-structured interview guide covered several areas of the student’s educational and life experiences: 1) structured and open ended questions on student barriers to education and how Garza High School helped each student overcome perceived barriers; 2) structured rating scale questions used to evaluate a student’s school experience at Garza as compared to other high school experiences; 3) open ended questions aimed at understanding prior high school experiences and their subsequent educational experiences at  Garza High School; and, 4) a combination of structured rating scale and open ended questions aimed at evaluating  how attending Garza High school had affected the academic and career motivation of students including their post-graduate goals.
Structured rating scale questions from the interview guide evaluating a student’s school experience at Garza as compared to other high school experiences and assessing their academic and career motivation both before and after attending Garza are described in more detail in the results section of this report under Quantitative Transcription Analysis Report. Interviews based on the open ended questions from the student participants made it possible for the researchers to use the lived experiences of student participants to formulate hypotheses about how Garza High School was able to engage, motivate, and help students graduate from high school. It also gave researchers a glimpse at some of the effective characteristics of the school in relationship to its outcomes with at-risk students.
Development of Interview Guide

Questions on the interview guide were constructed in three ways. First, the questions developed for the interview guide were adapted from a structured questionnaire used in previous research on the effectiveness of alternative schools with high school dropouts (Franklin, 1992; Franklin & Streeter, 1991). Second, using a rational process for generating questions, the research team added questions that evaluated the student’s experience at Garza High School using Likert scales and follow-up probes about that experience. In particular, the research team was interested in how Garza High School engaged students to continue their education, and how each student would rate Garza High School in helping them complete high school and how their educational experience at Garza High School affected their educational or career plans past high school. Finally, the original interview guide was piloted and tested on a small sample of three students. Through that process some duplication was identified and questions were eliminated. A few questions were also reworded for better comprehension. In subsequent interviews, the interview guide appeared to perform well with the students and no other problems with the questions were identified.

Parent Satisfaction Survey

To assess parental satisfaction, a satisfaction survey was developed by the research team and administered to the parents of the Garza sample. Parents were contacted via telephone by one of the research team members and asked to rate their satisfaction level with the various components of Garza high school.

The first five questions of the survey (child’s relationship with teachers, child’s relationship with administrators, child’s academic performance, child’s attendance, school’s curriculum) compared parent’s satisfaction level with Garza to their child’s previous school using the Likert rating score of 1=Not Satisfied to 5=Extremely Satisfied. The survey also examined other aspects of Garza High School such as “a place where your child can succeed academically” and “flexibility of class scheduling, academic success” using a rating score of 1=Far Below Average to 5=Far Above Average. Parents were also asked whether they would recommend Garza, which was coded as a three-point scale where 1=No, 2=Maybe, and 3=Yes. Finally, Garza’s self-paced learning style was examined using the ratings score of 1=Not Effective to 5=Extremely Effective.

Responses from the parents were recorded by a member of the research team and data was then coded and entered into SPSS data file. Frequency counts and mean scores with standard deviations were calculated using SPSS. Appendix 2 contains a copy of the parent satisfaction survey used in this study.

Results and Analysis

School Success Profile

Participating Garza and Crockett students were asked to complete the School Success Profile (SSP), a self-report survey developed by Dr. Gary Bowen at University of North Carolina- Chapel Hill School of Social Work. Results for Garza and Crockett High Schools were presented in summary form (Table 7) identifying the risk factors and protective factors for each school.

Results from Crockett High School’s School Success Profile shows the Social Environment Profile for its students were mostly cautions with some risk. The level of risk in the neighborhood domain for Crocket students were all caution. Schools, friends, and family domains for Crockett students all contained one risk assessment with the rest being caution. The Crockett sample did not find satisfaction in their school, did not find support from their teachers, and felt unsafe in their school.

Furthermore, they did not find support in their friends, did not feel acceptance with their peers, and have friends who engage in risky behavior. Family domain was also another caution for Crockett students. Students did not feel they had parent support or family togetherness. Home academic environment and parent education support were also rated low while school behavior expectations were considered a risk factor.

Individual Adaptation Profile was rated better by Crockett students with only one dimension rated as risk and three as assets. Under the personal beliefs and well-being domain, students felt happiness and personal adjustments were assets while social support use, physical health, and self-esteem were cautions. In terms of their academic performance, students felt their grades were an asset. Their school attitudes and behavior, however, were not as good. School engagement was a risk factor and trouble avoidance was rated as a caution.

	Table 7: School Success Profile Results

		Garza High School

	Crockett High School


	Social Environment Profile
		
	Neighbor Support
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	Neighbor Youth Behavior
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	Neighborhood Safety
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	School Satisfaction
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	Teacher Support
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	School Safety
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	Friend Support
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	Peer Group Acceptance
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	Friend Behavior
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	Family Togetherness
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	Parent Support
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	Home Academic Environment
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	Parent Education Support
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	School Behavior Expectations
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	Individual Adaptation Profile
		
	Social Support Use
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	Physical Health
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	Happiness
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	Personal Adjustment
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	Self Esteem
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	School Engagement
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	Trouble Avoidance
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	Grades
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Results from Garza High School’s School Success Profile shows the Social Environment Profile for its students was mostly cautions with some risk and some assets. In the neighborhood domain, Garza students felt neighbor support and neighborhood safety were cautions while neighbor youth behavior was a risk factor. School domains (school satisfaction, teacher support, and school safety) for Garza students were all rated as assets.

Among friends and peer support, Garza students did not feel acceptance with their peer group and rated their friend support and friend behavior as risky. Family domain was also another caution for Garza students with one risk factor. Students did not feel they had parent support or family togetherness. Home academic environment and parent education support were also rated low while school behavior expectations were considered a risk factor.

Individual Adaptation Profile was rated better by Garza students with no dimensions rated as risk factors and two rated as assets. Under the personal beliefs and well-being domain, students felt happiness was an asset while social support use, physical health, personal adjustment and self-esteem were cautions. In terms of their academic performance, Garza students felt their grades were an asset. Their school attitudes and behavior, however, were not as good with school engagement and trouble avoidance being rated as a caution.

In comparing the results from our Garza sample with the Crockett sample, it is clear that there are similarities in students’ beliefs about their neighborhood, family and friends but major differences in beliefs about schools. In the social environment profile, neighborhood, friends, and family domains were mostly cautions with some rated as risk factors for both schools. Garza students, however, rated all three school domains (school satisfaction, teacher support, and school safety) as being assets while Crockett students rated school satisfaction and teacher support as caution and school safety as risk factor.

Similarities also existed between both schools in the individual adaptation profile in terms of personal beliefs and well-being, school attitudes and behavior, and academic performance dimensions. Students at both schools felt happy but their self-esteem and social support use were rated as cautions. One difference between the two schools within the personal beliefs and well-being domain was Crockett students rated their personal adjustments as assets while Garza students rated their personal adjustments as caution. Students also differed in their school engagement with Crockett students rating it as a risk factor and Garza students rating it as a caution.

It is clear from the results of the School Success Profile that students from both Crockett and Garza High School are at high-risk of dropping out with very few assets or protective factors. Battin-Pearson, et al. (2000) found students who engage in drug use and violent behaviors, bond with friends with antisocial behaviors, and come from poor families are at greater risk of dropping out before the 10th grade, regardless of their academic achievement at age 14. The National Dropout Prevention Center (2004) also list alcohol and drug abuse, behavior and discipline problems, mental health issues, and abusive/disruptive home life as additional reasons why students drop out.

One glaring difference from the results of the School Success Profile is the school domain (school satisfaction, teacher support, school safety) where Garza students rated all three dimensions as assets and Crockett students rated all three dimensions as either caution or risk. This is even more important because students at both schools reported difficulty finding support and help in their neighborhoods, families, and friends. While students at both schools view their happiness and grades as assets, most lack any type of support that will engage them in school or reduce their risk of dropping out. Classroom structure and environment play an important role in motivating students to meet academic goals. Creating a caring, supportive community in which students feel safe and respected is vital to fostering academic achievement (Jones & Jones, 1998). Garza has been able to be an asset for their students who have very few, if any, supports.
Quantitative Analysis

Credits Earned

A repeated-measures ANOVA was performed using the four credits earned variables. To compare the Garza students with the Crockett students, a variable was created that indicated which students are from Garza and which were from the Crockett. This variable was included as a Between-Subjects factor in the analysis.

The repeated-measures ANOVA found a significant main effects for the within-subjects effects, proportion of credits earned over time. The F statistic of 20.357 was statistically significant with a p<.000. This indicated that over time there was change in the number of credits earned as a proportion of credits attempted for both the Garza sample and the Crockett sample. Furthermore, there was a significant interaction between credits earned and the Between-Subjects factor that distinguished between the Garza students and the Crockett students. The F statistic of 4.131 was significant with a p= .017. This indicates that the change in the proportion of credits earned is not the same for both groups.

These effects can be clearly seen by looking at the profile plots below. This graph plots separate lines for each group representing the mean proportion of credits earned to credits attempted for each of the four semesters. The solid line represents the Garza sample and the dashed line represents the Crockett sample. As can be seen, the Garza sample has lower means during the 2002-2003 academic year but those means increase substantially for the 2003-2004 academic year after they entered Garza High School.
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In comparing the means for each group (see Table 8), we see that both the Garza sample and the Crockett sample show improvement over time in the proportion of credits earned. However, the Garza sample seems to show substantially more improvement.

Table 8: Mean Proportion of Credits Earned to Credits Attempted for Garza Sample and Crockett Sample


Garza Sample
Crockett Sample
Independent 

(N=43)*
(N=38)*
Sample T-Test


Mean
SD
Mean
SD
t
Sig.

Fall 2002
.7833
.2359
.8686
.1605
1.870
.064

Spring 2003
.7952
.3471
.8252
.2428
.445
.658

Fall 2003
.9900
.0198
.9091
.2142
-2.464
.016

Spring 2004
.9977
.0072
.9490
.1508
-2.116
.037

* Sample size reflects some cases being dropped because of missing data.  Please refer back to discussion in methods section.

Independent sample t-tests were performed to see if there were any differences between the Garza sample and the Crockett sample. For the 2002-2003 academic year, no significant differences were found between the two groups. However, for the 2003-2004 academic year, the Garza sample had a significantly higher average proportion of credits earned to credits attempted than the Crockett sample. This indicates that students in the Garza sample earned a higher proportion of credits attempted than the Crockett sample for both the fall and spring semesters of the 2003-2004 academic year.


An effect size of .47 was calculated for credits earned using Hedge’s g and Hedge’s bias correction formula for small sample size. This standardized mean difference effect size (g) is calculated by:


g = mean experimental- mean comparison/pooled standard deviations; 

then using Hedge’s bias correction (for small sample size) to come up with final unbiased effect size estimate (δ):  δ = g[1-(3/4N-9)]

Using the above formula, an effect size of .47 was calculated indicating that those students at Garza High School earned .47 standard deviations more credits than Crockett High School students. According to Cohen (1988), this is a medium effect size.

Attendance

A repeated-measures ANOVA was performed using the four attendance variables. To compare the Garza students with the Crockett sample, a variable was created that indicated which students are from Garza. This variable was included as a Between-Subjects factor in the analysis. The table below shows the ANOVA output.

