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ABSTRACT 

Description of students as at-risk became a trend in 

educational policy and programming in the late 1980s. The 

term at risk was originally part of the specialized 

discourse of medicine, psychology, and child development, 

and some related subfields of education such as special 

educaticln and educational psychology. Due to the influence 

of reform reports issued by national groups, the term at 

risk became more common in the discourse of nonspecialist 

policymakers and practitioners. It was used as a 

descriptor of students, often low-income and/or minority 

students, likely to fail or drop out of school. This study 

employed methods from sociolinguistics, discourse analysis 

and policy analysis to trace the uses and meanings of at 

risk through several national reports, state education 

policymaking in Arizona, and a medium-sized Arizona school 

district with both rural and suburban schools. Analysis of 

reports and recorded interviews with state policymakers, 

district administrators, principals, and teachers 

identified similarities and differences in the meanings of 

at risk at different levels of the educational system. 

Groups at each level had particular interests in students, 

as reflected in their definitions of the problems of at

risk students and their policy recommendations. The most 



common consequences for students of being labelled at-risk 

were to be removed from the mainstream for special 

treatment, despite arguments of some researchers and 

theorists that educators need to rethink such approaches. 

9 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, discussions about at-risk students 

have proliferated in educational reform documents, research 

and policy.1 Reflecting this trend, the Exxon Foundation 

awarded grants in 1986 to several educational research 

institutions to explore this topic from various angles. 

The grant awarded to the university of Arizona College of 

Education was to support a qualitative investigation of the 

daily lives of at-risk students in early elementary grades 

in two public schools. 

The researchers (Richardson, Casanova, Placier and 

Guilfoyle, 1989) took a micro-level, social constructionist 

perspective on students' at-risk status. Our conceptual 

framework derived from previous studies of the socially 

constructed, context-dependent nature of student labelling 

(Erickson, Boersema, Lazarus and Pelissier, 1985; Mehan, 

1983; Mehan, Hertwick and Meihls, 1986). We decided 

against constructing a definition of at risk from previous 

research and thereby identifying our target students 

1 Note that in this paper I will underline the term at 
risk when it is mentioned as a term, and will use the 
hyphenated form at-risk when using it as an adjective. 
Chapter 2 will explain the various forms in which at risk 
appears in the educational literature. 
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through predetermined criteria. Instead, we began by 

asking teachers in two elementary schools in two different 

districts how they would define at risk and which children 

in their classrooms they would identify with this term. 

Classroom observations of identified children and their 

teachers, and interviews with children, parents, teachers 

and principals, made up the bulk of the data base for our 

analysis. 

Our findings under these conditions were that the 

meanings of at risk were locally constructed and fluid, 

relative to teacher expectations and knowledge of student 

background, characteristics of other students in the 

classroom, and school/district norms. Teachers told 

complex, individual stories about students which attributed 

their at-risk status to certain key events in their family 

and school histories. Because of the link with teacher 

expectations, the same child might be considered at-risk by 

one teacher and not by another. 2 If children managed to 

meet these expectations by the end of the year, teachers 

might remove them from the at-risk category. 

2 There ~ a consistent pattern across teachers of 
naming more male, learning disabled students as "at risk." 
But this pattern did not become a major part of our 
analysis. Teachers were asked about this in their final 
interviews, and they offered a variety of explanations, 
which were reported at face value. Most "at risk" students 
named were also minority students, but this can be 
accounted for as a function of the demographics of the two 
schools we selected. 
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Approaches toward at-risk students differed in 

relation to the organization and culture of the two schools 

and districts in the study. In a large, loosely-coupled 

school district, in a small and relatively obscure school, 

the administrative and teaching staff had collaboratively 

developed a school setting which emphasized community, 

acceptance of differences and a developmental approach to 

student learning. Teachers in this school named fewer 

students at-risk, and seemed to feel more efficacious about 

the possibility of solving student problems in the 

classroom. In a smaller district with more top-down 

management, in a large, historically low-achieving school 

targeted for quick improvement, the principal and staff 

could barely keep up with district, state and federal 

requirements for curriculum, testing and delivering 

services to several special populations. Teachers in this 

school named more children at-risk and tended to depend on 

bureaucratic arrangements for sorting and treating children 

en masse. 

Our analysis contrasted what we called an 

epidemiological model of at-risk status with the social 

constructionist model. A review of recent research on this 

topic demonstrated that the epidemiological method of 

defining at risk. based on correlating school failure with 

certain student background and behavioral characteristics, 
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prevails among educational researchers. According to this 

model, students with these characteristics should be 

identified early and given special treatment to prevent 

their later school failure. opposition to the 

epidemiological model comes from a few researchers and 

commentators (e.g., Wehlage and Rutter, 1986: Fine, 1988) 

who argue that the characteristics of schools and school 

policies might actually be the primary determinants of 

students' at-risk status. That is, certain kinds of 

schools seem to have a propensity for failing students: and 

some highly visible school reforms (e.g., stricter academic 

standards, more uniformity in instruction) might be 

creating even more failure. Attention, then, must be 

turned to restructuring schools, not treating students. 

The dispute turns on whether student problems with 

schooling are caused by characteristics of students and 

their families or by characteristics of schools. Our 

findings obviously came down on the latter side. 

Rather than holding themselves or their school 

responsible, however, the teachers in our study tended to 

agree with the epidemiological researchers that the causes 

of student problems lie in individual student psychology 

and/or outside the school, in the family. What we could 

see, from our vantage point, was that two teachers of the 

same student described the student differently and told 
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different stories of the student's home life. Our visits 

with parents often revealed other facets of a student's 

personality or disconfirmed school folklore about the home. 

We tried to avoid a "blame the teacher" position r however, 

by acknowledging that teacher responses to at-risk children 

are limited not just by their own biases and 

misinformation, but by the culture of the school and the 

options available to them in school organizations. Our 

conclusions were that through staff development, teacher 

collaboration, and school-home cooperation, in a school 

setting in which educators are able to decide for 

themselves what will work best for their students, schools 

could better adapt to the needs of all students. That is, 

in the end our study was less about the characteristics of 

at-risk students and more about how school people approach 

students and schooling in general. We used our findings to 

support certain positions in the current debate on school 

reform. 

What our study did not address, and could not address 

by treating at risk as a classroom phenomenon, were 

questions of how and why the term at risk came into use as 

a student descriptor in education over the past few years. 

Why was the Exxon Foundation funneling major grant support 

into this topic in 1986? Through whose influence did at

risk students become the focus of so much attention? In 
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other words, how did we get caught up in participating in 

this movement, and what were the political meanings of our 

own work? For instance, we did not examine the recent 

spate of national reform reports in which the term at risk 

has appeared. These reports are symptomatic of the larger 

political and cultural context which influences the 

construction of local policies. We did not extend our data 

collection and analysis to organizational levels above the 

school, to see how at risk was used among state and 

district decisionmakers--the persons in the system most 

likely to be directly influenced by external political 

pressures for reform. 

We also selected two schools for our study in which 

special programs for at-risk students had not been 

initiated, as they had in some districts by 1986. The 

teachers in our schools were not constrained by any 

district- or school-prescribed definitions of at risk, and 

had not been exposed to much information on this topic. In 

another school, at first selected but later rejected as one 

of our study sites, an at-risk program was in place. The 

data we collected at this school were limited, but 

intriguing. The program was initiated by the principal in 

response to an unacceptably high rate of student retention 

at the school. The program required teachers to identify 

three at-risk students in their classroooms in october. 
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At-risk students were those classified as likely candidates 

for retention at the end of the year. That is, this 

process required teachers to make predictions about 

children based on one month of observation and assessment. 

In this school, the epidemiological model (early 

identification and prevention) seemed to guide the 

principal's decisionmaking for the at-risk program. 

In our initial interviews with teachers at this 

school, we found some teacher resistance to the at-risk 

program. One teacher expressed her various frustrations 

wi·th having to label children with the term at risk. In 

her words: 

The point is, I don't see all of a sudden how 
that's the buzz word. All these lcids are at-risk 
and I don't see it's making any difference 
whether we're labelling them at-risk or not. For 
me, someone who hates paperwork, it means me 
actually sitting down and labelling some kid 
• first of all, it's a label, second of all, it 
means more paperwork for me. 

She argued that at risk was a sort of "grab bag" term for a 

variety of student problems: 

Now this at risk is taking in academic, social, 
behavioral, cultural, linguistical, the whole big 
shebang all at once. 

She was concerned about her failing students, but seemed to 

contend that a new label, and the bureaucratic 

complications the at-risk program entailed, were unlikely 

to contribute toward her success with these children. In 

this school, the term at risk seemed more valuable to the 
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school-level administrator, for addressing a problem which 

was undermining the public image of the school, than it was 

to teachers. Since more minority children were being 

retained in this school, the at-risk program may aloo have 

been a strategy for changing the behavior of teachers who 

had been unresponsive to the continued failure of such 

children. Teachers in this school might have had their own 

contextualized definitions of at risk, but it was the 

principal's meanings which shaped the at-risk program. The 

imposition of this term from outside the classroom was 

causing so much resentment that we decided not to 

exacerbate the situation by locating our study in this 

school. 

curiosity piqued by the situation at this school, 

skepticism about Exxon's interests in at-risk students and 

my own research interests, therefore, led me in directions 

different from our original study. I was drawn to 

questions about th~ sources of new educational terminology 

such as at risk. and about distribution of the power to 

create, impose and define new terms. For this study I 

expanded our earlier study of at risk beyond the classroom 

level. I took a "top-down" view of at risk as it has 

appeared in the educational literature, in popular reform 

documents, in the vocabulary and practices of state and 



district educational administrators, and thence found its 

way into schools in the form of special programs. 
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This shift in perspective is what anthropologist Nader 

(1972) has called "studying up." According to Nader, the 

personal and political propensity among anthropologists has 

been to study the "underdog," the victim at the bottom of 

the system who has limited access to knowledge and power. 

Qualitative methods, according to Bogdan and Biklin (1982) 

became popular in the 19605 because they recognized the 

views of the "powerless and excluded" as legitimate 

research topics. The Richardson et al. s'tudy was in 'this 

vein; we examined the daily experiences of elementary 

school students and how their negative school identities 

were shaped by the decisions of teachers, specialists, and 

principals. Teachers were our primary informants, and 

their ways of defining at risk and thinking through the 

problems of at-risk students were a major focus of the 

book. 