We see that for the main effects of “credits” the F statistic is 15.088 and the Sig. is .000. This indicated that there is change over time in the number of school days attended by the students. We also see that there is a significant interaction between days attended and the Between-Subjects factor that distinguished between the Garza students and the Crockett students. The F is 5.265 and the Sig. is .003. This indicates that the change in days attended is not the same for both groups. The Between Subjects effects produced an F statistic of 76.72 and a Sig. of .000. The Between-Subjects effects means that there is a significant difference between the Garza sample and the Crockett sample.

These effects can be seen in the profile plots below. This graph plots separate lines for each group representing the mean proportion of days attended to total school days for each of the four semesters. The solid line represents the Garza sample and the dashed line represents the comparison sample. As can be seen, the Garza sample consistently has lower attendance means than the Crockett sample at each of the four time periods.
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In comparing the means for each group (see Table 9), we again see that the Garza sample consistently has lower average attendance than the Crockett sample. While the Garza sample does show improvement in attendance between the Spring 2003 and Fall 2003 semesters, when they first enter Garza, attendance falls off during the Spring 2004 semester. Looking at the means for each sample we see that the Garza sample has lower average attendance than the Crockett sample for all four semesters. Independent sample t-tests confirms that these differences are statistically significant.

Effect sizes on attendance were also calculated using the same formula as above. An effect size of -1.63 was calculated indicating that those students at Garza High School did 1.63 standard deviations worse in attendance than the Crockett High School students. According to Cohen (1988), this is a very large effect size.

Table 9: Mean Proportion of Days Attended to School Days for Garza Sample and Crockett Sample


Garza Sample
Crockett Sample
Independent 

(N=46)*
(N=37)*
Sample T-Test


Mean
SD
Mean
SD
t
Sig.

Fall 2002
.8282
.1250
.9586
.0459
6.547
.000

Spring 2003
.7111
.2192
.9217
.1334
5.392
.000

Fall 2003
.7770
.1236
.8996
.1332
4.340
.000

Spring 2004
.6298
.1874
.8887
.1064
7.916
.000

* Sample size reflects some cases being dropped because of missing data.  Please refer back to discussion in methods section.

At a school like Garza, the relationship between attendance and academic performance appears to be minimized. To quote one of the Garza Students from the interview data, “Yeah. I learned how to get things done. It’s the whole self-paced curriculum thing. You come, you get things done, you’re done. I’ve only been here 7-8 months and I’ve gotten 7 credits already. And I’ve been absent about 50% of the time”. The statistical data support this student’s experience and the table below shows correlation between attendance and credits earned for the Garza sample and the Crockett sample. For the Garza sample, the correlations between attendance and credits earned are very weak for all semesters except Spring 2003, ranging from .095 to .374. By contrast, the Crockett sample shows moderate to strong correlation between attendance and credits earned, ranging from .463 to .684 (See Table 10).

Table 10: Correlation Between Credits Earned and Attendance 

for Garza Sample and Crockett Sample by Semester 



Garza sample
Crockett sample



(N=46)*
(N=37)*


Fall 2002
.095 (p=.545)
.463 (p=.004)


Spring 2003
.374 (p=.013)
.615 (p=.000)


Fall 2003
.147 (p=.346)
.615 (p=.000)


Spring 2004
.259 (p=.093)
.684 (p=.000)

* Sample size reflects some cases being dropped because of missing data.  Please refer back to discussion in methods section.
In a regular high school, students can be seriously penalized academically for not attending class. However, Garza’s self-paced content mastery curriculum permits students to move at their own pace. This means that students can complete requirements faster or slower than they would in a regular school. Some students are working full-time while trying to complete their high school degree. Others have small children of their own that make it difficult for them to regularly attend school. The self-paced curriculum allows a student to come into the school and work very hard for concentrated periods of time to master the content. Therefore, the relationship between attendance and performance is mitigated by the nature of the curriculum and self-paced learning style. This would also explain the large effect size calculated showing Garza students doing worse in attendance than the Crockett students.

Graduation Rate for 2003-2004 Academic Year

To assess the graduation rate for the 2003-2004 academic year, we looked at all students who were classified as being in the 12th grade in Spring 2004. The table below shows that there were 67 students classified as 12th graders in spring 2004, 37 from the Garza sample and 30 from the Crockett sample. Of the 37 students from the Garza sample, 23 (62%) graduated in 2004. With the Crockett sample, we see that 27 (90%) of the 12th graders graduated. The Crockett sample had a higher graduation rate than the Garza sample.

Table 11: Graduation Rates for Garza and Crockett High Schools

	
	Garza

Sample
	Crockett sample
	

	Graduated


	23
	27
	50

	Did Not Graduate


	14
	3
	17

	Total
	37
	30
	67


An analysis of the 14 students in the Garza sample who did not graduate found that 9 of these students are still enrolled at Garza, 2 are enrolled in a GED program, and 1 is being home schooled. Only 2 have dropped out of school. While Garza’s graduation rate is lower, the fact that 12 of the 14 students are still in some kind of academic program is revealing. All students in the Garza sample had either left school or were in danger of failing out of their traditional high school at the time they first enrolled at Garza High School. This means that they were very likely behind on their credits when they arrive at Garza. So, the fact that they do not graduate “on time” is not surprising. What is perhaps more important is that they are still working toward some kind of high school degree and the nine students still enrolled may in the future graduate from Garza High School.

Of the 23 students in the Garza sample who graduated in 2004, 12 (52%) have enrolled in some kind of post-secondary education program. In the Fall 2004 semester, 8 of these students are enrolled at Austin Community College, 1 is enrolled in cosmetology school, and one is enrolled in Southern Careers, a private technical school in Corpus Christi. Two graduates have left Texas to continue their education, with one of these students enrolled at San Diego City College in California and the other enrolled at Hampshire College in Massachusetts.

Quantitative Transcription Analysis

Quantitative analysis from the transcription interviews of our Garza sample examined various student demographics, substance use, and roadblocks to academic success. Student responses from the interview questions were coded into SPSS dataset to allow quantitative analysis. Paired-sample tests helped analyze questions about relationships and school satisfaction before attending Garza and while attending Garza.

Of the 33 students interviewed, 36 percent live with just their biological mother, 12 percent live with their biological mother and a stepfather, and 21 percent live with both biological parents. About half the students (52 percent) are currently employed while attending school and 18 percent receive no financial support from family or friends. Forty-two percent of the students interviewed stated that they were out of school for an extended length of time but 91 percent had an adult who could advise them on school or career related matters. Also, 91 percent of the students stated they planned to attend college at some point after graduating from Garza high school.

Paired-sample tests were conducted to examine student’s relationships with parents and peers before and during Garza (see Table 12). Based on these tests, students reported that their relationship with both their parents and peers had improved significantly since coming to Garza. When comparing satisfaction level with their previous school compared to Garza, students rated a significantly higher satisfaction level with Garza over their previous school. Students also reported greater confidence that they would finish high school since coming to Garza compared to when they were at their previous high school. And, they reported an increased desire to attend college since coming to Garza. All 5 of these t-tests were significant at p<.001 level and based on a rating scale of 1 to 10.

Table 12: Results of Paired Sample T-Tests Showing Changes After Enrolling at Garza.


Mean
Standard



Difference
Error
t
Sig.

Relationship with parents
-1.87
.353
-5.31
.000

Relationship with peers
-2.39
.387
-6.18
.000

Satisfaction with school
-3.63
.564
-6.43
.000

Finish high school
-2.74
.210
-13.06
.000

Attend college
-3.46
.653
-5.31
.000

When students were asked whether Garza helped improve their relationships, 49 percent stated it helped with their parents and 52 percent said it helped with their peers. Eighty-two percent felt Garza’s counseling services were effective with 21 percent of those feeling it was very effective and 46 percent saying it was extremely effective. Overall, half (52 percent) the students interviewed felt Garza’s education is extremely effective, 30 percent felt it was very effective and none felt it was not effective.

Garza students identified numerous roadblocks to their academic success. Table 13 provides a list of all roadblocks cited by students. Of particular note is that 55 percent of the students cited having 4 to 6 of the listed roadblocks and none of the students having zero roadblocks. Furthermore, 52 percent of the Garza sample self-reported that they currently use alcohol/drugs (mostly alcohol and marijuana) and have experienced some sort of mental health problem such as depression or anxiety

Table 13: Roadblocks Reported by Garza Students

Roadblocks
Number (percent)

Did not like high school
33 (100.0%)

Failure in previous high school
26 (78.8%)

Family problems
17 (51.5%)

Alcohol problem in student or family member
17 (51.5%)

Student currently using alcohol or drugs
15 (45.5%)

Did not like teachers/administrators
15 (45.5%)

Out of school for an extended length
14 (42.4%)

Experienced crisis or loss
13 (39.4%)

Mental health problems- family member or self
12 (36.4%)

Ran away from home
11 (33.3%)

Trouble with the police
8 (24.2%)

Had to take on a full-time job
7 (21.2%)

Pregnancy
7 (21.2%)

Learning problems
6 (18.2%)

Student uses alcohol/drugs and suffered mental health problems
5 (15.2%)

Got into fights at school/aggressive behaviors
4 (12.1%)

Health problem in student or family member
4 (12.1%)

Other roadblocks not mention
1 (03.0%)

All students interviewed cited not liking their school as a reason for changing schools, particularly not liking teachers or administrators (46 percent). Many students stated that they did not feel like the teachers cared or wanted to develop a relationship with them. One student stated, “The way I see it the teacher won’t help me as much as she would the other students.”  Another student said, “They (previous high school) only look at bad things you do. They did not look at good things that you do. Like over here (Garza High School) like when you do something good they give you good complements and over there you don’t get nothing when you do anything good, but they only look at the bad things you do. That’s what I don’t really like.”  Other students stated that they would argue with teachers and administrators over strict rules. An example provided by another student was, “The current principal at my previous high school is a machine, working by school rules. My grandmother was sick with leukemia and I wanted to leave 15 minutes early to go to the hospital but they wouldn’t let me.”

Seventy-nine percent stated failure in one or more classes as another reason for changing schools. Most students cited failure in classes due to absences or lack of motivation rather than lack of intelligence. As one student explains, “With not going, you do get behind and then after a little amount of time, you realize that if you’re not fully applying yourself and really working to it, then you’re not going to pass so why bother. Why bother doing the rest of the work for the rest of the semester when you know you’re not going to pass.”

Family problems were another big roadblock cited by fifty-two percent of the students. These problems ranged from interpersonal conflicts with parents and significant others to financial problems. A student explains, “It’s like I don’t even try to have conflicts with anybody. I try to stay far away from everybody, and then somehow I get dragged into it. I don’t know if it’s who I associate with or who I know or what but I always get involved with it somehow.”  Another student presented this example, “It’s been extremely difficult (financial problem) because my mom is a teacher and my dad makes even less than that and we have 5 people living in the house. My dad would go spend his share of the money on alcohol and my mom would spend her money on pot. It would be the last week of the month and we’d be like, ‘oh crap where is the money for the groceries?’ So it really became a serious problem between eating food or getting a buzz. That was really a hard time and that was at the beginning of me coming to Garza. Financially my parents have been in debt since they’ve been together.”
Half of the students identified substance use (52 percent), crisis situation (39 percent), and mental health problems (36 percent) with family or self as roadblocks to their educational success. Those students reporting current substance use was almost half (46 percent). Substance use can involve not only the student, but also parents and other family members as described by one student, “My brothers and sisters might go drink with my mom every now and then, but they don’t get drunk. She drinks but she is not a ‘drunk’. Sometimes I drink with my mom.”  Another student stated, “My dad and my real mom are both alcoholics and drug abusers. And my boyfriend drinks and smokes marijuana on a regular basis.”