There is certainly much to be learned from studies of 

students and teachers, but as Nader puts it, "The 

consequences of not studying up as well as down are 

serious in terms of developing adequate theory and 

description" (1972, p. 290). Confining studies of at risk 

to classrooms, teachers and students ignores external 



influences which may impinge on these roles and settings 

(Mehan, Hertwick and Meihls, 1986). 
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Approaching at risk from a different direction may 

lead to different interpretations. For example, Crowson 

and Morris (1985) collected extensive ethnographic data on 

the daily worklives of principals in the chicago school 

system. They concluded from their initial analysis that 

the system was very loosely coupled and locally variable, 

and that under these conditions principals exercised a 

great deal of discretion. They later directed a re

analysis toward the question of how much hierarchical 

control was exercised by the district over the principals. 

From this reversed perspective, they found that a larger

than-expected proportion of principals' daily activities 

could actually be attributed to district demands. What had 

obscured the extent of district control was the fact that 

the principals employed a great deal of highly-skilled 

guesswork in interpreting what was "really" required. Their 

decisions were their own, but in order to continue in favor 

with their superiors they needed to decide "correctly," 

according to district norms. This is still a 

constructionist position, but it is modified by the 

recognition that the social construction of meaning, 

particularly in large institutions, may be structurally, 

culturally and/or politically constrained. 
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In shifting perspective on the problem, I have not 

abandoned the social constructionist framework which guided 

our previous study or attempted to refute that study's 

conclusions. My purpose is to enlarge the social 

constructionist framework of the first study, by situating 

the inquiry in a broader cultural context and by 

considering the possibility of structural and political 

influences on the social construction of meaning at the 

school level. The meanings and uses of at risk may differ 

among persons with different roles, interests and powers in 

a large, hierarchical institution. And these differences 

might count in ways that have important consequences, both 

intended and unintended, for people in classrooms. 

The significance of this study extends beyond the 

consideration of at risk alone. As the teacher quoted 

above r~marked, at risk may simply be the latest 

educational "buzz word," and as such may be an extremely 

short-lived phenomenon. studies of such phenomena are 

themselves at risk of being considered faddish, and 

therefore soon outdated and ignored. To avoid such a fate, 

my further purpose for 'this study is to place at risk in 

historical pe~spective, as one of a long line of student 

descriptors which have come and gone in the vocabulary of 

education. The ongoing process of "buzzword-coining" in 

education, how and when it occurs and what it accomplishes, 
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has become an ongoing area of interest for me. This larger 

purpose will, I hope, link the present study to other 

analyses of the discourse of mass institutions in the 

United states and other societies, and contribute toward 

the continuing, collective goals of cultural description, 

interpretation and comparison. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS OF THE STUDY 

As explained in Chapter 1, based on our experience 

with the Exxon Foundation, and on hints of information from 

one school, my guess was that the recent interest in at-

risk students was not a grassroots movement initiated by 

teachers. Where, then, did this new buzzword come from? 

This became my sociolinguistic question: 

How and when was at risk introduced as a label 
for students, and how did it diffuse so quickly 
in educational discourse? 

In the Richardson et ale (1989) study, we had 

discovered how one group of educators, teachers, defined at 

risk (at least before they were influenced by at-risk 

reports and programs). For teachers, a student's at-risk 

status depended on a complex of factors unique to the 

student and the classroom/school environment. But we also 

knew that many educational researchers constructed the 

meanings of at risk mathematically, by correlating 

background characteristics with school failure. These 

role-specific differences in ways of defining suggested a 

question which combines sociolinguistics and semantics: 

How do persons in different roles and levels in 
the educational system define at risk? 
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In addition, the introduction of a new label for 

students is a policy issue. since the Richardson et ale 

study, national reports on at-risk students, and state- and 

district-sponsored programs for at-risk students, have 

multiplied. In the one at-risk program we encountered in 

1986--87, the policy for identifying participating students 

was not based on teachers' ways of conceptualizing at-Tisk. 

This fact raised a policy analysis question: 

Whose ways of defining at risk are most likely to 
be encoded in educational policy? 

Inherent in the way these three questions are posed is 

the assumption that the processes of introducing and 

defining new terms, and employing them in policy, are 

stratified. A related assumption is that certain persons 

in a hierarchical system have the power to impose new terms 

and their definitions on others through the policy process. 

The complex relationships of linguistic and social 

processes are the province of the multidisciplinary field 

of discourse analysis (Fisher and Todd, 1986). The task of 

discourse analysis is not simply to describe aspects of 

discourse, such as the use and definition of certain terms, 

but to "specify how such discourse details serve a function 

in the creation, the maintenance or the change of such 

contextual constraints as the dominance, the power, the 

status, or the ethnocentrism of one of the participants" 



(Van Dijk, 1985a, p. 5). The discourse analysis question 

of this study, therefore, is: 

How are the linguistic processes surrounding at 
risk linked to sociocultural and political 
processes both within the institution of 
education and in u.s. society? 
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In this chapter, I summarize literature from the fields of 

sociolinguistics, semantics, policy analysis and discourse 

analysis which helped me answer these questions. Each 

section of the chapter addresses one of the four questions 

in turn. 

Coining a New Student Descriptor 

Describing students is everyday behavior for millions 

of teachers, principals, specialists and researchers in 

education. The ERIC Thesaurus lists 69 terms for 

describing students, from academically gifted to white 

(Thesaurus of ERIC Descriptors, 1987). ERIC descriptors 

are terms used primarily among educational researchers and 

analysts, and the ERIC lexicon is restricted to those terms 

approved by the ERIC staff. If one includes student 

descriptors used by educational practitioners, the lexicon 

grows much larger, more colorful and more complex. In the 

late 1970s a team of researchers headed by Jere Brophy 

conducted a two-year study in which they asked 27 

elementary school teachers to describe each of their 

students with three adjectives. A total of 362 children 



were described twice, by two different teachers in 

successive years. In the appendix of a progress report 

from this study is a list of 544 student descriptors used 

by the teachers (Brophy et al., 1976). with so many 

possible ways of describing students, why did educators 

need a new one, at risk? 
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semantic domains are never static (Lehrer, 1983). For 

example, the ERIC Thesaurus shows that new terms for 

students are added and discarded with each new edition. 

New ERIC descriptors related to students added in 1987 were 

"latchkey children," "homeless people,1I and "undocumented 

immigrants" (Thesaurus of ERIC Descriptors, 1987). "Dead" 

ERIC student descriptors, their lifespans and replacement 

terms were: 

academically handicapped (1966-80) - no 
replacement 

handicapped students (1967-80) - use a specific 
disability 

low ability students (1967-80) - use slow 
learners, learning problems, low 
achievement, educationally disadvantaged, 
etc. 

Negro students (1966-77) - use Black students 
superior students and able students (1966-
78) - use academically gifted 

average students (1967-80) - use students 
(Thesaurus of ERIC Descriptors, 1987) 

One possible reason for adding a new term to the domain is 

that a new category of students has appeared that is not 

described satisfactorily by any of the old descriptors 

(Bartsch, 1987). The appearance of a new student category 
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might be attributed to social change, to immigration, or to 

recognition of a student problem which had previously been 

undetected or ignored. The three new ERIC descriptors 

listed above seem to fit these explanations. similarly, at 

risk may label a group of students who only recently 

appeared in schools or who had previously been ignored. 

Another possibility is that student attributes have 

not changed, but for some reason educators needed a new 

descriptor for an existing category. Perhaps a previous 

descriptor became socially inappropriate or unfashionable; 

it was discarded and the new one took its place (Bartsch, 

1987). For example, in the not too distant past, 

psychologists considered terms such as "imbecile" and 

"idiot" to be acceptable, objective ways of describing 

persons whose IQ scores fell within certain ranges, even 

though in common usage these terms had come to constitute 

the gravest of insults. with a change in social norms, 

brought about by strong political advocacy, these terms 

have been replaced by descriptors with more neutral 

connotations. Several of the dead ERIC descriptors and 

their replacements listed above illustrate this pattern. 

Bolinger and Sears (1981) argue that in a 

competitive, highly politicized society people often strive 

to strip their language of negative connotations. The 

objective is to create a "denatured" language devoid of 
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reference to politics, emotion or prejudice. If a term's 

connotations become too negative, it is replaced by a new 

euphemism. However, replacement of terms for stigmatized 

groups is neither a complete nor a permanent solution to 

the root problem of stigmatization. For example, Schulz 

(1975) has argued that new terms for women may originate in 

neutral linguistic territory but over time acquire negative 

connotations because women are themselves negatively 

valued, and this has not changed. Lexical replacement in 

the domain of terms for women and other stigmatized groups, 

then, is a cyclical process. As Bolinger has put it: 

The CUltivation of euphemism to paper over 
unpleasant reality leads--when the reality is 
truly unpleasant--to long histories of synonyms 
each of which started off as a euphemism and 
then, by intimate association with the unloved 
thing that it named, ended up as a dyseuphemism. 
• . • The downgrading is so regular that it 
invites a domino theory of euphemism: the fall of 
each term leads to the fall of the next, and in 
some areas of meaning we find an endless series 
of terms each of which had its day of innocence 
and then fell from grace. (1980, pp. 73-74) 

As Bolinger also notes, the "developmentally disabled" have 

gone through several label-changes over the past twenty 

years, but each new term (e.g., retarded, handicapped) 

becomes pejorative because the group is still stigmatized. 

At risk may have appeared because someone perceived 

the need for a new, quasi-neutral term for a stigmatized 

category of students. If the previous descriptor for these 

stUdents can be identified, according to Schulz and 
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Bolinger, it would be expected to have negative 

connotations, and the students covered by the term would 

remain a stigmatized group. It would also be expected that 

at some time in the future at risk will itself take on 

negative connotations and be discarded. 

On a more positive note, a descriptor might be 

replaced simply because it had become difficult to capture 

people's attention by using the old one. Particularly in 

the political climate of recent years, many educational 

issues compete for the attention of the public and 

policymakers. A new student descriptor might be just the 

device to revive interest in an old student problem. If 

this were the case, one would be able to show that the same 

kinds of students described by at risk have previously been 

the subject of attention in education, under a different 

but now outdated label. Advocates for these students may 

have adopted at risk as a way of drawing fickle public 

attention back to their issue--this time hoping for 

results. 

Where can one find a new descriptor? There is always 

the possibility of coining an entirely new term. This has 

the advantage of novelty but the disadvantage of 

unfamiliarity. Foreign terms are attention-getters, but 

they might also be suspect in this English-only era. 

Another possibility is to borrow a term from another domain 
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and to extend its meaning into education. In Lehrer's 

(1983) study of wine terminology, she describes the 

conventional devices available to speakers for creating new 

descriptors, particularly adding suffixes to nouns to 

create new adjectives (e.g., flower + ~ = flowe~). But 

the most common way for new terms to enter the wine 

vocabulary is through a process of borrowing or extension 

from another semantic field. For example, trendy wine 

reviewers have taken to describing wines with terms 

previously reserved for describing human personality: 

serious, roguish, suave. 

According to Lehrer, for semantic reasons linguistic 

borrowing does not occur at random. For instance, while 

wine reviewers seem almost unlimited in their creativity, 

some descriptors for personality might not make good sense 

as wine descriptors. A linguistic deviation works only if 

it achieves the goal of communication (Bartsch 1987). 

Successful borrowing of a term depends on some congruence 

between meanings already existing in the new field and 

meanings in the source field. If it could be detennined 

that educators borrowed at risk from another field, it 

would be wise to consider what meanings it had in that 

field, and how they are congruent with meanings in 

education. 
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Linguistic borrowing also does not occur at random 

for cultural and political reasons. It is in one's best 

interests to borrow from particular sources. Guay (1987) 

has raised the concern that educators' tendency toward 

linguistic borrowing from medicine, business and the 

military indicates that they are losing control over their 

discipline, and are attempting to borrow political 

legitimacy from other, more prestigious institutions. If 

this is the case with at risk, a comparison between 

education and the institution in which at risk originated 

would be in order. 

What other fields might have furnished educators with 

the term at risk? Risk is an important notion in business 

and public administration, in the growing specializations 

of risk analysis nd risk management. For people in these 

fields, a risk is the statistical probability of loss 

resulting from a natural disaster, a mistaken decision or a 

human action gone haywire. They calculate the 

probabilities of dangerous events, in relation to other 

factors, as the basis for developing strategies to prevent 

or minimize losses to an industry or institution, and to 

balance the potential for loss with the potential for 

profit from an activity. Risk analysts often propose to 

balance or prioritize money, life and property in ways that 



raise ethical or political controversy (Moore, 1983; 

Nelkin, 1985). 
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Many of these risk conflicts find their way into 

court. Therefore, the concept of risk is also common in 

American legal discourse, in the areas of tort and 

insurance law. The courts often must decide how to 

compensate individuals who have been injured by the 

negligence or intentional acts of others, including 

corporations and government agencies. Another use of risk 

in the law is in the defense to a lawsuit for negligence 

known as "assumption of risk." In this defense a person 

who is injured by the negligent activities of another may 

not receive compensation because he/she was aware of the 

risk and proceeded to take it (Keeton, Dobbs, Keeton and 

owen, 1984). 

Closely related to both business and law is the 

insurance field. Insurance policies are contacts whereby 

an insurance company, for a fee, will agree to pay when the 

insured is injured or suffers damages or is held liable for 

injuries to another. Insurance is a social device for 

spreading the cost of risk among a larger social group, 

the policyholders (Keeton et al., 1984). 

Risk, and particularly at risk, are important terms 

in the discourse of medicine. In medical jargon, risk 

specialists are called epidemiologists. Their work is to 
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determine statistical associations between the incidence of 

diseases or other dangerous conditions and characteristics 

of persons suffering frcm those conditions. Through a 

sequential reasoning process they identify the populations 

most at risk, and these findings allow public health 

officials to efficiently target prevention and intervention 

activities. To prevent an increase in the incidence of a 

condition, they may target prevention activities toward 

those not at risk, to advise them how to remain that way 

(Lilienfield and Lilienfield, 1980: Dever, 1984). The 

insurance industry also uses epidemiological findings for 

establishing the relative risk of insuring some people 

compared with others. Insurance premiums are based on 

actuarial tables created from this information. 

In the Richardson et al. (1989) study, we argued that 

the use of at risk in the educational research we surveyed 

was most similar to its use in epidemiology. Therefore, we 

called the predominate approach to at-risk students the 

"epidemiological model," implicitly arguing that at risk 

was a concept borrowed from medicine. But at one point in 

our study we also considered calling it the "actuarial 

model," since we could also make an analogy with the 

insurance field. There are similarities in almost all of 

the above ways of talking about and coping with risk in 

American culture. The analysis and management of risk, and 



protection against risk, are institutionalized, 

professionalized and marketed. risks are predicted and 

somewhat controlled through the application of 

probabilistic models involving large numbers. Expert 

analysis of risk results in development of rational, 

scientific models of risk; but decisions about risk are 

fraught with emotion, ambiguity and conflict, and 

complicated ethical and political controversy: 

Judgnlents about risk are a social comment. The 
concepts of accountability, responsibility, and 
liability that pervade debates about risk are in 
effect political statements expressing points of 
tension and value conflict in a given society. 
(Nelkin, 1985, p. 16) 
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cultural orientations toward risk vary widely in a diverse 

society, creating differences of opinion about how risks 

should be managed (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982; Gross and 

Rayner, 1985). I would argue that if these things are 

true, about the meanings of risk in other large 

ins'ti tutions in u. s. society, they may also be true in 

education. 

Who has the power to choose new student descriptors? 

Everyone does, but not all new terms come into common use 

in educational research, practice or policy. Participants 

in Lehrer's studies were continually creating new wine 

descriptors in their conversations, as they struggled to 

describe the qualities of a particular wine. However, 

experts trained in identifying and judging wines recognized 
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a more limited set of terms as the ones they could agree 

upon for describing wines under controlled conditions. 

similarly, it is evident from the Brophy studies (Anderson 

et al., 1975: Brophy et al., 1976) that teachers are 

continually creating new ways of describing students, few 

of which will ever enter the ERIC Thesaurus or become 

labels for variables in educational research. Teachers had 

twenty-five different ways of describing what the 

researchers called simply "self-motivated" students. The 

researchers also listed three pages of teacher descriptions 

of students that they were unable to classify under any 

standard psychological category: for example: puzzling, 

squeaky voice, biggest pack rat around, cowboy, redneck, 

wide-eyed, intense, and improved ring-tailed tooter. 

However, only the researchers' psychological categories 

finally made it into print as valid student descriptors 

when the study was published as the book Student 

Characteristics and Teaching (Brophy and Ever~son, 1981). 

The power to create new descriptors for students, then, is 

equally distributed in the institution and dependent only 

on a speaker's linguistic imagination. The difference is 

that only some new descriptors are officially recognized or 

legitimized and become the new linguistic norms of the 

institution (Bartsch, 1987). For a variety of reasons, 

teacher descriptors of students are at a disadvantage. 



studies of linguistic practices among persons in 

different roles in education provide some explanation for 
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the devaluation of teachers' discourse by experts and 

policymakers. Teachers do not use the kind of technical 

terminology employed by educational psychologists or other 

experts. Lortie's interviews with teachers showed a "a 

very low proportion of words which were not commonly used" 

(1973, p. 73). Teachers, Lortie concludes, do not have a 

special, technical vocabulary associated with their work. 

Teachers have difficulty presenting themselves to society 

as experts or professionals possessing "arcane knowledge," 

because they speak like nonexperts. Their discourse does 

not mark them as being an exclusive, high status group 

(Fowler, 1985). According to Feiman-Nemser and Floden 

(1986) : 

Teachers often use the same language that social 
and behavioral scientists do [in describing their 
work]. However, these abstract descriptions may 
be remembered from college courses, or picked up 
as part of the vocabulary of educated people, but 
they do not express teachers' own perspectives. 
(p. 506) 

Mehan (1983) lIas found that teacher descriptions of 

students in child study meetings are more similar to those 

of nonexpert laypersons than to educational psychologists 

or special education teachers. However, developing 

categorical terms for students has not been part of the 

teacher's role. In the Brophy et al. and Mehan, Hertwick 



and Meihls (1986) studies, teachers were called upon to 

describe individual students well. Specific, 

contextualized descriptions may be more adaptive to the 
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kind of personalized work teachers do (Lampert, 1985). For 

all of these reasons, many teacher descriptors for students 

are unlikely to appear in educational li.terature or policy. 

For example, several teachers in the Brophy et ale studies 

described students as "bullies." The researchers placed 

this term in the category of "aggressiveness," a recoghized 

psychological descriptor (Brophy et al., 1976). Bully is 

not listed in either ERIC or Psychological Abstracts: but 

the descriptor aggressiveness is. 1 

Once a new student descriptor is created, how does it 

diffuse into widespread usage? The skeptical teacher 

quoted in Chapter 1 spoke about "buzzwords," terms which 

seem to diffuse quickly through the field and to disappear 

just as quickly, leaving little trace of institutional 

change. What I have found is that even educators who are 

cynical about this process feel compelled to adopt the 

latest buzzwords, to be at least minimally conversant about 

them. At the level of the individual, Hudson (1980) states 

that choosing any linguistic item over its alternatives 

1 Interestingly, when Brophy and Evertson explained 
their categories in Student Characteristics and Teaching, 
they say that "Those classified as aggressive were bullies 
or others who frequently got into disagreements or fights" 
(Brophy and Evertson 1981, p. 73). 
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serves to locate a speaker in "multidimensional social 

space." Use of a new student descriptor conveys a message 

about how the speaker would prefer to be perceived by 

others in the community. The speaker's purpose may be to 

emulate a particular model group with whom s/he identifies 

(Trudgill, 1983). Certain prestigious groups in education 

promote the use of new terms, and an educator can borrow 

prestige by adopting them. 

For example, as Chapter 5 will show, at risk has been 

promoted by a number of national education groups, through 

the publication of reform reports on the issue of at-risk 

students. There has been considerable pressure on state 

policymakers, in particular, to conform to the 

recommendations of these reports by implementing at-risk 

policies. In addition, Chapter 4 shows how at risk has 

recently been used in many educational publications aimed 

at educational practitioners. An educator might adopt the 

new term at risk in order to identify with prestigious 

policymaking groups and to place him/herself on the cutting 

edge of reform, as a real professional. A limit~d amount 

of work in the discourse of educational administrators 

(Gronn, 1983; Fraatz, 1988) suggests that they use talk to 

continually re-establish the legitimacy of their authority 

over others. Adopting at risk may be part of a strategy 

of impression management which an administrator would 
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employ to "achieve the identity" of an educational "leader" 

(Tedeschi and Melburg, 1984). 

Many discourse analysts, however, have moved away 

from attributing linguis~ic norms to the sum of a series of 

individual choices: 

To understand the language-power relationship 
attention should be focused not on the intention 
of the individual user but rather on the 
inheritance of practices and conceptions that 
precede what comes out of the speakers' mouth. 
(Shapiro, 1984, p. 6) 

The choice of a new term by a group of speakers may express 

ideological solidarity, as a reflection of one group's 

biases (positive or negative) toward another group (Sykes, 

1985; Kress, 1985). Historically, terms used to describe 

subordinate groups have been systematically biased in ways 

that "dehumanize their referents, representing them as an 

undifferentiated and faceless collectivity involved in 

mechanical and inevitable processes •••• " (Sykes, 1985, 

p. 95). The dominant group may choose certain descriptors 

to make their dominance appear only natural. 