Mental health problems also acted as academic roadblocks for many of these students as described by one student, “I didn’t knowingly attempt to do suicide but I did overdose and the ambulance came and got me. My mom found me in the bathroom and I was unconscious. I was rushed to the E.R. and they put charcoal down in my system and got rid of all the drugs or whatever. I was an inpatient at Shoal Creek  for about a year and a half. This was during my sophomore year.”  A lot of times, both mental health and substance abuse combined to cause problems for these students; “My dad was an alcoholic, that’s part of the reason I don’t see him anymore. He wasn’t a violent alcoholic. He was depressed and he spent most of his time alone. He would isolate himself in his room. He wouldn’t spend time with my mom and me.”  Many of these students also used alcohol and drugs themselves, which impeded their academic learning. For example, one student stated, “I would go to class high almost every day- on marijuana. There was a lot of coke dealing at my old high school and I did do it in the restroom a couple of times. I smoked weed everyday.”  Another student states how her mom’s drinking impacted her life; “When she and my dad broke up when I was 8 or 9, she started drinking and dating guys. Some of them hit her and some of them were crazy.”

Crisis situations for these students ranged from financial problems in the family to a parent being incarcerated. Other students had someone they knew pass away either by committing suicide or because of health problems. Parent divorcing was another very common crisis situation experienced by many of our sample students.

Other roadblocks such as teen pregnancy (21 percent) and running away from home (33 percent) were also commonly identified. Many students at Garza (42 percent) reported that they were out of school for an extended period of time (even up to one year) citing suspensions, crisis event, dropping out, or medical leave. One student who left school because of her pregnancy recounts, “I quit going to school like in February of last year. I did not go March, April or May. I had just gotten pregnant and I didn’t go to school very much; I just didn’t. I just didn’t feel like going. And I just made up my mind that I wasn’t going to go anywhere. I knew that wasn’t the end of it. I knew I was going to graduate. It just wasn’t going to happen at that moment.”  Another student provides this extreme example of running away, “She (mom) told me to pack up everything I would need and never come back. So I packed a bag. I was crying the whole time. So I went outside and called my ex-boyfriend again and he came to pick me up again. And I was waiting outside when she came running outside with a machete in her hand. I mean she was off the edge. She took my bag away from me. I was screaming. This was like 4 o’clock in the morning by now. I’m outside screaming my head off. The woman’s out here with knives. I was really freaking out. And my boyfriend shows up and managed to calm her down some; and she eventually let us go. I knew I couldn’t stay in the house with her. So I was gone and kind of stayed at various people’s houses for several days. Eventually she called and asked me to come home, and we worked it out as we usually do. Those horrible emotions stay inside me and just you know rot. I have incidents like that with my mom a lot.

When asked about what non-academic services Garza students used, the two most cited were counselors for personal problems (36 percent) and Communities in School (33 percent). Non-academic groups (27 percent) and job/career services (18 percent) were also utilized by Garza students. None of the students interviewed reported using nursing services at Garza high school except for routine weight checks during pregnancy.

Qualitative Analysis

Stories of Students from Garza High School

As mentioned in the quantitative transcription analysis section above, the majority of students at Garza High School have encountered hardships that act as barriers to their academic success and increase their likelihood of dropping out of high school. Several of the participants in this research study described some of their most difficult hardships in the student interviews. The most prevalent hardships for the research participants were failing classes at their previous high school, substance abuse (themselves or family members), mental health problems, teenage pregnancy, physical or sexual abuse, and family violence. Examples of some of the less common hardships were incarcerated parents, suicidal ideations, and difficulties with sexual identity. The following four students exemplify some of the more difficult yet common hardships experienced by students at Garza High School. The authors of this paper made up the names to hide the identity of the participants.

Judy

Judy is a 16-year-old student who lives with her biological mother, older brother, and a family friend. Judy’s father is an alcoholic, she suffers from depression, and she has drug problems of her own. Furthermore, Judy’s father speculates that her mother has developed a sexual relationship with Judy’s boyfriend. The following are excerpts from the interview explaining Judy’s hardships.

Interviewer: What is the toughest experience that you ever faced in your living situation while growing up?

Judy: I would say having my ex-boyfriend move in was the toughest thing.

I: And how so?

J: Me and him got together my freshman year and we were only together four months before we got kicked out of his house and then my mom absolutely adored him so he was allowed to move in with us. I thought it was going to be a temporary thing but it turned out to be a three-year thing. We broke up a month after he moved in with us so that created a lot of tension and then I started to rebel because I thought my mom was favoring him over me. She kept taking care of him and stuff. And it was mostly because he didn’t have a mother figure in his life and I had one for 14 years so she started taking care of him. This is also the reason my dad moved out because he really doesn’t like Joe and he doesn’t agree with the way my mom is handling the situation. My dad thinks that my mom and Joe have a sexual relationship so it’s kind of hard sleeping at night knowing that my dad thinks my mom is sleeping with my ex-boyfriend.

The following questions were in response to Judy saying that problems with juvenile court and mental health issues were ‘roadblocks’ to her academic success.

I: What about police or court problems?

J: My freshman year I got caught smoking pot before school right off campus and I had to go to the Alternative Learning Center, the correctional place, for two weeks. That hindered my plans quite a bit. I had been in the fine arts academy as a voice major and got kicked out because of misconduct.

I: Was that the only drug problem or have there been others?

J: Oh, there’s been more. I got a minor in possession of alcohol.

I: Any other major alcohol/drug problems?

J: There was one more major one. I went down to the river with my mom. My friend and I had been smoking a lot (marijuana), we weren’t drinking but we were smoking a sufficient amount, and apparently there were people in the woods with binoculars who had been watching us. We got to this one part where we had to pass by police officers and they pulled us aside and found some pot and a pipe.

I: What about mental health problems?

J: Yeah, depression did cause a lot of my absences sophomore year. I’ve been diagnosed as depressed since third grade. It was really hard the past few years of high school because Joe has been here the entire time and my dad has been pretty much absent the whole time. It’s been pretty difficult because from the looks of it my mom is choosing Joe over my dad. I know that’s not what the bottom line is or that that’s all there is to it. But it has caused a lot of problems and my mom went through a really hard time and started using drugs. She was telling me about it all along so I had to still go to school knowing that my mom has completely gone off her rocker doing things that not even I would think about doing. Just trying to help her through a hard time while I’m going through a hard time.

I: What sorts of things did she go through?

J: Well, my dad has a real bad alcohol problem and he’s a very serious alcoholic. My mom smokes marijuana on a pretty regular basis. That’s made things real difficult because my dad drinks and doesn’t like smoking, my mom smokes and doesn’t like drinking. Because me, my brother, and Joe are all on the same page as far as partying goes, I mean I was never into anything more than smoking weed. But my mom was on that page with us and my dad was kind of an outcast. We’ve just been fighting for the past three years to try and get it to a level where everybody is pleased with the situation and it’s just been rough.

I: Do you know if your parents are still using alcohol and marijuana?

J: Yea, they still do. We’ve been trying to quit as a family. It’s hard to do it on your own so we’ve been trying to support each other to keep each other on the right track. But it’s hard since my dad is not in the house we can’t really help him as much. So I don’t think he is doing quite as good.

I: So, you are currently trying to quit using drugs?

J: Like I’ve said, I’ve never been much of a drinker because alcoholism runs real strong in my family and watching my dad be belligerent every night for the past three years makes me not want to touch the stuff. I’m trying to quit smoking weed though. It’s been hard and I know I smoke a lot more than most people but I don’t see it as being a problem to my production because I still managed to graduate a year early from high school. I don’t think it’s much of a problem for me but my mom on the other hand; when she gets high she can’t really do anything. She doesn’t like to do laundry. It’s not good for her so I’ve been trying not to smoke in the house so I’m not tempting her.

I: How often does you mom smoke pot?

J: Once a day?
I: Is that normal for her?

J: No, it’s actually gone up significantly. She used to smoke on the weekends or socially but now it’s become a habit more than a social thing.

I: How often do you currently smoke?

J: Two or three times a day.

I: Has that gone up or down within the past year?

J: In the last year it’s actually gone down. I used to smoke even more but then I came to Garza and I was still on my same track as before and I realized this isn’t going to get me to where I wanted to be. And then it dropped off a lot.

I: How much were you smoking before you came to Garza?

J: I would smoke everyday before school. I’d leave during lunch and smoke. In the afternoon it was all about how soon I could find it. It was becoming this ridiculous pattern that wasn’t working.

Pedro

Pedro is a 17-year-old senior who transferred to Garza High School because he only needed a few more credits to graduate and was able to complete these credits faster at a self-paced school. Additionally, Pedro felt that students, teachers, and administrators accepted his eccentric physical appearance and homosexuality more than the traditional public school he attended. Despite living with both biological parents and his younger brother, and being an incredibly intelligent adolescent, Pedro suffered from depression and attempted suicide a couple of years prior to attending Garza. The following excerpts provide examples of Pedro’s depression.

Interviewer:  What is the toughest experience that you ever faced in your living situation while growing up? 

Pedro:  I guess the toughest would be my depression. I went through it about a year ago. It was mostly a chemical thing. I wasn’t chemically dependent on anything. I just mean I wasn’t having environmental problems or problems at home or at school. I got really depressed. And I didn’t know it for a good half a year. I just kept getting farther and farther down, and I asked my mom if I could go talk with a psychiatrist. She set up an appointment, and I got on Zoloft. I could tell I was really depressed and the Zoloft hadn’t kicked in; so about a week after my first visit with the psychiatrist I attempted suicide. I swallowed, I figure it was about 40 pills—Tylenol. And decided that I hadn’t really given—you know--treatment a chance—and that suicide was always an option but life afterwards wasn’t. And so I called my mom and dad. And I was like: “I just swallowed a bunch of pills. I have to go to the hospital.”  And so they came and picked me up. And I drank charcoal and then I voluntarily went to a psychiatric hospital for thee of four days. I did intensive outpatient therapy, which was three days a week for three hours. I was in formal therapy as a patient. I went from 50 mgs of Zoloft to a 100. And then to 150. I stayed on 150 for a really long time. I went down to 100 recently and today I started 50.

After responding that using drugs was a roadblock to academic success, the interviewer asked Pedro to expand:

P: I have an uncle who is in prison for cocaine dealing. He got eight years in a minimum security prison. I know there is alcoholism in my family. I smoked pot a lot when I was depressed. I’d gotten other drugs other than pot when I was really depressed, when I was self-medicating, but nothing ever got my real affection.