There may also be material incentives for educators 

to adopt a new term such as at risk. This certainly 

appears to be the case among educational researchers. In 

1986-87, ltlhen the Exxon F'oundation sent out a request for 

proposals for studies of at-risk students, it was in our 

best interest to respond with a proposal featuring this 

terminology, and to appear to have some expertise on this 
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topic. 2 In the "publish or perish" culture of academia, 

papers titled with the latest educational terminology seem 

more likely to be accepted for publication and conference 

presentations. Lists of foundation and federal grant 

deadlines in Education Week indicate that the heading "at

risk youth" has appeared with some frequency over the past 

two years, and state governments are now also funding local 

at-risk programs. In the competition for scarce resources 

for research and program development in education, there 

are great incentives for adopting the latest terminology, 

and thereby further promoting its use. 

In addition, continued receipt of funding for 

programs may depend on labelling students with particular 

terms. Districts must label and count the numbers of 

students in certain categories (e.g., learning disabled, 

limited English proficient) in order to receive categorical 

funding for special student services (Mehan et al., 1986). 

Federal or state agencies, not local educators, decide 

which label will designate qualified recipients. Educators 

might prefer not to label their students with these teLns, 

but they must at least employ them in their communications 

with funding sources. In such cases, the discourse of law 

2 After the funds were received, we spent several 
weeks just trying to figure out what at risk means! 
Leaving the definition of at risk up to teachers was as 
much a result of our own inability to define the term as 
our commitment to social constructionist theory. 
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or administrative regulations written by policymakers above 

the district level is dominant. 

In all of these cases, it is likely that a new 

student descriptor would diffuse from the top to the bottom 

of the system. Educational policymakers familiar with 

linguistic trends among elites on the national scene; 

academics with an interest in labelling their funding 

requests or publications with the latest buzzword; 

administrators familiar with policy language adopted by 

other agencies; and specialists interested in labelling 

practices linked to the receipt of special funding, all 

would be more likely to come into contact with a new 

student descriptor before teachers. 

Defining a New Descriptor 

If a new term such as at risk is to be used for 

classifying students and placing them in categorical 

programs, there must be some agreement on its meaning. 

However, Lehrer (1983) has found that there can be 

systematic differences in the ways persons occupying 

different roles in the same field define the same term. 

specifically, Lehrer found clear differences in 

construction of meaning between "experts" and "nonexperts." 

Experts require more precision and accuracy in th~ir 

definitions of terms than nonexperts, because they expect 
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more precision and accuracy in their discourse in general. 

Accordingly, there may be experts in education who are 

interested in tightening up the meaning of a new term such 

as at risk, while nonexperts employ the term very loosely. 

As this process occurs, there may be a variety of competing 

meanings of at risk among the experts and signs of a 

struggle for consensus on a common definition. 

Lehrer (1983) raises a further question: When a 

particular group of speakers define a term, what kind of 

term do they assume it to be? Lehrer describes four 

distinct kinds of terms and their related definition 

processes. First, she expands on the work of Kripke 

(1972), who developed the semantic theory of "natural kind 

terms. II He defined "natural kind terms" as labels for 

categories of things which can be shown empirically to be 

incontrovertibly different from other categories. These 

are terms for classes of objects over which certain 

experts, particularly those in the natural sciences, have 

exclusive knowledge. Their specialized knowledge gives 

these experts the sole prerogative of defining their 

special terms. 

The definitions of terms for chemical elements, for 

example, are constructed exclusively by chemists, who have 

knowledge of the technical procedures for distinguishing 

among elements. While a nonexpert might try to distinguish 
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gold and silver based on visual evidence, the eye can be 

fooled. A chemist, in contrast, can distinguish gold from 

silver on the basis of more exacting, foolproof criteria. 

While many educators borrow from the positivistic 

traditions of natural science, it is doubtful that any 

would argue that at risk is a natural kind term, as defined 

by Kripke. They are unlikely to have found a foolproof 

way, analogous to the chemists' laboratory procedures, of 

distinguishing at-risk from not-at-risk students. 

Very few terms in everyday discourse can be claimed 

to be natural kind terms (Fowler, 1985). Lehrer (1983) 

goes on to describe three other kinds of terms, and relates 

them to three additional ways of assigning meaning. A 

second kind of term is the "gradable adjective." The 

meaning of a gradable adjective depends on comparison with 

some reference class. Again, experts usually determine the 

technical criteria for this comparison. An example is the 

meaning of intelligent among experts on intelligence 

testing. They determine the intelligence of an individual 

through comparing the individual's score with the scores of 

others on the same measure. In this context intelligent is 

a technical term theoretically capable of precise 

definition through objective measurement and presumably 

untainted by bias. 
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certain experts may consider at risk to be a gradable 

adjective. They may have knowledge of what they consider 

to be objective ways of determining who is at-risk in 

comparison with those not-at-risk. For example, in the 

mental health field stacy (1981) has described complex 

statistical techniques for identifying at-risk persons, as 

a way of targeting prevention programs toward those who 

need them most. Such techniques rely on balancing the 

probabilities and social problems of labelling too many 

people at-risk versus labelling too few. As Stacy 

describes it, the process of drawing the line between at

risk and not-at risk falls somewhere between an exact 

science and a value judgment, but a group of experts who 

agree on common criteria should come to close agreement in 

their classifications. 

The third kind of term is the "evaluative" term, the 

meanings of which are based on the unreliable preferences 

of ordinary, nonexpert speakers (Lehrer, 1983). A group of 

laypersons, for example, would most likely define the term 

intelligent in an evaluative way. Different laypersons 

would have different definitions, and complete unanimity on 

ranking a group of people according to their intelligence 

would be unlikely, if not impossible. However, this may 

not be a concern if in everyday conversation there is 

sufficient consensus on the meaning of intelligent to make 



communication possible. Nonexperts simply do not demand 

the same kind of precision in their language as experts 

(Lehrer, 1983; Bartsch, 1987). 

The Richardson et al. (1989) study of at-risk 
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students may be interpreted to conclude that among teachers 

at risk was an evaluative term. Definitions of the term 

varied across teachers, and except for the most problematic 

cases (e.g., severely handicapped students), teachers who 

shared the same classroom did not agree on which of their 

students were at-risk. Labelling experts such as stacy 

(1981) would no doubt be dissatisfied with teacher 

judgments as the basis of at-risk classifications, but 

teachers were nevertheless quite able to use this term to 

construct meaningful conversations about students. 

The fourth kind of term is a "pragmatically 

interpreted descriptor." Such a term has .ng conventional 

connections to the its referent. In this case, the hearer 

must employ conversational inferences based on prior 

knowledge and cues in the social context to make a 

reasonable interpretation of the meaning of the term. A 

good example of this would be an imaginative adwriter's 

description of new car as "intelligent." Each reader or 

hearer of the ad is free to decide what intelligent means 

to him/her in this context. Consensus on the meaning of 

this kind of term is very rare, since assignment of meaning 



is idiosyncratic and intuitive. However, this is again 

unproblematic, because the purpose of such usage is to 

induce shared experience between speaker and hearer or to 

reinforce a social bond (Lehrer, 1983). If at risk is a 

pragmatically-interpreted descriptor, I would expect to 

find almost no consensus on its linguistic meaning across 
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speakers and texts in my study. The question then becomes: 

What does the use of this term accomplish for the 

participants? 3 

Following Lehrer's topology of terms, then, the 

meanings of at risk may vary according to the kind of term 

it is assumed to be in a particul~r sample of discourse 

produced by particular groups of speakers/writers in 

education. Lehrer's semantic analysis is potentially very 

valuable in studies of large institutions, because she 

provides another linguistic method for describing 

differences among roles and suggests another way that roles 

might come into conflict. She warns that differences in 

assumptions about terms among speakers in the same field or 

3 In addition to Lehrer's criteria, I would argue that 
terms which are entirely new to a participant in a 
conversation are pragmatically interpreted. It was my 
observation, in an interview with a teacher who was 
initially unfamiliar with the term at risk, that she 
constructed her definition of the term on the spot and then 
attempted to elicit cues from me as to her "correctness." 
Finding speakers in education who were unfamiliar with this 
term in 1988-89 was much less likely, but I needed to be 
aware of this possibility. 
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institution may lead to miscommunication. In her studies, 

miscommunication between experts and nonexperts occurred 

when they tried to engage in conversations about wine but 

did not agree on the use and meanings of certain wine 

terms. 

Similarly, Richardson relates how her assumption 

based on our research findings that the meanings of at risk 

are locally constructed by teachers has led her into 

uncomfortable bouts of miscommunication with educational 

policymakers, who assume the term at risk to have objective 

meanings which can be codified into legislation and 

administrative policies (v. Richardson interview. 11/88). 

In Lehrer's terms, Richardson now assumes that at risk is 

an evaluative term, while the policymakers assume it to be 

a gradable adjective. 

Linguistics in the Policy Process 

In a hierarchical institution, linguistic differences 

can lead to more than miscommunication. Persons in certain 

roles have the power to decide which term is preferred, how 

the term will be defined and to whom it may be applied; and 

others must live with these decisions. For example, 

teacher descriptors for stUdents are unlikely to be adopted 

into policy discourse. Referring back to the example drawn 

from the Brophy et ale studies, assume a situation in which 
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student aggressiveness becomes a major educational crisis. 

Teachers and students are being assaulted with regularity. 

state policyrnakers would be unlikely to fund new programs 

for "bullies." They just might accept programs for 

"aggressive students," but art even more likely choice would 

be something like "p:-:-edelinquent prevention programs" which 

links aggressive student behavior to a state interest in 

crime. 

Further, the definitions of a student descriptor 

encoded in policy statements seem unlikely to conform to 

the fluid, contextualized quality of teacher definitions. 

Richardson complains that state and district policyrnakers' 

assumptions about the meanings of at risk, rather than 

assumptions derived from teachers' knowledge of students 

and classrooms, are the ones most likely to be implemented 

in at-risk policies (V. Richardson interview, 11/88). 

The linguistic practices of educational experts and 

policyrnakers maintain their dominance over teachers in 

educational decisions (Mehan et al., 1986). They also 

maintain a certain image of the policyrnaker. For many 

years, this image has been embellished by policy analysts 

working within the dominant framework of the field (Schon, 

1979). According to these accounts, policyrnakers 

objectively label and define a problem, pose a solution 

uniquely suited to that problem, and then assign 
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responsibility for implementing the solution (McHoul, 

1986). Dreeben and Barr have described this traditional 

mode of policy analysis as a "view from the top" (1983, p. 

90). It is the perspective which has been livery generally 

adopted by those in our society who, by profession and 

position, are most. powerfully involved in the analysis, 

design, implementation and criticism of social policy" 

(Schon, 1979, p. 261). Policy analysis of this ilk has 

bolstered an image of policymakers as rational, 

knowledgeable, competent and responsive to the public 

interest. Their le~itimacy and expertise as policymakers 

are not at stake in traditional analyses of their work. 

The objectivity of their initial labelling and definition 

of the problem are never in question. On the other hand, 

those charged with implementing policy (in education, 

usually teachers) may be portrayed as part of the problem 

--as irrational, unsophisticated, or resistant, or simply 

too close to the micro-level processes of the classroom to 

perceive the macro-level processes that are the basis of 

policy decisions (Lampert, 1985). 

Edelman (1977), Schon (1979), and McHoul (1986) have 

argued that policymakers, rather than rationally responding 

to a given, pre-existing problem, socially construct or set 

the problem. It is their labelling and definition of the 

problem which drives the policy process. According to 
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Schon (1979) and McHoul (1986), although most policy 

analysis focuses on the difficulties of implementation, 

most difficulties with policy stem from the problem-setting 

process--from the wayan issue was originally labelled and 

defined. Rather than taking the problem-setting process 

for granted, critical policy analysts "suspend the 

assumptions" of the policymakers (Edelman, 1977). They 

deliberately focus on problem definitions, "to discover the 

cracks and prise them open" (MCHoul, 1986, p. 189). 

Schon (1979) contends that policy evolves from 

"stories," social constructions which allow policymakers to 

reduce the complexity of social problems to a manageable 

level by fitting them into a coherent, simplified 

framework. Embedded in any policy story is likely to be a 

culturally powerful, tacit metaphor which "generates 

problem-setting and sets the direction of problem-solving 

(Schon, 1979, p. 255)." The generative metaphor makes 

proposed solutions appear obvious; they just naturally 

emerge from a given problem definition. Policy analysis, 

according to Schon's view, should be the process of 

unearthing, identifying and critically analyzing generative 

metaphors. The analyst considers which aspects of a 

complex situation are not covered adequately by the 

policymaker's metaphor. If the metaphor is based on an 

analogy, how are the two things being compared dissimilar? 



This kind of inquiry makes the link between "facts" and 

"recommendations" presented in policy seem much less 

obvious and natural (Schon 1979). 
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The linguistic processes of naming and framing that 

are the focus of this study are important aspects of policy 

texts, in Schon's view. For instance, labelling older 

urban neighborhoods "blight" in the 1950s defined 

neighborhoods as diseased organisms requiring a drastic 

cure. The generative metaphor was an analogy between urban 

housing policy and public health. In the 1960s, when urban 

neighborhoods became "communities," the solution was to 

support and strengthen them through social organizing 

(Schon, 1979). similarly, changing labels for students in 

educational policy discourse may signal a shift in 

policymakers' framing of an issue, in the metaphor that 

generates their policy arguments about "what is wrong and 

what needs fixing" (Schon, 1979, p. 264). 

Edelman likewise argues that "how the problem is 

named involves alternative scenarios, each with its own 

facts, value judgments and emotions" (1977, p. 29). 

According to Edelman, it is not attention-getting labels 

which make policy discourse succeed, but rather its overall 

banality. Banal, neutral-sounding policy discourse 

strengthens dominant beliefs and power relationships 

because it "discourages skeptical inquiry" (Edelman, 1977, 



51 

p. 3). Edelman advises the discourse analyst to look for 

policy language that is not inflammatory, since banality is 

a means of naturalizing and oversimplifying controversial 

issues. Simple problem formulations are also preferable to 

policymakers, since "more careful, complex formulations of 

social problems are unlikely to be politically influential" 

(Edelman, 1977, p. 5). Another linguistic strategy 

employed in policy documents is to choose "scientific" 

labels that mask biases toward a certain group. 

"Personified" descriptors are more obviously loaded than 

anonymous, statistical ones (see also Fowler 1985). 

Further, in choosing a label for another group of people, 

experts and policymakers define their ~ roles in relation 

to the other group (Edelman 1977, 1984). For instance, 

labelling poor families as "dysfunctional" entails an 

expanded role for mental health and social work 

professionals. 

These analyses focus attention on what is said in 

policy discourse; what is not said may be equally if not 

more significant. Foucault (1972) has written that in 

every society discourse is constrained. A number of 

processes limit what can be expressed and by whom. Part of 

the banality of policy discourse is that its creators are 

unlikely to mention certain taboo subjects, such as 

sexuality, politics and (I would add) racism. They oppose 
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certain concepts--true and false, reason and madness--and 

believe these oppositions to be natural. They value 

certain ways of talking and writing more highly, identify 

certain discourses with certain institutions, and observe 

rituals about who can speak where and when. They may 

attribute their own words to a third person. In short, 

extremely powerful aspects of discourse are invisible to 

all except those who make themselves intentionally aware of 

the difference between the discourse that is and the 

discourse that could be in the absence of these constraints 

(Foucault, 1972). 

In education, there are a number of recent examples 

of policy analysis which focus on aspects of policy 

discourse. In the field of language policy, Ruiz (1984) 

has argued that policy discourse is indicative of a limited 

set of "orientations" among educational policymakers. An 

orientation is a whole "complex of dispositions" toward the 

issue in question (1984, p. 16). Ruiz has identified three 

major orientations in policies governing programs for 

language minority students: the "problem," "rights," and 

"resource" orientations. Policy arguments are likely to be 

conflicts among these three orientations. Each orientation 

generates specific ways of labelling language minority 

students and defining their relationship to the institution 

of education. For example, labelling students limited 
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English proficient defines them as having a problem due to 

a lack of English proficiency, which must be remediated. 

This orientation is predominant in most federal and state 

language policies in the u.s. In contrast, students can be 

considered as having a right to be instructed in their 

first language the position of advocacy and lobbying 

groups. An alternative would be to define students as 

speakers of other languages, as having a valuable skill 

which could be a resource for their own learning and for 

society in general. However, the trend in u.s. language 

policy has been to "mismanage and repress" such resources 

(Ruiz, 1984, p. 26). This analysis can, I think, be 

extended to policies involving any special group of 

students. Choosing at risk to describe a group of 

students, rather than any of a number of alternative 

descriptors, implies an orientation toward the group and 

the issues they present for educators (Ruiz, 1984; Geis, 

1987). 

In another educational policy analysis focused on 

naming and framing, Minow (1985) contends that educational 

policies are systematically constrained by certain limited 

patterns for classifying students and formulating responses 

to them. Students who do not match the norms of the school 

present educators with the "dilemma of difference." One 

can predict almost as a certainty that in educational 
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policy, the resolution of this dilemma involves either 

classifying and excluding different students for special 

group treatments, or trying not to differentiate them by 

integrating them with regular students and giving them 

extra individual attention. These two alternatives are 

presented as the onlv choices, and policy arguments are 

reduced to comparisons of the effectiveness of each 

alternative based on objective measures. Both 

alternatives, according to Minow, can result in the 

maintenance of inequality. This is most obvious in the 

first case, since labelling and exclusion are stigmatizing 

processes. In the second case, if children fail under 

conditions of "equal treatment," the false neutrality of 

these arrangements also serves to perpetuate student 

hierarchies. 

What is not considered in educational policy is that 

there might be an entirely different way of defining the 

differences among students which avoids the dilemma (Minow, 

1985). categories as dichotomies (e.g., handicapped versus 

normal, spanish dominant versus English dominant) obscure a 

wide variety of stUdent differences. Educators, Minow 

argues, should not confuse categories created for policy 

and administrative convenience with reality or with the 

value or identity of an individual student. In Edelman's 

(1977) terms, they should always question the 



oversimplification of complex social issues promoted by 

student labels. 

Metaphors in educational policy discourse have also 

received some attention: 

In educational, as in other forms of discourse, 
it is a matter of no little importance that the 
implications of the metaphors we employ or 
accept are made explicit, and the ways in which 
they structure our thought, and even our 
actions, are better understood. (Taylor, 1984, 
p. 8) 

Taylor contends that policy metaphors can be "seductively 

reductionistic" (1984, p. 11). Metaphors borrowed from 

other disciplines may "invite unhelpful comparisons with 

processes that have little to do with education" (p. 15). 

Guay (1987), like Taylor, is particularly critical of the 

current trend toward "technologically-based" metaphors 

associated with an "instrumental way of thinking" toward 

students and learning (p. 29) (e.g., accountability, 

quality control). 
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Metaphors for students have been associated with each 

new educational reform movement (Aspin, 1984). Aspin 

argues that rallying cries for educational reform tend to 

be replete with metaphors which are all the more 

politically useful because they are ambiguous enough to 

mean something to everyone. On first introduction, they 

may be associated with a surge in innovative thinking and 

action, but eventually they grow worn. If they are 
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incorporated into formal policy, their meanings are likely 

to become standardized, and they lose their evocative and 

creative power. If at risk is such a metaphor, I could 

expect to observe these processes in action in educational 

discourse. 

Lehrer's (1983) semantic analysis adds another 

possible twist to these critiques of problem-setting in the 

policy process. Ways of defining key policy terms further 

push the policy process in a particular direction. For an 

example, consider the term low-income. Policy in the mass 

institutions of this society is generally based on the 

assumption that this is a gradable adjective, that there is 

some objective way of determining the difference between 

low-income and non-Iow-income persons, and thereby 

determining an objective need for services. Persons just 

above a certain abrupt cutoff point do not qualify, even 

though there may be no qualitative difference between their 

lives and those of persons just below the line. In 

addition, circumstances such as the availability of 

government services, medical conditions, subsidized 

transportation or housing costs, may make some persons 

above the cutoff more desperate than some 0f those below. 

However, to consider these circumstances would shift low

income from a gradable adjective to an evaluative term. It 

would introduce judgments on the part of street-level 
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bureaucrats, about the relative quality of clients' lives 

and about local economic conditions, into the system. It 

would also make estimating the cost of a program very 

difficult. To define low-income pragmatically would be a 

policymaker's nightmare; this would not even be included in 

the realm of the possible. Nothing would be predictable, 

and anyone might qualify, depending on a consensus reached 

in interactions between a street-level bureaucrat and a 

program applicant. 

Similarly, teachers' ways of defining at risk, 

depending on locals norms and everyday interactions with 

particular children and their families, might be viewed as 

an impossible basis for at-risk policyrnaking at the 

district, state and federal levels. This is especially 

true if such policies are predicated on the capacity to 

pre-define at-risk students in order to predict the numbers 

of students that can be served under existing funding 

constraints. Therefore, policymakers' ways of defining at 

risk tell us very little about the reality of the problem, 

but more about their trust of judgments made by policy

implementers and the level of resources they are willing to 

commit to this category of students. 