I: Are you still using?

P: My usage is very different now. It’s really social and it’s really spread out. I was doing it like three or four times a day. I would smoke before I went to school. I would smoke at lunch, I would smoke after school, and again when I went to sleep. That would take a lot of money and time. That is when you’re using drugs. And now it’s like every few months at a party or something.

Heather

Heather has experienced severe hardships throughout her life that have affected her academic performance. She considers her stepmother her actual mother because she has not had contact with her biological mother in several years. Heather is legally homeless according the Austin Independent School District and recently lived in the back of a van. Both of Heather’s parents are alcoholics, she has been raped twice, and is currently in an abusive relationship with her boyfriend.

Interviewer:  Where did you live before where you are now?

Heather:  In the back of a van.

I:  How long did you live in the back of the van?

H:  About two weeks. It was a friend of ours. We didn’t have a place to stay. We stayed in a motel one night. And when we told him we’d been in a motel he said, ‘No, you’re not staying in a motel, you’re sleeping in the back of the van.’  So for about two weeks we stayed in the back of the van.

I:  And what did you do before that?

H:  Before that it was off and on between my boyfriend’s dad and my mom and my sister and my grandma.

I:  Do you have any contact with your dad?

H:  Very, very rarely. The last time I talked to him was last year, April 2nd. And then the time before that the last time I spoke to him was when I was 11. So it’s very rarely that I speak to him. It’s not me that can’t contact him, it’s just—he makes it so I can’t contact him. He contacts me when he feels like it. But I just deal with it now.

I:  So your parent is really your mom.

H:  She’s actually my step mom. I don’t have a real mom. But I call her my mom, since she’s been there since I was 13 months old.

I:  And there was a time when you lived with your stepmother and your father.

H:  Yeah.

I:  Where’s your mom?

H: The last I heard she was in prison for some bad stuff she did. I’ve only seen her one time and never spoke to her. I mean occasionally she’d call me on the phone. My step mom, she wouldn’t let me talk to her; she wasn’t a good influence and she wasn’t the type of person that I should be talking to or trying to contact and all that stuff. So basically when I say mom I’m talking about my step mom.

When talking about her relationship with her boyfriend, Heather says:

H:  We have the craziest relationship ever. We argue quite a bit. I think it’s because we both have some inner issues, some background and things we’ve been dealt with as far as parents and as far as guidance and as far as that you just come from two different places and we’re both in two different places now. He’s an 18-year-old boy; of course he’s going to party and he wants to have fun. And I know I’m only 17, but I’m like: “This has got to stop.”  This is when we have to get our lives together. This is the most critical point in our lives. And he’s not there yet. I love him to death. I stick with him through about anything. We have some trust issues. We don’t trust each other. We think lying is the way to get through things, so we’ve lied to each other. We have some communication issues. We have been together for almost a year. It’s the longest relationship I’ve ever had. It’s the hardest relationship I’ve ever had, too.

I: Have you all been physical with each other? I don’t mean sexual.

H: Yes. I have the issue more than he does. I seem to hit when I get mad. And yes, I’ve hit him—I’ve given him a black eye one time. I have this inner energy that I just black out and I don’t see what I’m doing or hear what I’m saying. So most of the time I don’t even remember I do it until after the fact that it’s over. And then it’s “Oh. My God!”  I’ve given him a black eye, I’ve busted his lip, and he’s slapped me a few times. But after I had slapped him and he never ever put bruises on my face or anything. He grabs my arms and makes me sit and talk to him. And I’ll have bruises on my arms, but it’s not from him physically hurting me, it’s just from him holding me. A lot of slapping on my part. I slap a lot. He says something wrong to me and then I get so mad I can’t figure out any other way to do anything, except to start hitting.

I: What is the toughest experience that you ever faced in your living situation while growing up? 

S:  I kind of have two but they kind of go together. One was me having to let go of my dad. That was probably the hardest thing ever. Not just my dad leaving and just grieving about that. ‘Cause after he left it wasn’t just all fine and dandy. OK, my dad’s not in my life anymore. Every day you have to think you know: "Why did my dad leave?   What did I do for that?”   Or holidays come and your dad’s not talking to you or you can’t talk to him. Especially when you’re “Daddy’s Little Girl’; that’s even worse. And with that, because of him, I’ve had a lot of hard things with guys. After my dad left I was thinking the only way I could get a guy to love me is having sex with him or doing whatever they want me to do. And being raped twice; that was hard ‘cause you know: “Why am I getting all this horrible treatment from guys?  I didn’t do anything wrong.”  You know it’s just real difficult when your dad leaves.

I:  How old were you when you were raped?

S:  I was in the eighth grade so I was 13. And the second time was when I ran away from a residential treatment center, when I was 16.

I:  Did you ever get any help with these things?  Like did you report the rapes?

S:  The first one was my best friend, so I talked to some people at my school, some cops. And my mom kind of made me feel it was my fault and that I shouldn’t press charges ‘cause I put myself in that position. The second one I reported it and they didn’t believe us—it was me and a friend of mine that both got raped. We didn’t know the guys last name and also the fact that we didn’t scream or make any attempt to get out of the situation. And I tried to explain to them when you have a loaded shotgun in the house you’re not going to make a sound; you’re not going to fight back. Of course, you’re going to say no, but you’re not going to fight him for it.

I:  Was this person, the second time, an older person?

S:  No. He was my age. Both of them were my age. ‘Cause they both have affected me in relationships with guys for the rest of my life—so that’s why me and Michael have such a hard time. Because of my dad, and being raped, and having no trust for anybody, especially guys. So it’s real hard. And it’s something I struggle with every day.

Rachel


Rachel experienced the hardship of both parents dying seven years ago when her father murdered her mother before committing suicide. Subsequently, Rachel’s older sister is her legal guardian. Along with losing her parents in such a tragic manner and having a child, Rachel has experienced other barriers to academic success such as becoming pregnant and suffering from depression. Despite all of these hardships, Rachel is close to graduating from Garza. The following are excerpts from her interview.

Interviewer  Whom have you lived with most of your life?
Rachel:  My sister.
I:  So where are your parents?

R:  My parents passed away—about when I was 11.

I:  Is your sister much older than you?

R:  She’s 26.

I:  Did you live with your sister before your parents passed away?

R:  Well, kind of. I really hung around with her a lot. My sister had her own place. She lived across the street from my parents, so I was always at her house. We got along well.

I:  How many brothers and sisters do you have?

R:  I have two sisters and one brother. I’m the baby and they’re all good to me.

I:  That’s good.

R:  Well, actually my father killed my mother and then killed himself.

I:  Oh, dear. Were you there?

R:  Actually I was across the street. But my brother was actually in the house when it all happened. But I heard mostly everything.

I:  That’s really traumatic. Did it happen here in town?

R:  Happened in the south side of town. It was seven years ago. I had just got out of school; I finished the 5th grade and it happened.

I: Your parents died when you were 11, so did your sister kind of become your parental figure?

R: Yeah. We had a lot of legal stuff to go through. She’s my half sister. She’s my mom’s daughter. So my father’s family was trying to get custody of me and my brother, because at the time my brother was 16 and I was 11. So they wanted us. But we wanted to stay here in town so my sister eventually got custody. She was my legal guardian at the time.

When asked what the toughest situation growing up was, Rachel responded by saying:

R: Growing up and not having my parents around. Even though I knew I had my sister—my brother—I felt alone. I felt that I was missing something. Something everyone had and I didn’t have. I think not having them made me stronger. Like everybody thought, I heard people comment that I wasn’t going to finish school, especially when I had a baby—when I found out I was pregnant, everybody said, “Well, it’s over. She’s not going to go through with this.” But I did. Proved them wrong.

I: That’s a very traumatic thing.

R: And I had thought my own life that I wasn’t going to finish school either. But I guess not having my parents. I wanted to do it for them. Even though they weren’t here to see it.

I: And you did it for them.

R: And for my son now. I don’t want him to be 18 and telling me, “I don’t want to go to school.”  I can say, “I went to school and you’re going to do it.”

Prevalent Themes

The researchers organized the themes developed during analysis by the following eight categories: 1) Barriers to education, 2) Decisions to attend Garza, 3) Differences between Garza and their prior high school, 4) Breaking barriers to academic success, 5) Relationship with teachers, 6) Relationship with students, 7) Relationship with parents, and 8) Desire to graduate/Go to college.

To be considered a prevalent theme, at least 40 percent of the students needed to mention the theme during the interview. The researchers also discovered an overarching theme that appeared in 90% of the interview transcripts. This theme related to the ways that Garza had helped the students to make positive changes. The research team labeled this theme transformative educational experience. In the interviews the students repeatedly discussed how their educational experience at Garza High School had helped them to change their view of education, themselves and their future. Some students also mentioned how that it was a combination of maturation, life experiences, and success at Garza that had helped them to continue to pursue their education and increased their readiness to graduate and to go to college. The transformative educational experience is also verified by the change scores on the structured rating scales that were completed during the interviews, and discussed previously. The structured rating scales indicated that the students made improvements in their relationships, school experiences, and future educational goals after coming to Garza High School. Table 14 contains the seven most prevalent themes discussed in the interviews.

Table 14: Most Prevalent Themes from Student Interviews

	
Percent of Student
Theme
Who Mentioned Theme

	Self-paced aspects of Garza helps students break down 
barriers to academic success
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
74

Relationship with teachers is the primary difference 
between Garza and their prior high school
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
65

Students did not feel the teachers cared about them at 
their prior school
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
61

Close relationships with teachers helps break barriers to 
academic success
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
61

Earning credits at Garza increases students’ confidence and 
self esteem, which increases their desire to graduate and go to college
. . . .
55

Academic success at Garza helps improve relationship with parents
. . . . . .
49

Class at the students’ prior school were too large
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
45


As mentioned, the researchers discovered an overarching theme they called transformative educational experience that encompasses the students’ views of the positive changes they had made because of their educational experiences at Garza High School. The transformative educational experience is clearly depicted by a student we will call Christina ( the names have been changed to protect the identity of the students). Christina says, “ I came to Garza because they accepted me for who I was, not for what I could bring, but for who I am, Garza opened its arms up and let me in. Garza has changed me a lot. Garza has students who have remarkable stories. And, this school has graduated people that you wouldn’t believe could ever graduate. You have people here who gave up school, whose attitude couldn’t be changed. But they came here and they’re not the person they used to be. And I think that overall Garza shines and it brings a light in that helps you open up your eyes and say, wow I didn’t know that if I followed this I would get to open the door and find out that there is a way to get my diploma.”

Another student, we will call Paula, says that her transformative experience impacted her view of learning and attending school. “Mostly because it (Garza) is actually something that I can look forward to in my life. I find joy going to school now. I know if I’m having a hard time when I come here, I don’t necessarily have to put all my focus into doing my work. I have people here, teachers who will let me turn it into a place where I escape my problems and I have teachers here who I can actually talk to. And if I’m in a place where I can do my work, I know I can do it the way I want to do it. Like music, writing is an outlet for me and here I can write pretty much whatever. I would tell him (the president of The United States) to look at the kids here (at Garza) and the environment that Garza has created and see what an open mind and abhorrence of ignorance can get you.”