In summary, the choice of descriptors for students in 

policy discourse is always suspect to a critical policy 

analyst, no matter how neutral, banal or scientific they 
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may seem on first reading or hearing. Description and 

prescription are inevitably linked; particular labels for 

students encourage some practices and repress others 

(McHoul, 1986). certain aspects of a complex policy issue 

may be excluded, and only certain voices may be heard, in 

policy discourse (Foucault, 1972). These constraints may 

limit the realm of what it is possible to say about a 

problem. If at risk is a metaphor or part of a metaphor, 

especially a metaphor from "outside" of education, one must 

consider the possibility that the metaphor does not fit 

conditions within the institution of education and drives 

educational policy in inappropriate directions. Finally, 

processes of defining new terms in educational policy are 

likely to constrain meanings, in ways agreeable to 

policymakers, rather than to open them up to the judgments 

of policy implementers. 

The social Consequences of Linquistic Processes 

Maintaining patterns of dominance among various roles 

within education is only one function of educational 

discourse. Educational discourse also maintains power 

relations between educators and their clients (Edelman, 

1984) and between the institution of education and society 

at large (Fowler, 1985). When policies are implemented, 

one can observe relationships between linguistic and social 
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processes in concrete form. Labels for groups of students 

are significant, in the final analysis, because they mark 

social boundaries which determine different valuation and 

treatment of students in schools, and after graduation, 

differences in their social and economic status (Mehan et 

al., 1986). 

Benjamin Whorf's (1941) classic hypothesis is that 

there is a "meaning-behavior relationship" which can be 

observed in people's actions following their labelling of a 

situation. An example from his work as an insurance 

adjustor illustrates how the everyday meaning of the term 

"empty" led workers to behave more carelessly around empty 

chemical barrels than around full ones--with explosive 

consequences. The workers associated the term empty with 

harmlessness, yet empty barrels are more hazardous because 

of the vapors they contain. Whorf's observations suggest 

that the conventional meaning of a term determines the 

definition of a situation, and therefore behavior in the 

situation. Following Whorf, one must consider how 

definitions of at risk constrain educators' actions toward 

at-risk students. 

Labelling students has been considered the first step 

toward delivering the specific kind of attention they need. 

This is the benign Whorfian interpretation of labelling, 

which would probably be accepted at face value by most 
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educators. A more cynical Whorfian interpretation of 

labelling has been proposed by Edelman (1984), who contends 

that the special vocabularies of all helping professionals 

actually allow them to justify restricting their clients, 

under the guise of helping them. The linguistic practices 

of helping professionals free them "to act out their 

political roles blatantly, for they see themselves as 

helping, not repressing" (p. 47). 

The professionals linguistic devices turn specific 

client behaviors into "pathology." Yet these behaviors may 

be "equally open to alternative interpretations that make 

them seem natural and normal" (Edelman 1984, p. 57). This 

is especially likely when professionals and their clients 

are members of different socioeconomic classes or cultures. 

What is culturally acceptable at home may be considered 

deviant in the context of a mass institution such as a 

school system, which operates to enforce dominant cultural 

values. Edelman warns of the current vogue among helping 

professionals for IIpre- 1I terms such as "predelinquentll 

which give them carte blanche to assert their authority 

over categories of persons who have not yet exhibited any 

signs of devian~e. The rationale for special treatment of 

these persons is their higher statistical probability of 

becoming deviant. Labelling certain groups "high risk," 

according to Edelman, promotes greater scrutiny of their 
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behavior, and makes it more likely that group members will 

be subject to preventive (read "restrictive") treatments at 

the hands of the professionals (Edelman, 1984). 

The relevance of Edelman's analysis to the case of at 

risk is obvious, given the predominant way of defining this 

term in educational research and policy, as a prediction of 

failure or dropping out. Following his lead, one would 

expect that the implementation of policies predicated on 

labelling students at-risk would not be in the students' 

best interests. Instead, these policies would serve the 

interests of policymakers and helping professionals. 

A great deal of recent work has examined the roles 

and powers of specialists and the bases of labelling 

practices in special education, and seems to arrive at 

conclusions congruent with Edelman's analysis. 4 This is 

despite reforms which have outlawed the most blatantly 

discriminatory and oppressive of these practices. Due to 

recognition of the dangers of misclassification of students 

into stigmatizing categories, special education decisions 

have been surrounded by legal and administrative safeguards 

(Minow, 1985). The quasi-neutral, technical terminology of 

special education has been carefully stripped of its 

4 See Mehan, Hertwick and Meihls, 1986; cummins, 1986; 
Meighan, 1986; Gelb and Mizokawa (1986) on the dubious 
bases of special education classifications and their 
disproportionate application to minority students. 
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historically negative connotations. But as a result, the 

discourse of specialists has become nearly incomprehensible 

to laypersons, especially parents, who are supposed to 

participate equally in special education decisions. The 

surface appearance of fairness created through the 

inclusion of nonexpert points of view in labelling 

decisions is undercut by the interactional dominance of the 

specialist and the exclusivity of his/her special language 

(Mehan et al., 1986).5 However, whether the case of at-

risk students is analogous to the case of handicapped 

students is an empirical question for this study.6 

Returning to Edelman's analysis, another relevant 

question is whether at-risk is applied more often to 

members of subordinate groups, such as poor or minority 

5 The accuracy of specialists' diagnoses is 
supposedly based on their accurate definitions of terms 
(cf. Lehrer's "experts"). However, Meighan (1986) and Gelb 
and Mizokawa (1986) contend that there is close agreement 
among specialists only in cases in which a child has a 
clearly recognizable, often physical basis of handicap. 
When it comes to more "subjective" or "nonnormative" 
categories, such as "learning disabilities," specialists 
do not agree among themselves, and there is evidence that 
their labelling decisions are biased against minority 
children (Gelb and Mizokawa, 1986). 

6 And even in the case of special education, despite 
its formalization, there is great local variability. 
Decisions in this realm are not as standardized as one may 
be led to believe by the self-presentations of experts. 
(Mehan, Hertwick and Meihls, 1986) It is still safe to 
generalize that overall these decisions seem to result in 
the disproportionate labelling of members of certain groups 
(cummins, 1984). 
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students. If so, how might educators explain such an 

imbalance? This is precisely the issue which has drawn so 

much critical attention to special education over the past 

two decades. 7 In the Richardson et ale (1989) study, we 

were unable to make a clear judgment about this issue, 

because the schools in which we conducted our studies had 

large proportions of minority students, and labelling of 

at-risk students was consistent with these proportions. 

What we did find, though this was not a strong theme in our 

analysis, were class differences between teachers and 

students/parents which led teachers to make certain 

judgments about students' at-risk status. Further, it is 

relevant to ask whether educators have considered 

alternative, especially political or cultural, explanations 

for the student behaviors which are the bases for labelling 

them at-risk. 8 

Finally, one must consider what happens to students 

as a consequence of being labelled at-risk. What kinds of 

7 See citations in footnote 9. Although what is 
fascinating about "at risk" is that in some cases, minority 
students are quite openly stated to be "at risk," because 
of statistical "proof" of a correlation between minority 
group membership and school failure. I.e., this connection 
is presented as "fact" not as a value judgment. 

8 Anthropologist John Ogbu (1978), for example, has 
consistently argued for the alternative explanation that 
minority students perceive a ceiling on their status 
attainment which is not significantly raised by their 
investment in education. They therefore become less 
committed to continuing their schooling. 
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special approaches to at-risk students do educators devise? 

As mentioned above, Minow (1985) has analyzed the 

relationship between student labelling and special programs 

in education, and proposes that there are certain 

limitations in educational policy in this area. She argues 

that once a student is defined as different from the 

mainstream, his/her treatment is almost always limited to 

two options: segregation or integration. Each option 

presents its own advantages and disadvantages; both tend to 

perpetuate inequality. The tension between recognizing 

differences and possibly stigmatizing labelled students, 

versus downplaying differences and allowing stUdents to 

sink or swim in the mainstream, is what Minow calls the 

"dilemma of difference." The option which is rarely 

considered is to redefine the situation, so that 

"different" does not necessarily entail rejection or 

failure. 

Minow's analysis suggests that a stUdent label might 

have a wide range of potential meanings, but the meanings 

realized in educational programs are likely to be more 

restricted. The institution has both limited resources for 

coping with student differences and (more important) a 

limited set of traditional strategies for approaching 

"different" students. Accordingly, it will be relevant to 

consider whether at risk is associated with a wide range of 



approaches to students, depending on different local 

constructions of the meaning of this term, or with the 

restricted range of the two conventional options. 
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Most analyses of labelling have focused on the 

exclusion option, and on the maintenance of social 

difference through segregation of special populations in 

special programs or institutions (Goffman, 1961; Foucault, 

1972; Scheff, 1975; Rosenhan, 1975). In the case of at 

risk, this exclusion-inclusion dilemma is particularly 

interesting, because policy texts on at-risk often talk 

about reincorporating these students into the mainstream. 

At risk is often used in the sense of potential school 

dropout. This is a student who is already marginalized and 

in danger of leaving school altogether. The purposes of 

special programs for this category of students are 

purportedly to pull them back into the system, to 

accommodate their differences, and to rebuild their 

commitment to schooling. 

This benign interpretation of labelling and special 

programs in the case of at risk is reminiscent of 

anthropologist Mary Douglas's (1966) analysis of boundary

marking. In the small communities of Douglas's fieldwork, 

labelling and differential treatment are events leading 

toward reincorporation into the community. The physically 

or morally "polluted" individual is a threat to the order 



of the entire community, and something must be done for 

everyone's sake to right this situation. The transition 

from a state of danger to a state of safety must be 

carefully planned and executed. The community often 

temporarily isolates such individuals, as a precursor to 

ritual healing and reintegration. 

Douglas contends that boundary-marking is a cultural 

universal, but she recognizes that in our society, 

reintegrative rituals are often missing. Once someone is 
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marginalized in relation to the rest of society, it is very 

difficult for them to return to a normal status. The 

stigma of boundary-marking can be permanent, as in the case 

of ex-convicts or former mental patients (Goffman, 1963). 

Goffman's analysis in Asylums (1961) further suggests that 

boundaries in modern societies are often maintained, rather 

than erased, through interaction in the context of large 

institutions ostensively designed for healing. 9 

In the small community, everyone presumably has an 

interest in reintegrating marginalized group members. In 

contrast, Edelman (1984) argues that in a complex, 

bureaucratic society, the helping professions have laid 

claim to privileged roles dependent on the creation of ~ 

9 In education, see McDermott and Gospodinoff (1979), 
Philips (1983), and Erickson and Mohatt (1982) on the 
maintenance of cultural boundaries through face-to-face 
interaction in classrooms. 



members of special categories. In Douglas's terms, they 

have a stake in maintaining a certain constant level of 

"pollution," as long as it is ritually contained and 

controlled under their expert supervision. For instance I 

in education, few students placed in special education 

categories ever exit those categories. 10 Mehan et ale 

(1986) suggest that the additional funding available to 

schools for special students is an incentive for 

educational administrators and specialists to strive to 

maintain a certain number of these students. Their 
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interests and the students' interests have become opposed. 

Following these previous analyses, it will be 

relevant to consider whether the "small community" or "mass 

institution" better describes the relationship between 

schools and their at-risk students. I will also want to 

consider whether labelling and segregation of students is a 

long- or short-term process, what steps (if any) are taken 

to reintegrate these students into the mainstream, and if 

reintegration occurs, whether the student continues to be 

stigmatized or marked in relation to other stUdents. 

10 until they leave school, that is. Mercer (1973) 
found that many persons labelled "retarded" in the social 
context of school went on to live "normal" lives in the 
community. Their retardation was a function of testing 
procedures and assessment of competence according to school 
norms. 
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The above arguments are based on the assumption that 

the most important social consequences of new student 

descriptors such as at risk are found in educators' 

relationships with their students. However, educational 

discourse also serves to reconstruct and maintain 

relationships between the institution of education and 

society at large (Fowler, 1985). According to this 

interpretation, in changing their discourse educators are 

striving not so much to expand their power over students as 

to improve their status in relation to other institutions 

and professional groups. A constant stream of new 

educational terminology conveys an image of innovativeness, 

responsiveness, and technical expertise to the public, but 

may not mark any significant change in the core technology 

of schooling (Meyer and Rowan, 1978). More likely, new 

terms may be associated with reforms resulting in new "add 

on" programs which leave the structure and culture of the 

organization essentially intact (Dreeben and Barr, 1983; 

Oakes, 1986). However, patchworks of such programs can 

represent a significant share of educational funding, and 

their proliferation has brought about an expansion in the 

educational bureaucracy, as new administrators and support 

staff are required to manage them When educators can 

argue that there is a new category of students who are 

unserved by current programs, and who are suffering as a 



result, they have a new source of leverage to use in 

appeals for additional funding from state and federal 

policymakers. 

Discussion 
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This chapter has traced possible ways of approaching 

the study of a new stUdent descriptor through linguistic 

and social processes surrounding its creation, definition, 

deployment in policy, and application in special programs 

for stUdents. At this point, some might suspect that I 

have a predetermined bias that where at risk is concerned, 

the worst is likely to happen. Most of the work I have 

cited derives from a macrosociological theoretical 

perspective, and attempts to explain the maintenance of 

macro-level social and economic relations through 

institutional discourse. Some microsociological and 

microethnographic work also shows how patterns of dominance 

are constructed through interactions in schools (MCDermott, 

1987; Mehan et al., 1986). However, I am uncomfortable 

with the overwhelming negativity of these analyses. As 

Trueba (1988) has argued, if educators and stUdents in 

interaction construct school failure, they are also able to 

construct school success and to thereby contribute toward 

the dismantling of seemingly permanent patterns of 

inequality. Recent microethnographic work is documenting 
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such efforts (Moll and Diaz, 1987). Some educators may be 

performing such positive feats under the heading of 

programs for "at-risk students." 

It has helped to remind myself that according to 

Apple (1982), people in schools operate under conditions of 

relative autonomy from top-down control. Even if at-risk 

refonns are mandated from the top down, their 

implementation will represent the implementers' own 

reconstructions of policy mandates. "Most of what happens 

in the implementation process cannot be explained by the 

intentions and directions of policymakers" (Elmore, 1979, 

p. 603). My task was to find out how the meanings of at 

risk were constructed among particular actors in 

particular settings. There were bound to be some surprises 

and contradictions in these particularities (Apple, 1982). 

The challenge was to question my biases continuously and to 

treat the evidence which emerged from my fieldwork as 

"constantly problematic," as a dialogue between theory and 

evidence, rather than as confirmation of a set of foregone 

negative conclusions (Hargreaves, 1985). 



CHAPTER 3 

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
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This chapter describes the overall research design and 

methodological strategies of the study. In each chapter, 

there are more specific descriptions of how the data for 

particular aspects of the study were collected and handled. 

Study Design 

The study was designed around the task of collecting 

or generating texts on at risk produced by persons in 

different roles at different levels of the educational 

system. The objective was to analyze the discourse of 

these texts for evidence of the meanings of at risk, 

processes of constructing these meanings, policy arguments, 

and how these might differ according to the role of the 

speaker and their level of authority. Working from a top

down direction, I wanted to know under whose influence the 

term at risk came to be introduced into an educational 

setting, and whose ways of defining this term were most 

powerful in shaping policy decisions. As explained in 

Chapter 1, as an aftermath of the Richardson et al. (1989) 

study, I was originally particularly interested in 

relationships between administrators and teachers. 

Therefore, my primary focus was at the district and school 



levels, with the national and state levels serving as 

contexts. 

The final design of the study emerged through a 

process of progressive focusing characteristic of 

qualitative research (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). 
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Tesch (1989) has argued that the research topic or purpose 

of a qualitative project, once negotiated with a committee 

or sponsor, should not change. However, she further argues 

that the nature of qualitative research is such that the 

specific focus of the project may need to change to respond 

to conditions in the field. In this case, the general 

topic (top-down linguistic and policy constraints in 

educational reform) did not change; in fact, my commitment 

to the topic grew stronger as the study progressed, because 

it sent me in such productive directions. However, the 

specific focus (administrator-teacher relationships) did 

change somewhat. This was due to conditions in the 

particular district in which I did my fieldwork. In this 

district, state-district relationships were most relevant 

to the introduction and use of the term at risk and 

decisions about at-risk students. In fact, the relative 

absence of at-risk activities in this district was 

attributed by administrators to a loss of state funding due 

to state level policy decisions. Accordingly, the state 

level aspect of my study expanded considerably beyond my 
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original intentions. Because recent national reports on 

at-risk students have for the most part scrutinized and 

critiqued state at-risk activities, this shift in focus 

also strengthened the link with the national context. 

Therefore, from originally "studying up" from the classroom 

only as far as district administrators, the study stretched 

farther up, to the state level. 

state and national contexts are less familiar haunts 

of qualitative educational researchers than the school and 

classroom. Erickson (1980) has warned that anthropological 

researchers in particular are "ignorant" and 

"unsophisticated" about the level of the nation-state, and 

would be well advised to concede the study of this level to 

researchers from other disciplines. On the other hand, 

Ogbu (1981) recognizes these limitations, but does not 

accept them. He has criticized the bias toward the mirco

level in anthropological research on education and 

advocated instead a multi-level approach which would 

include the macro-level structural, social, political and 

economic aspects of education. 

British sociologists Hammersley, Scarth and Webb 

(1985) and Hargreaves (1985) have discussed this micro

macro problem in qualitative research at length. On the 

one hand, Hammersley et al. (1985) warn that a single 

project can realistically tackle only one piece of any 



problem; too wide a scope is a threat to a project's 

validity. In this view, qualitative studies should be 

narrowly focused on selected theoretical questions and 

conducted in a controlled manner which makes them 

comparable. The comparison of tightly focused micro-
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studies will eventually lead to macro-level theory

building. Hargreaves (1985) disagrees with this 

assessment. He argues that in part it is simply a 

pragmatic necessity to limit a study to a particular level 

of the system. On the macro side, the process of situating 

or contextualizing a study could extend all the way to the 

"world system" level, which is an intimidating prospect. 1 

Most qualitative researchers, quite realistically, choose 

to work predominantly on one level of the system. On the 

other hand, Hargreaves continues, they must at least remain 

informed about other levels rather than confined to their 

"narrow niches." 

The tendency in some micro-level work in education, 

according to Hargreaves, has been to construct a micro-

macro relationship by making great theoretical leaps from 

classroom activities to macrosocial processes, propelled by 

1 It can be done, however. Hill (1953) manages this 
successfully by arguing that changing patterns of Mexicano 
and spanish in the Malinche Volcano community in Mexico 
indicate the group's changing structural position within 
the world system of popUlations perhaps more clearly than 
economic data. 
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overstated rhetoric about the real political meaning of 

interactions between teachers and students. The antidote, 

Hargreaves argues, is to build theoretical links at a 

middle level, closer to the classroom. Microstudies 

linking levels of the system may eventually allow 

qualitative researchers to develop middle-level theory 

about how macro-level processes manifest themselves in 

schools (Hargreaves, 1985). Anthropologist Marcus (1986) 

has likewise suggested that gathering evidence of 

connections among locales in a study can demonstrate how 

the system works. The researcher can thereby show IIlocal 

life" is a IIcultural form both autonomous and constituted 

by the larger order" (p. 170). 

In this study I attempted to demonstrate links between 

locales by maintaining a narrow focus on single term, at 

risk, and tracing its use across different levels of the 

educational system. At the national level, I accomplished 

this by analyzing at-risk reform reports which have exerted 

pressure on the state level to conform to certain policy 

directions. The nature of the link between national and 

state levels was conceptualized as a function of how the 

state responded to these calls for reform. At the state 

and local levels, I constructed two linked case studies 

which demonstrate the interactions between state and local 

meanings of at risk and at-risk policies. within the 



district the study examines differences among persons in 

different roles in the meaning of at risk and arguments 

about appropriate responses to at-risk students. 
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Neither the state nor the district case study have the 

depth one would usually associate with case study 

methodology (Bogdan and Biklin, 1982; stake, 1988). As 

Hammersley et ale (1985) warned, a multi-level study 

definitely sacrifices focus for scope. However, in its 

favor, I would argue that the study illustrates the 

strengths of sociolinguistics and discourse analysis for 

constructing macro-micro links. As Agar (1983) has pointed 

out, "public policy is made of language. Whether as text 

or talk, discourse is central to all stages of the policy 

process" (p. 601). Differences and similarities in text 

and talk about at risk from all stages and levels of the 

policy process taught me a great deal about how the 

institution of education works, from national policy groups 

to classroom teachers. 

I have organized the findings of the study into 

chapters according to three levels of the educational 

system: national, state and district. At each level, I 

aimed to collect enough evidence to construct a reasonable 

understanding of the meanings of at risk and related policy 

actions, within the limitations of the budget and time of a 

single investigator. At the national level, my analysis is 
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based primarily on a series of at-risk reports issued in 

the u.s. over the past six years, and recently published 

analyses of the national reform context. The "nation" is 

difficult to delineate as a context or setting. The 

federal government has not actively funded or promoted 

programs for at-risk students; in fact, as Chapter 5 will 

show, the concept of at-risk students seems to have arisen 

in reaction to reforms that federal officials did promote 

during this period. The national groups that have 

published at-risk reports are generally organizations of 

state officials or educational professionals, or coalitions 

of local groups, based on the East coast. The state 

setting for the study is Arizona specifically educational 

policymaking agencies in the state capital of Phoenix. The 

district setting is Quintero District, located on the edge 

of a large metropolitan area in Arizona. All three 

contexts are described in more detail in the following 

chapters. 