Yet another student that we will call Juan said this about how Garza changed his ability to graduate from high school. “It’s a great school with a lot more flexibility than most. It enables you to have the independence that a lot of kids should have. It helped me have concrete goals to work with as far as my education. At other schools, you know; as long as you’re there you pass. But that’s not true here. You have to be actually present--body and mind. And you have to do something. Everyone has to do something. Before I was going to graduate a year late and now I’m going to graduate a semester early.”
Finally, a student we will call Rosa, says this about how her educational experience at Garza High School has changed her and impacted her desire to go to college. “I could go on for an hour. Garza has everything that a school should have for every kid. The one on one is really important. Teachers are really understanding of who we are, and we know each other, teachers and students. It’s not a school about sports or anything else, people are here because they want to be. It’s the environment. It changes everybody here. I’m really proud of this school. I’m really glad I go here. Just being part of the whole school. The whole school has made the difference in my desire to go to college. I have made straight A’s here and the career center has helped a lot.”

Three Most Prevalent Themes

Below we focus on three of the seven prevalent themes that exemplify broad components of Garza High School according to the participants’ in the study and these themes express, through the participants’ stories, how Garza High School provides support and encouragement to combat hardships and enable the students’ to succeed academically.

The three themes also exemplify the transformative educational experiences of the students, that were interviewed, and how their view of their education, themselves and their future changed because of their educational experiences at Garza High School. The three prevalent themes that the researchers believed would best represent the various change components of Garza High School were: 1) Self-paced aspects of Garza helps students break down barriers to academic success, 2) Relationship with teachers is the primary difference between Garza and their prior high school, and 3) Academic success at Garza helps improve the students’ relationship with their parents. These themes were chosen out of the seven prevalent themes because they represent examples of how the school impacted both the educational and personal experiences of the students (please refer back to Table 14). Discussing the three themes will offer a description of the students’ perspective regarding how the programs at Garza help them academically; the differences between their relationships with teachers at Garza and the students’ prior high school; and Garza increasing students’ motivation and responsibilities, which ultimately helps improve their relationships with their parents or guardians.

Benefits of the Self-Paced Curriculum 

As seen in Table 14, 71 percent of the students mentioned that the self-paced aspects of Garza helped them succeed academically. The self-paced curriculum allows students to work harder on assignments some days than others and spend more time on assignments they find more difficult. Furthermore, students receive individual tutelage from the teachers, and the teachers may even alter the curriculum to cater to the students’ strengths. The following stories from the interviews offer examples, from the students’ perspective, of how the self-paced curriculum enables the students to succeed despite the hardships they have encountered in their lives that have acted as barriers to academic success.

Judy, the same student mentioned above, explained how the self-paced program increased her maturity and sense of responsibilities, which engendered school success and improved relationships in her private life.

Judy:  Coming to Garza really helped me realize that at my old school the responsibilities were in the teachers. They would send out reports if you weren’t doing well. At Garza, they don’t do that. Either you do it or you don’t. I think I kind of transferred that into my everyday life by saying, ‘You know I got stuff I need to take care of and nobody else is going to make that happen.’  They kind of gave me more motivation in the responsibilities because it’s in the student’s hands.

Interviewer: At your previous school, did you feel like you took some initiatives in some things?

J: Definitely not. At Garza, you do it at your own pace and do the assignments when you can or when you want to. At my old school, I missed some stuff and knew I had to make it up but I wouldn’t bother until they sent out those reports, then I’d do it.

Judy credits the maturity and heightened sense of individual responsibility gained at Garza in helping improve her relationships with her friends and family. Additionally, despite believing that she does not abuse substances, Judy is using her sense of maturity and responsibility in attempt to quit smoking marijuana, as she understands its detriments to her well-being and believes her mother will have an easier time quitting drugs if everybody around her is abstinent.

Pedro (same student mentioned above) explains how the self-paced curriculum helps students who suffer from mental health issues, particularly depression. When asked if Garza has helped remove any of his roadblocks to academic success, Pedro responded by saying, “I had a major letdown once, you know, I have dips every once in a while. By a dip I mean a real turn to depression for about a week or so. I haven’t had one in a real long time, but when I did it was a lot easier here because I could slow down school work, if I needed to I could stay home. Other schools, if I missed a day, I’d end up with more work and I got more tired and it was a bad cycle. Everybody here is real understanding about other issues, but especially mental health.”  Pedro, who graduated from Garza almost a year ago, is now succeeding at a liberal arts college in Massachusetts.

When asked what she specifically likes about Garza, another student who suffers from depression explained how the self-paced curriculum helped increase her level of motivation, “The way it’s structured. The whole structure of the environment. I can’t come and go as I please, but people are real understanding. I learn more, because I learn it on my own. I actually have to do something. It’s hard, but it’s not given to me like it is at other schools. You know, the curriculum is just given to you at regular schools. You fill out some worksheets and that’s it. You don’t learn anything. Here you have to do research. You have to figure it out on your own. You get help, but they’re not going to give you things. You have to work. And there are not as many rules.

The self-paced curriculum appeared to be beneficial for students who failed classes at their previous school. One student who identified failing classes as a roadblock to academic success said, “It’s pretty much impossible to fail here because if a curriculum is too complicated for you, if it doesn’t work for you, or if you don’t get it, the teachers will work with you to make a curriculum that will work for you. Like my U.S. history teacher originally had a course that was just bookwork. You would just read and do the worksheet out of the chapter. She developed a video curriculum where you watch videos and take notes and do activities on that and I was the guinea pig for her on that. So, they’re willing to work with you to make sure you succeed.

Interviewer: Was the video thing your idea or did the teacher come up with this his or herself?

Student: I personally didn’t have a problem reading the chapter except that after a while it got tedious and I wouldn’t actually read it but would just sit there. She knew that it did not work for all of the students and just needed someone to test it out for her.”

Two students who mentioned disliking their prior school as one of the major roadblocks discussed that the curriculum was too easy for them and they got in trouble while they were waiting for their classmates to catch up academically. These students discussed the self-paced curriculum being advantageous for them because they were able to work at their own pace, which was a faster pace than most of their classmates. When asked how Garza helped remove her roadblocks to academic success, one student responded by stating, “When you come into a classroom for the first time, they sit you down and give you the entire curriculum. If they had done that anywhere else, I would have felt more comfortable because I wasn’t wasting time. But here, I finish my assignment, I turn it in, and then start a new one.”  Another student claimed that she was extremely satisfied with Garza because, “The self-paced is what I specifically like most about Garza. How I could just do my work and go and get another packet and keep on going and I didn’t have to wait for the people behind me to catch up to me. I just go with the flow.”

Relationship with Teachers
Sixty-five percent of the students mentioned that their relationship with the teachers was the primary difference between Garza and their prior high school. Moreover, it became evident while reading though the transcribed interviews that the students’ close relationships with their teachers helped remove several of their barriers to academic success. The students’ mentioned a wide range of examples of how important their relationship with their teachers was. Ivan and Jennifer provided two extreme examples of teachers going beyond the call of duty to help them in times of need. Ivan, who was incarcerated for ten days because of a drug possession charge, explains how his close relationship with the teachers helped him through this hardship: 
For a quick example, I was incarcerated. All these teachers, they came for me. They had my work ready. One of my teachers even drove to the juvenile hall to give me my homework. What kind of school would do that for its students?  Most schools would just look at you and say, ‘Obviously you haven’t learned your lesson. You’re not the kind of students that we need here.’  But here they say, ‘We still see good in this kid. He may have done bad things but haven’t we all.’  And when I came back, every teacher gave me a hug.

Jennifer was also a beneficiary of teachers going beyond their call of duty. Jennifer was home while she was in the final weeks of her pregnancy, not able to attend school. Jennifer stated, ‘On Homebound, that’s what you go on when you are pregnant, they bring the work to you, over there (at her old traditional public school) they had a teacher but over here they actually bring the work to you.’

Both students recognize these events as core differences between teachers at Garza High School and teachers from their traditional high school. The teachers seemed to enable the students to feel a sense of uniqueness, which made them desire success academically in that teacher’s class, both educationally and behaviorally.

The examples that Ivan and Jennifer provided regarding their teachers extending themselves to deliver their schoolwork is one side of the spectrum of teachers reaching out to students. Several of the students discussed the fact that because their prior schools were quite large, they were not able to develop individual relationships with the teachers. As indicated by the School Success Profile, the relationship the students’ develop with their teachers becomes a primary asset in their lives. One student, who listed six roadblocks to education including not liking school, mental health issues, and trouble with the police and court said about the teachers at Garza.

Student: The teachers honestly care about their students and there is still a small enough teacher/student ratio that you have that opportunity to be as close to the facilitators (teachers) as you would like to. It’s all up to you and this system doesn’t work for everybody. You have to have the motivation to do things.

Interviewer: How do you know the teachers care?

S: One teacher, for example, knew stuff was not going well and I came to school crying one morning because my dad moved out and we have no money. She took the time out of class to talk with me. Another teacher, I only had her for one class, will ask me how my other classes are going or how my progress is going. She really cares that I’m moving forward with my thing.

I: Did you get that kind of thing at you other high school?

S: Not really. All teachers cared about was grading papers, giving out tests, and assignment homework.

Sally, who listed failing in school, disliking school, and drug problems as her previous roadblocks to academic success described the caring attitude from the teachers at Garza in the following dialogue.

Interviewer: Please describe your relationship with the Garza teachers.

Sally: At Garza the teachers are a lot more caring and I’m not saying that the teachers at my old school don’t care about the students but they can’t really because there is so many of them and they have a lot to do. At Garza, everyone is just family and all the teachers are like you’re related to them.

I: How are they more caring?

S: They’re just really nice and they try to make sure you stay focused. Just the way they talk, you just know they really do care and want you to succeed and they want to help you in any way they can.

Ashley discussed her depression and the need to receive individual attention from teachers, which she did not receive at her prior high school, as two of her roadblocks to academic success. Ashley talked with the interviewer about her relationship with the teachers at Garza.

Interviewer:  What specifically do you like most about Garza?

Ashley: When I came here I liked the small class sizes. I just like the whole idea of the school, that the kids and teachers are here because they want to be. And people acknowledge that sometimes we have bad days. At the other school, people don’t take that into consideration. It’s stress free because there is no homework and no tests. I have no stress because of school anymore.

I: Has Garza been able to remove the roadblocks you mentioned?

S: Garza has eased a lot of my stress from life, especially during my depression. People here really do care. I don’t have any stress about school anymore. When I was depressed I didn’t want to come to school but I did. The teachers really helped me out a lot. If I needed to go home to be by myself I could. One of my teachers would say, ‘do what you can and I’ll let you leave early.’  That was a big reason why I didn’t drop out…I’m so close to graduating. My teacher helped me out and helped me realize I didn’t need to drop out just because I’m sad. Garza will definitely make dealing with crises easer.


It is apparent that the teachers at Garza care about the students beyond their performance in the classroom. Additionally, a majority of the students consider their relationship with the teachers as a primary reason why they are able to succeed in school and earn credits despite their hardships and barriers to success. When asked to describe his relationship with the Garza teachers, one student stated, “They know how I’m doing, where I’m going. I come to class and they say, ‘how are you?  How is your baby?”  They actually really want to know. If you miss a day they ask you why and talk with you. At other schools they’re like, ‘where were you, here is your detention slip.’  They don’t really care.

Although most teachers care about their students no matter where they teach, in urban environments working with students that are at-risk of dropping out of school, teachers often focus their attention on the disciplinarian components of teaching. At Garza, teachers establish close relationships with their students, allowing them to remain in school and earn credits. The students at Garza recognize the emphasis the teachers place on individual relationships and consider this one of the most important reasons they decide to stay in school.

Academic Success Helps Improve Relationships with Family

Forty-nine percent of the participants discussed their perception that Garza High School helped improved their relationships with their parents/guardians. According to the participants, several of the arguments with their parents or guardians were about school; specifically, failing classes, not attending everyday, and getting in trouble for behavioral problems. Because of Garza’s self-paced curriculum and emphasis on close teacher/student relationships, the majority of students will complete their assignments and ultimately earn credits as long as they remain enrolled in school and work in class. Success in school tends to improve the students’ relationships with their parents because they do not argue about school and the adolescent’s failures. Additionally, because of the self-paced curriculum, students at Garza feel less stress about grades and completing assignments. Subsequently, the student’s tend to be more hopeful and relaxed at home, reducing tension between themselves and their parents. Parents who are more involved in their son or daughter’s educational experiences are also proud of their children at Garza because they are often passing classes and earning credits for the first time in several years.

The following student lives with her biological mother and her boyfriend. She listed several roadblocks to academic success including running away from home and depression.

Interviewer: Is there anything about coming to Garza that helped change your relationship with your mother?

Student: She’s not as “at me” because other teachers used to gripe about everything. And they are more open. I guess in that way it’s improved because she’s always been worried about school. Coming here eased it up a bit.

I: On a scale of one to ten how well did you get along with your parents before coming to Garza?

S: Six

I: On a scale of one to ten, how well do you get along now?

S: Nine or ten

I: How is it that your relationship has improved?

S: Everything is more open now. I’m not trying to hide report cards or anything. She notices the progress I’m making.

I: Why do you think you can talk to her about these things now as opposed to before?

S: Before I was always in trouble. Here, they don’t accept a low grade. You just keep trying and improve your grade. At regular school you always get a low grade no matter what because you have eight classes going on. She would always gripe about grades. Here they don’t let you fail.

Jessica lives with her adopted parents and her two-year-old son. She has lived with her adopted parents most of her life. Jessica’s roadblocks to academic success are that she did not like attending her prior high school, drug problems, pregnancy, and the inability to get along with teachers. In the following dialogue, Jessica discusses the dramatic affect attending Garza had on her relationship with her adopted parents.

Interviewer: On a scale of one to ten, how well did you get along with your parents before coming to Garza?

Jessica: Three

I: What sort of things did you argue about?

J: I never went to class. I did a lot of drugs. I would never come home; just rebelled against my parents.

I:  Could you give me an example of a typical argument?

J: My parents would say that I needed to pick up my act and needed to go to school. I would respond by saying, ‘it’s my choice, not yours.’

I: What else?

J: I’m for gays and they’re not. That’s a common argument we have. I also have a different opinion about drugs than they do. I believe you have the choice, by first amendment, to make your own choices and that if you choose to do something that is illegal then it’s your own doing. As long as you don’t harm anybody, I think that it’s okay. My parents think it is wrong and shouldn’t be allowed.

I: On a scale of one to ten how well do you get along now?
J: Probably more like a nine.

I: How is it that your current relationship has improved?

J: I have a child. I’ve actually been settled down now with a guy for two years and picked up some responsibility.

I:  What about school?

J: My old school was a very bad school to go to. The students were constantly yelling, screaming, fighting, beating on things, they were just all over the hallway and never in class. And the teachers were just rude and never understanding.

I:  How were the teachers rude?

J: For example, if you had a late assignment for a very good reason, like my child was sick, the teacher would say, ‘well, that’s no excuse and you still get counted off.’  I thought that was really rude because at Garza they have some leeway in terms of when you can turn things in, which I like better.

I: Has there been anything you learned at Garza that has contributed to this improvement?

J: Yea, it’s gotten me a whole lot less stressed out.

I: How so?

J: Well Garza is a more laid back and easy-going kind of school.

I: How did that help?

J: I didn’t have as much anger and stress at home.

The following student, Chad, currently lives with his biological mother and two siblings, whom he has been with most of his life. In the interview, Chad mentioned three primary roadblocks to his academic success; specifically, failing classes at his old school, not liking his old school, and running away from home. Additionally, Chad's stepbrother sexually abused him when he was much younger. In the following dialogue, Chad articulates his perception of how Garza helped him improve his relationship with his mother.

Interviewer:  On a scale of one to ten, how well did you get along with your parents before coming to Garza?

Chad: I would say at my last school it would be a five.

I: What sorts of things gave it that score?

C: It’s just the school environment I didn’t really agree with and my mom is just a scholarly person. She has her PhD and my sister has gone to college. She really wanted me to do well and I had all these distractions that just didn’t need to be there.

I: What sorts of things would you argue about?

C: My grades, anything to do with my grades. Not turning in homework, not being there on time enough, and not going to every class.

I: Where there other things you would argue over?

C: Chores.

I: What sorts of things did you get along with your mother?

C: Philosophically we pretty much are identical. We believe in pretty much the same things. Our egos clash a lot. She doesn’t like to give up her argument and I like to push the argument. I don’t like being put down and I don’t like being put out of the argument and she likes to win.

I: On a scale of one to ten, how well do you get along with her now?

C: An eight

I: What are the reasons for the improvement?
C: No school distractions. I don’t have any homework. I don’t have seven classes. I don’t have any social distractions. There were like 32 kids in a class most of the time and it was just really out of control.

I: Are you getting better grades at Garza?

C: Yea, I’m getting better grades because I’m liking it more.


Natalie, who lives with both biological parents, is another Garza High School student who has a child of her own. Natalie’s father, a recovering alcoholic, has been in prison three times. Natalie discussed six roadblocks to academic success that she has experienced, including: 1) Failing at previous school, 2) Did not like attending high school/classes, 3) Drug/alcohol problems with her father, 4) Pregnancy, 5) Crises or loss situation, and 6) family problems. Despite all of the hardships Natalie had to encounter throughout her life, she is close to graduating from Garza. The following dialogue exhibits how Garza has helped improve her relationship with her parents.

Interviewer: On a scale of one to ten, how well did you get along with your parents before coming to Garza?

Natalie: five

I: And why would you say a five?

N: I had many absences and lots of problems.

I: On a scale of one to ten, how well do you get along now?

N: It’s a lot better now. I say an eight.

I: How is it that your relationship has improved?

N: I guess it’s my determination not to let my life go to waste. Probably that. I’m actually working myself to do something.

I: Has there been anything about what you learned at Garza that contributed to this improvement?

N: Yes. Basically the whole part of the school, the curriculum, the schedule. One of my biggest problems was waking up early and having to be at school all day. I didn’t like it. But Garza, it’s convenient for me.

I: So actually it’s the structure of Garza?  That was the thing that helped you the most?
N: Yeah.

I: Was it the self-paced curriculum?  Or the curriculum content?

N: Actually I think it’s both. You know how detailed the curriculum is. It gives you like in detail what the assignment is. When you’ll be done. What is expected of you. What needs to be turned in. So, it gives you a better idea of how to do it and what’s needed.

These stories provide examples of how the participants in the study perceive Garza High School to be effective in keeping students in school and helping improve their personal lives. More specifically, the students articulate how they benefit from the self-paced curriculum, their perception of the differences between teachers at Garza and their prior high school, and how academic success improves relationships with their parents. Additionally, the interviews help explain how students are able to succeed and earn credits at Garza High School despite facing several hardships throughout their lives.

Parent Satisfaction Survey


Parents of the Garza students selected for this study were also interviewed over the phone to obtain their perspective on their level of satisfaction with Garza high school. A total of 32 parents participated in the survey.  Results from the survey show that overall parents are very satisfied with the school. Table 15 shows the frequency and percentage of parent responses to five questions asking about their level of satisfaction with different aspects of Garza High School. These questions asked parents about their satisfaction with their student’s academic performance and attendance, the school’s curriculum, and their relationship with the school’s administration and teachers. The mean and standard deviation are also presented in Table 15.

In looking at the table, we see that overall parents reported being very satisfied with Garza High School. On four of the five questions, more than 80 percent of the parents reported being very satisfied or extremely satisfied. The one exception is the questions about attendance. On this question, over half (56.3%) reported being very satisfied or extremely satisfied. On all questions except attendance, the mean score was greater that 4 on a 5-point scale.

Table 15: Parental Satisfaction with Five Aspects of Garza High School (N=32)

	Level of Satisfaction
	Academic Performance
	
Attendance
	School Curriculum
	Relationship w/ Admin.
	Relationship w/ Teachers

	Not Satisfied
	
2 (6.3%)
	
3 (9.4%)
	
1 (3.1%)
	
0 (0.0%)
	
0 (0.0%)

	Somewhat satisfied
	
0 (0.0%)
	
3 (9.4%)
	
2 (6.3%)
	
0 (.0%)
	
0 (0.0%)

	Satisfied
	
4 (12.5%)
	
8 (25.0%)
	
3 (9.4%)
	
4 (12.5%)
	
4 (12.5%)

	Very Satisfied
	
11 (34.4%)
	
8 (25.0%)
	
8 (25.0%)
	
10 (31.3%)
	
5 (15.6%)

	Extremely Satisfied
	
15 (46.9%)
	
10 (31.3%)
	
18 (56.3%)
	
17 (53.1%)
	
23 (71.9%)

	Mean (Standard Deviation)
	
4.19 (1.08)
	
3.59 (1.29)
	
4.25 (1.08)
	
4.42 (0.72)
	
4.59 (0.71)


Table 16 reports the parent’s rating of the flexible class schedule used at Garza and whether Garza is a place where their child could succeed academically. Overall, parents gave Garza high marks on both questions. Regarding the flexibility of the class schedule used at Garza, 96.9 percent rated it as above average or far above average. As a place where students can succeed academically, 93.8 percent rated Garza High School as above average or far above average.

Table 16: Parental Assessment of the Flexible Class Schedule and of Garza as a Place Where Students Can Succeed Academically (N=32)

	
	Flexibility of Class Schedule
	Place Student Can Succeed Academically

	Far below average
	
0 (0.0%)
	
1 (3.1%)

	Below average
	
1 (3.1%)
	
0 (0.0%)

	Average
	
0 (0.0%)
	
1 (3.1%)

	Above Average
	
12 (37.5%)
	
12 (37.5%)

	Far Above Average
	
19 (59.4%)
	
18 (56.3%)

	Mean and (Std. Dev.)
	
4.44 (0.84)
	
4.53 (0.67)


Parents were also asked to assess the effectiveness of Garza High School’s self-paced learning style. Nearly two-third (65.6%) of the parents felt that the self-paced learning style was extremely effective for their child. An additional 18.8% it was very effective. Only one parent reported that they felt is was not effective for their child.

Finally, parents were asked if they would recommend Garza to other parents whose child is having trouble in a more traditional school setting. Ninety-seven percent of the parents said they would definitely recommend Garza High School to other parents. Only one parent indicated that they would not recommend Garza to others.

Discussion
This study offers hope to high schools that work with students who are at-risk for dropout. First, the good news is that students with at-risk characteristics at both Garza and Crockett High Schools earned credits and progressed toward successful completion of their education, despite their at-risk characteristics. At Crockett, 30 of the 39 students in the sample were classified as 12th graders in spring 2004. Of these students, the vast majority (90%) graduated from high school on time. At Garza High School the picture is more complex but still filled with hope and success. Thirty-seven of the 46 students in the Garza sample were classified as 12th graders in the spring of 2004. Of these 37, 23 (62%) were able to graduate in the four year time period specified under the No Child Left Behind policies. However, of the 14 who did not graduate on time, 9 remained at Garza and where actively pursuing their diploma. Of the five students who left Garza, only two actually left educational pursuits and could be counted as individuals who are not finishing their education. Of the other three, one is being home schooled and two are pursuing their GED.

The fact that all but five of the Garza sample continue pursuing their high school diploma at Garza and all but two who attended and left Garza are pursuing some kind of educational equivalency is important and practically significant when one considers that 42 % of the Garza sample had previously been high school dropouts. Not only are the majority of students staying in school at Garza High School but 91% also reported that they plan to attend college or some type of post-secondary education program.

The result of this study revealed that even though some at-risk students appear to be able to graduate from large urban high schools like Crockett, many students are not able to successfully interface with these schools. Previous research, as well as the data in this study, indicate that these students should not necessarily be faulted for this failure. This failure appears to be a mismatch between the learning needs and personal life situations of some students and the organizational characteristics of large urban high school environments.

This current study suggests that the mismatch is between individuals that require more autonomy and flexibility to pursue their education but at the same time need more individualized help. The lack of flexibility and the absence of individualized learning frameworks found in large urban high schools make it difficult to accommodate to the needs of these students. A school environment like Garza appears to work more successfully with them, and may in fact out perform the traditional high school environment in helping these students earn credits toward their high school diploma. The Garza students, for example, earned a higher proportion of credits attempted than the Crockett students for both the fall and spring semesters of the 2003-2004 academic year. Another important and related finding in this study is the fact that the Garza students earned more credits even though their overall attendance was not as good as the Crockett students. Garza students were able to work in concentrated periods of time and this appeared to provide the motivation and flexibility that they needed for their life circumstances. This finding has implications for how urban high schools organize their learning environments around rigid attendance policies and traditional classroom instruction, and points to the fact that this way of organizing schools may not produce effective learning outcomes for all high school students.

Data from this study shows that some students fail classes and have extreme difficulty getting along with large urban high schools. These students appear to have multiple problems and barriers to their education and may even be more at-risk for dropout than students with at-risk characteristics that continue in and graduate from large urban high schools. Although matched on at-risk characteristics, the Garza students did appear to be more at-risk than the Crockett students. On The School Success Profile they rated their personal adjustment as a risk factor, for example, while Crockett students did not. Even though Garza students may be more at-risk, they are also very resilient in that they have returned to high school by choice and continue to pursue their education in the face of multiple stressors and hardships.

Garza students dropped out of large urban high schools because of their personal and life situations. Other issues concerning their relationship with the high school also appeared to play a prominent role in their school failure and their decision to leave school. Garza students, for example, complained about the size, impersonal and often chaotic nature of their former schools (e.g. teachers did not care or teachers did not have time to help them, large classes, noisy, crowded, out of control, etc.). Some of the Garza students pointed to the fact that they liked their teachers in their former school but the teachers in large urban high schools could not help them because there were too many students. Other students stated that from their perspectives the teachers themselves were being hindered from being effective by the school environment and policies. These findings add to the previous research that indicates that smaller schools and positive teacher-student interactions are important for both student motivation and learning (Baker, 1999; Niebuhr & Niebuhr, 1999; Waxman, Anderson, Huang, & Weinstein, 1997). Indeed the effective schools literature indicates that smaller schools with lower student-teacher ratio are more effective for all students and positive student teacher relationships may be especially effective for students with at-risk characteristics (Murray, 2002).

This study also supports previous research that indicates that students at-risk to dropout appear to be able to receive their education more effectively within alternative schools (Franklin, 1992; Franklin & Streeter, 1991). Alternative schools are believed to be an effective intervention for urban high school dropouts.  However, not just any type of alternative school is effective. For many of these students an effective alternative school is a school of choice that provides smaller, more intimate classrooms, educational flexibility, a challenging curriculum, and the individualized helps and emotional support needed to meet each students needs. Researcher have found these type of alternative schools resemble elite, private schools more than your typical public high school (Rumburger, 2004).

Garza High School appears to have successfully organized itself following this type of alternative school approach. Garza High School has developed a unique solution-focused, school culture that helps students change their beliefs and relationships, and learn the principles inherent in the solution-building model. Principles of the solution-building model include a focus on individual strengths, hard work, and a sense of mastery, goal setting, and a future orientation. Using a solution-focused framework, the Gonzolo Garza Independence High School has also integrated many of the effective practices in education for alternative schools, dropout prevention and retrieval strategies.

Students in this study that attended Garza High School rated Garza as being a protective factor in their lives while those that remained in the large urban high school, Crockett did not rate their high school in this way. Results from the School Success Profile showed Garza students rating all three dimensions of the school domain (school satisfaction, teacher support, school safety) as assets while Crockett students rated these three dimensions as either a caution or risk. By using the solution-building model, Garza has focused on their students’ strengths and became a place that provides support and engages students who have limited support and help in their neighborhoods, families, and friends. This type of emotional support and individualized attention appears to be critical for the retention and graduation of some at-risk students.

This study reveals much about the life experiences, and academic outcomes of urban youths who dropout of high school or are at-risk for dropout. First, it is apparent that youths who fail in or leave urban high schools prematurely have complex lives where they often grow-up and take on adult roles during adolescence. Some of these youths had been thrust into those roles even as children. Our research indicates that many students were taking care of themselves, pregnant and parenting, coping with severe stressors and problems in their families and themselves, living on their own, and working to earn a living. Most students also have had many issues to cope with such as adolescent pregnancy, loss and crisis, homelessness, family conflict and violence, abuse, poverty, substance abuse and mental health problems. As was documented in this study, most Garza students have faced multiple problems and wrestle with ways to cope with many stressors and problems at once. In addition, multiple social problems and mental health and substance abuse issues may exist in their families. To say the least, the urban youths at-risk to dropout that attend Garza High School have had life experiences that go far beyond what is expected of your typical high school age adolescent.

One way to think about these findings, however, is that the personal and family crisis, social and mental health issues faced by the Garza students may be more common for youth in urban settings than we would like to believe and that all schools are experiencing these types of issues more often than in the past. For example, previous research has indicated that school administrators identified acting out and substance abuse as problems at all levels of schooling, and believed that these problems became progressively worse in high school. Life stress, anxiety, and depression were also identified as being more prominent in urban schools than in other school settings (Weist, Myers, Danforth, McNeil, Ollendick & Hawkins, 2000). Research has also indicated that family problems, mental health and substance abuse issues are associated with high school dropout ( Aloise-Young & Chavez, 2002; Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000). Schools are often left to be the main institution for handling individual and family crisis situations, and schools have become the major problem solving institution for social and mental health problems of youths and families (Rones & Hoagwood, 2000). High schools may experience the greatest severity of problems because of the developmental issues confronting adolescence, and the worsening over time of unresolved problems.

Many high schools, however, have limited social and mental health resources and may be unprepared to educate students like those found in the Garza sample. These students are typically bright and capable but present unique learning challenges because of their personal and life situations. Your typical classroom teacher may be unprepared to respond to these situations and may even feel overwhelmed if presented with their students’ circumstances. Teachers are typically not trained as therapists and have limited training in mental health counseling. Neither do they necessarily desire this role. At the same time, many students at-risk to dropout may not qualify for special education where teachers have more training and supports available to them. These circumstances make it imperative for classroom teachers to have the skills to teach these students. As was mentioned, the way that urban high schools organize themselves and the types of learning opportunities they provide may also make it difficult for teachers to be successful with these youths because they lack the time for individualization and personal contact with students, and the flexibility needed to be effective.

The implications of this study would suggest that Garza High School is serving the social and mental health needs of its student population as well as the educational needs of these youths. This is very evident in the descriptions of the roadblocks that student described and the types on barriers to education that they reported. This data strongly suggests that in order to truly “leave no child behind” large urban high schools are going to need more social services and mental health resources to help remove the barriers to learning. The good news from this study is that when schools are organized into smaller learning environments, like Garza, it becomes possible for teachers to be trained to serve as the first line of defense in this mental health effort. Teacher preparation does not require that teachers become therapists but instead may only require basic skills training in solution-focused, counseling and the resources available to work as partners with counselors, social workers and other mental health professionals. Garza students with mental health problems credited their teachers for helping them the most with their academic success and this finding held true across problem areas. School counselors and staff from Community in Schools (social workers and other mental health therapists) are other mental health resources that the students frequently found very helpful in overcoming their barriers to academic success.

As an alternative school, Garza High School, is going beyond what many large urban high schools are doing to meet the mental health needs of its’ student population. This is evident, for example, from the student descriptions of the differences between Garza and their previous high school experiences. Despite this fact, the data from this study indicates that Garza could use even more mental health resources to manage the complexity of the problems that some students presented. This is especially true in the area of substance abuse and family issues that appeared to be continuing problems in the lives of many of the students attending the school.

The information obtained from the School Success Profile survey, the quantitative data analysis, and the qualitative student interviews further revealed important school characteristics that help students with at-risk characteristics achieve academic goals within Garza High School. Importantly, the school culture was found to compliment the strengths-oriented, solution-focused philosophy by giving attention to personal relationships with teachers, emotional support, personal responsibility, and a flexible and self-paced learning environment. The school culture of Garza High School also appears to promote autonomy and independence and sets natural consequences for behavior ( e.g. if you do not come to class and do your work, you do not earn credits. But if you do come to class and work hard, you can earn as many credits as you want and as quickly as you want). This type of learning environment helps adolescents set their own learning goals within certain parameters, and puts them in charge of their future. This type of approach is also consistent with the life tasks of adolescents who wish to strive toward growth and autonomy, and may work especially well with Garza students because they have had life and family experiences where they are used to relying on themselves and directing their own lives (e.g. pregnant/parenting, independent living, neglect and abuse, care taking for ill family members, lack of limits set on their own behavior through out childhood). 

While encouraging autonomy and self-responsibility, the students who choose to remain in Garza High school, and put forth effort toward their leaning goals, are offered the individualized assistance that they need to succeed. In fact, teachers, counselors and social workers in the Garza Independence High School go to extreme efforts to make sure that students do succeed. Examples include altering curriculum to different learning styles, helping students with personal and family problems, and working to enhance learning in the face of disabilities such as mental health and substance abuse disorders.

The overwhelming majority of students who volunteered to be interviewed as part of this study are cognizant of the affects that the teachers and Garza High School has on their lives. Garza appears to have provided a transformative educational experience for these students as is indicated by the fact that they credit Garza for helping them make changes in their education, personal lives and future career goals. These students also credit Garza with helping them remove previous barriers to academic success like school failure, substance abuse, and family conflict. Seventy-four percent say that the self-paced aspect of Garza enables them to remain in school and ultimately earn credits. Additionally, 65 percent of the students said that their relationship with the teachers is the primary difference between Garza High School and their prior traditionally school. Sixty-one percent said that their close relationship with the teachers engender academic success. Garza High School also helps the students improve their personal relationship, particularly with their parents, with 49 percent of the students indicating that academic success at Garza helped improve their relationship with their parents or guardian.

Limitations of the Study

One of the obvious limitations to this study is the small convenience sample. Although every effort was made to match students on important characteristics it is not possible to assure that all threats to internal validity have been removed. One issue about the study and findings that is favorable, however, is the fact that the Garza sample was likely more at-risk and yet still achieved more positive findings than Crockett in their school performance on credits they earned and The School Success Profile. This would lead us to believe that it was truly something about their school experiences that caused the differences and not other factors. The qualitative interview data collected from Garza was also rich and helped us confirm the positive findings from the perspectives of the student participants.

A second weakness of the study was the reliance on data from the school database. Even though this may have been one of the best ways to collect data on academic outcomes, the data from the school database was not without problems in that there was missing data, and it was also not possible for the researchers to verify the validity or reliability of the data.

A third limitation is the fact that we were not able to collect as much information from Crockett students as we did the Garza students. Because of resource limitations it was not possible to interview the Crockett students, for example. Such an interview might  help us more clearly compare the Crockett student’s barriers to education and change factors with those of the Garza students. This would have helped us to further define and verify the differences in at-risk profiles between the students graduating from the two schools.

A fourth limitation is that we relied heavily on self-reports of adolescents in our data collection. Self-report data has proven to be biased. The strengths of the qualitative interview data, however, depended upon collecting data from the personal perspectives of the students. The fact, that we used a standardized measure and found corroboration for findings across several participants in the interview data helps mitigate this weakness.

Finally, time and resource limitations did not make it possible for us to do a follow-up evaluation with students. Because high school graduation was the ultimate outcome for our sample, one could argue that following them to that point was most important in this particularly study. The follow-up evaluation, however, would be important to see if the students still attending Garza graduate. It would also be interesting and potentially important to see if Garza students follow their plans to pursue post-secondary education, and to further evaluate how their post secondary education performance would compare to students graduating from Crockett High School.

Conclusion

Garza Independence High school appears to be successfully fulfilling its mission as an effective dropout retrieval and prevention program. In addition, this study lends support to the abilities of Garza High School to motivate students toward post-secondary education. Students in our sample indicated that Garza High School had greatly impacted their desire and motivation to attend college and other post-secondary education programs. While it is known at this time how many of these students will succeed in post-secondary education, we do know that 52% of the students who graduated from Garza are currently enrolled in a post-secondary education program. This appears to be an important finding because as has been reported, Garza students had multiple hardships and barriers to education, but despite their difficulties, many of them have been able to graduate from high school and move on their next level of education. The solution-building model appears to have potential to become a model community-based, alternative school program for Austin schools and other schools across Texas and the nation. Garza High School provided an excellent opportunity to study the solution-focused intervention in a school setting and for developing the solution-focused therapy into an evidenced-based model for education.

Appendix 1

Transcription Interview Form

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

Student ID #  _____________________________

I. Background 


Living Situation

1. Describe your current living situation.

Who do you live with?

Both biological parents

Biological Mother

Biological Father

Mother and Stepfather

Father and Stepmother

Grandparents

Foster or Adopted Parents

Friends

Other_______

2. Whom have you lived with most of your life? 

3. Are you currently employed?   IF yes, Where?   

How Long? 

4. Is there someone who provides you with financial support?  If so, who?

II. Current Relationships

5. On a scale of 1-10 how well did you get along with your parents before coming to Garza? 

6. On a scale of 1-10 how well do you get along now? 

Probe for those with improved score:  

How is it that your relationship has improved?  

Has there been anything about what you learned at Garza that contributed to this improvement? Yes or NO 

If yes, what did you learn that helped?  

7. Describe your relationship with others in your household.

8. Is there anyone who you can turn to when you are really down and upset? If so, who?  

9. Describe your relationship with peers?

Probe: Large group of friends? Small number of friends?  How many close friends?

10. On a scale of 1-10 how well did you get along with peers before coming to Garza? 

11. On a scale of 1-10 how long do you get along with peers now? 

Probe for those with improved score: 

How is it that your relationship has improved?  

Has there been anything about what you learned at Garza that contributed to this improvement? Yes or NO 

If yes, what did you learn that helped?

Tough situations usually make independent and tough people. Ms. Baldwin says that we have a lot of really independent and tough students here at Garza.

12. What is the toughest experience that you ever faced in your living situation while growing up? 

Probe: Anything other tough experiences that really stand out in your mind? 

III. ENGAGEMENT FACTORS

13. How long have you been enrolled at Garza?

14. How Satisfied with your previous High School before Attending Garza were you? 

1 Not Satisfied   2 Somewhat Satisfied   3 Satisfied   4 Very Satisfied   5 Extremely Satisfied 

15. Now that you have been attending Garza for awhile how satisfied are you with Garza? 

1 Not Satisfied   2 Somewhat Satisfied   3 Satisfied   4 Very Satisfied   5 Extremely Satisfied 

16. What specifically do you like most about Garza?

17. What specifically do you like least about Garza?

IV. EDUCATION AND CAREER GOALS

18. Were you ever out of school for an extended length of time?  

IF so, how long were you out before enrolling at Garza?

 What did you do with your time while out of school? 

19. Do you have any trustworthy adults that you can rely on to advise you about your education and career goals?  If so, who?

20. Every Student has a story on how they came to Garza. Tell me your personal story. How did you decide to come to Garza?

That is a very interesting story. Now, help me understand more about your life story that brought you to Garza?  Our experience tells us that there are some similar types of events or road blocks that cause students to leave other schools and enroll here. I heard about some of those in your story. A lot of students have also experienced these similar roadblocks. Which ones apply to your situation?  

_____Failing in previous school

_____Learning Problems (Learning Disability, been in Special ED or needed special learning environment

_____ Did not like attending high school/classes ( too big, too many clicks, could not get enough attention, needed a more flexible schedule, could not get the classes needed or wanted).

Probe for reason: ___________
_____Suspended for aggressive behavior ( fighting, hitting teachers, vandalism)

_____Running away from home

_____ Drug alcohol problem in self or family member  (Take detailed drug history at the end)

_____ Pregnancy

_____Took a full time job

_____Couldn’t get along with the school ( argued with teachers and principals, or other students)

_____Trouble with the Police or Courts

_____ Road Block Due to Mental Health Issues 

_____ Road Block Due to Health Problem ( needed accommodations  for education due to illness in self or family member)  

_____Crisis or Loss Situation ( Death, Unexpected Loss of parents, finances, family crisis of an unusual nature that is short lived. Probe for what it was___________________________

____ Family problems  ( Divorce, Interpersonal conflicts, Abuse)  Probe for what type of family problem if it has not been discussed in family history above 

Other_____ Describe other road Block

Follow up probe: Please tell me some more about how the situation with XXXX was a road block for you?   

21. Has Garza been able to remove those roadblock(s)?  Yes or No

If yes, How has Garza removed road block?   

22. As far as being able to get past some of the road blocks to your education that you identified above. How helpful has it been for you to attend Garza? 

1 Not Helpful   2 Somewhat Helpful   3 Helpful   4 Very Helpful     5 Extremely Helpful

Follow-up probe for those who say Garza has helped remove roadblocks to their education.

23. If you were asked by the President of The United States to speak to the nation and to say a few sentences about how Garza has helped you. What would you say about this school? 

Probes during description  

Could you be more specific? 

What do you mean by that word?  

Now, help me understand a little more about your experience of Garza as a high school.

24. How is Garza similar to your previous school?

25. How is Garza different?

26. Describe your relationship with Garza teachers.

Probe: Compare this with your relationship with teachers at your previous school.

27. What non-academic services have you received at Garza?

Probes:  


Do you work with the counselors? 


Community in Schools? 


Visiting Teacher/School Social Worker? 


Nurse? 


Have you participated in any other groups here?

28. In particular, how would you rate the effectiveness the counseling and non-educational services at Garza compared to those services you received in your last high school that you attended? 

1 Not Effective   2 Somewhat Effective   3 Effective   4 Very Effective   5 Extremely Effective 

29. Finally, how would you rate the effectiveness of your overall education at Garza compared to the education you received in your last high school that you attended? 

1 Not Effective   2 Somewhat Effective   3 Effective   4 Very Effective   5 Extremely Effective

VI. EDUCATIONAL AND FUTURE GOALS 

30. On a scale of 1-10 How would you rate your interest in finishing high school before enrolling in Garza?  

31. On a scale of 1-10 how would you rate your interest in finishing high school at this point in time?

Follow-up probe for those who say there is a difference between their interest in finishing high school now and before they came to Garza.

Probe: What has made the difference in your interest in finishing high school?  

32. What do you plan to do IMMEDIATELY after you finish high school at Garza?

33. What type of job do you hope to have in five years? 

34. Do you plan to enroll in College or a trade school after finishing Garza?   

Yes or No

If yes, where have you thought about going to college or trade school? 

Follow up questions for those who say yes to college.

On a scale of 1- 10 how would you rate your personal desire for going to college or trade school before coming to Garza?  

On a scale of 1-10 how would you rate your personal desire for going to college or trade school at this point in time? 

Follow-up probes for those who say they have more personal desire for going to college now: What has made the difference in your personal desire for going to college?  

35. Describe the most important events(s) in your educational experiences at Garza that made a difference in your personal desire for college or trade school?    

36. Probe for drug use information if mentioned as a barrier.

Appendix 2

Parent Satisfaction Survey

Parental Satisfaction

Garza Independence High School

For the statement below, please circle the number that you feel best represents your level of satisfaction with Garza Independence High School.

Comparing Garza Independence High 

School to your child’s previous high
Not
Somewhat

Very
Extremely
school, how satisfied are you with:
Satisfied
Satisfied
Satisfied
Satisfied
Satisfied
your child’s relationships with their teachers
1
2
3
4
5

your child’s relationships with the administrators
1
2
3
4
5

your child’s academic performance
1
2
3
4
5

your child’s school attendance
1
2
3
4
5

the school’s curriculum
1
2
3
4
5

Overall, how would you rate Garza Independence High School as a place where your child can succeed academically?


Far below
Below
Average
Above
Far above 


average
average

average
average

If given the opportunity, would you recommend Garza Independence High School to a friend whose child is having trouble in their school?


No

Maybe

Yes


Overall, how would you rate the flexibility of class scheduling?


Far Below
Below
Average
Above
Far Above 


Average
Average

Average
Average

Overall, how effective do you think the self-paced style of learning is for your child?


Not
Somewhat
Effective
Very
Extremely 


Effective
Effective

Effective
Effective
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