The large volume of written texts I collected in state 

and district settings included reports, meeting minutes, 

speeches, legislation, newsletters, publicity brochures and 

flyers. Also at these levels, because of the recent wave 

of reports and studies on at-risk students and programs, I 

had access to a great deal of comparative information from 

other states and districts. However, rather than 
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attempting to gather comparable amounts of information on 

other cases (an impossible task for a single investigator), 

I confined myself to collecting enough comparative data to 

make inferences which deepened my understanding of the 

focus cases. 

At the state and district levels, and to a very 

limited extent on the national level, I also generated new 

texts on at risk through open-ended interviews, 

supplemented by nonparticipant observation. At the 

national level, I made a limited attempt to talk with 

persons knowledgeable about nationwide educational policy 

who could help me understand the dynamics of at-risk 

activities, with an emphasis on the construction and 

influence of at-risk reports. However, limitations of time 

and budget made the extension of these activities 

impractical, and I have relied primarily on published 

descriptions and interpretations at this level. 

At the state level, my objectives for interviewing 

were to reconstruct the definition process which shaped at

risk legislation passes by the Arizona Legislature of the 

state Board of Education and administrative actions and 

Department of Education. I interviewed the authors of a 

1988 at-risk bill and a 1989 Department report, the Chair 

of the Senate Education committee, and Department staff 

supervising the implementation of at-risk policy. 
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At the district level, my objectives for interviewing 

were to sample a broad enough range of speakers in 

different roles to be able to make valid generalizations 

about the meanings of at-risk in the district, and how they 

differed (if at all) among speakers in different roles. I 

interviewed the four major district level administrators 

and all eleven school principals, and conducted teacher 

discussion groups in eight of eleven schools. Field notes 

describing the social context of each of these interviews 

and discussions were recorded, as well as notes of 

telephone and other informal conversations, meetings, and 

other visits to school sites. I attended regular school 

board meetings during the study period, to gain some 

knowledge of district governance and issues other than at

risk students which were occupying the participants' 

attention. 

Through attendance at two conferences and two smaller 

workshops during 1988-89, I also recorded a number of 

speeches on at risk by nationally-known experts and a large 

volume of fieldnotes describing the settings, participants 

and other activities at these events. In addition, I 

collected nearly all of the papers on the topic of at risk 

presented at the 1988 and 1989 yearly meetings of the 

American Educational Research Association. The data 

generated through these strategies have been only partially 
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analyzed and incorporated in this report, but it is certain 

that they enhanced my understanding of the texts I did 

incorporate. Attending at-risk workshops and conferences 

was part of a strategy of immersing myself in the 

activities of the "at-risk movement," rather than in any 

particular setting. I subscribed to nationally-distributed 

newsletters (and as a consequence seem to have been added 

to every at-risk mailing list), followed practitioner 

journals, clipped newspaper and magazine articles, watched 

television programs, all in an attempt to understand why 

this educational issue had captured the reform limelight. 2 

In a qualitative study of this kind, sampling 

decisions are most crucial to the adequacy of the design 

and ultimately, analysis and interpretation (Bogdan and 

Biklin, 1982). strategies for sampling texts for analysis 

depended on the level of the system and the kinds of texts 

collected. These strategies are described in more detail 

in each chapter. 

A computerized ERIC search generated data on the 

incidence of at risk over time in educational publications 

for Chapter 4. Over 1000 citations were systematically 

2 It became interesting to compare my analyses of the 
"movement," from these experiences, with those of my 
informants. For example, I spent so much money in attempts 
to keep up with the movement that I began considering the 
entrepreneurial aspects of reform--there is money to be 
made from new student descriptors! 
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coded, sorted and summarized, and from this a final sample 

was drawn for closer analysis. I also completed a library 

search for use of the concept of risk in other institutions 

in u.s. society, and read the introductory chapters of a 

series of texts on risk, in order to embed the study in a 

larger cultural context and to explore the possibility that 

the term at risk had been borrowed from another field. 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) suggest this strategy of 

comparative reading as a way of developing more general 

analytic themes that contribute to theory building. Texts 

for Chapter 5, on national at-risk reports, were located 

either through the ERIC search; or for those published 

since the search, through news stories and advertisements 

in education publications. Reports were selected for close 

analysis on the basis of their national impact, links with 

state and local participants, and representiveness of a 

variety of interest groups. For Chapter 6, on Arizona's 

state at-risk policies, there were two primary texts (an 

at-risk bill and department of education report), and other 

texts and interviews were collected from a variety of 

sources until I judged that I had come to a satisfactory 

understanding of the general context, how the two primary 

texts were constructed and how they affected subsequent 

administrative actions. 
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The topics for Chapters 7 and 8 are the meanings of at 

risk among district administrators and principals in 

Quintero District. Because the district was not large, I 

was able to interview almost the entire population of 

persons in these categories, excluding the district 

financial officer and two assistant principals. Chapter 9 

circles back to the teacher's point of view on at risk, 

where the Richardson et ale (1989) study began. Sampling 

here was done on the school level. As will be described in 

Chapter 7, Quintero District is divided into two sections 

which differ demographically, geographically, and 

economically. Each section has a high school, a junior 

high school and several elementary schools. I arranged 

teacher discussion groups in both high schools, both junior 

high schools, and in two elementary schools in each 

section, for a total of eight discussions. Chapter 9 will 

explain how, because of different circumstances surrounding 

these arrangements, the discussions may not be exactly 

comparable. In total, the discussions included forty-three 

of the approximately 380 teachers in the district. 

Text collection for the study encompassed more than a 

year, but fieldwork at the state and district levels was 

conducted during January-July 1989. Complete lists of 

unpublished data sources selected for analysis are included 

in Appendix A, on a chapter by chapter basis. 
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Methodology 

Participant observation is the sine qua non of the 

ethnographic style of research, and an ethnographic 

sensibility tends to suffuse my work. However, Nader 

(1972) has warned that in "studying up" in the system, an 

investigator may have to be satisfied with less 

participation in the cultural scene than would be possible 

in "studying down." District, state and national level 

participants and settings were increasingly less accessible 

than teachers had been to me as a classroom ethnographer. 

Moreover, true participant observation in all schools in a 

district and at more than one level of the institution is 

beyond what a single investigator can accomplish. 

Interviews and document analysis then of necessity became 

the primary ways of learning about certain aspects of the 

system. The design of the study sacrificed the depth of 

understanding attainable through ethnographic research in 

order to obtain a broad understanding of a phenomenon which 

links actors at different levels of a large and very 

complex institution. 

Because this study depends to such a great extent on 

interview data as the basis for constructing an 

understanding of at risk, it is appropriate to discuss the 

limitations of this methodology. Mishler (1986) describes 

the standard practice of survey interviewing as having four 
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major characteristics. First, researchers treat 

interviewer responses as behavior, not language. The 

interview event is defined as a controlled verbal exchange, 

rather than a speech event. A second closely-related 

characteristic is that researchers rely on the stimulus

response paradigm. They put most of their efforts into 

standardizing questions (stimuli) in order to make answers 

(responses) comparable. Their aim is to rule out the 

influence of the social context or interviewer bias by 

making the exchange as mechanistic as possible. Mishler 

(1986) points out that this flies in the face of evidence 

that "good" interviewers, those who succeed in eliciting 

more complete, explicit responses, often alter questions to 

adapt to the social context of the interview. Third, 

Question/Answer pairs are treated as isolated bits of data 

disconnected from the record of the entire event and 

therefore from the "essential sociocultural grounds of 

meaning" (Mishler, 1986, p. 23). Finally, interview 

responses are reduced, coded, grouped as variables, and 

statistically analyzed in essentially the same way as 

paper-and-pencil questionnaire responses. At this stage, 

the sociolinguistic context is completely eradicated. In 

short, Mishler critiques standard interview methodology in 

the following negative terms: 

The one-shot interview conducted by an 
interviewer without local knowledge of a 



respondent's life situation and following a 
standard schedule that explicitly excludes 
attention to particular circumstances--in short 
a meeting between strangers unfamiliar with each 
others' socially organized contexts of meaning-
does not provide the necessary contextual basis 
for adequate interpretation. (1986, p. 24) 

In addition, Mishler shows how standardized, structured 

interview methods suppress attempts by interviewees to 

construct meaningful dialogue by framing their responses, 
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or a series of responses, as whole narratives or by weaving 

related strands of meaning throughout the interview. since 

stories, Mishler argues, are one of the primary ways that 

people everywhere construct meaning and express beliefs, 

the suppression of such responses considerably weakens the 

claims of researchers to be able to interpret responses as 

the "meanings" or "beliefs" of informants. 

As an alternative to the standard practice, Mishler 

(1986) proposes treating each interview as a unique speech 

event, and considering evidence of negotiation of meaning, 

breakdown and repair processes, etc., as important to its 

analysis. If framing questions differently elicits 

different responses, this is an important finding--not a 

methodological weakness (Collay, 1989). Rather than 

isolating responses during analysis, Mishler proposes 

looking for narrative devices that connect responses into 

meaningful stories. He also proposes "empowering" 

respondents by retributing power in the interview event. 



86 

For instance, interviewees could take on more of a 

collaborative role in generating and interpreting interview 

data. 

Briggs (1986) has also expressed serious criticisms of 

interview methodology. In cross-cultural investigations, 

interviews are especially problematic because the interview 

as a speech event is not part of the linguistic repertoire 

of many groups. In addition, power in the interview event 

is asymmetrical; the interviewer has control and can guide 

the interviewee's responses in predetermined directions 

(see also Mishler, 1986). This imbalance in the interview 

event may actually prevent interviewers from finding out 

what they want to know. The interviewee's words cannot be 

represented as "truth" or as the interviewee's natural way 

of talking, because from a speech event perspective they 

are monitored responses to the interviewer's ways of 

questioning. As a consequence, an honest analysis of 

interview data must be reflective, taking into 

consideration the social context of the event and the 

interviewer's own role. Briggs argues that an extended 

period of listening and observing is necessary before an 

interviewer learns how to ask questions that are meaningful 

and appropriate in a particular cultural context (Briggs, 

1986). 
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As an adequate basis for interpretation in 

ethnographic research, Spradley (1979) recommends a minimum 

of six or seven hours with each individual informant, an 

amount of time one is unlikely to obtain from many 

informants in education, particularly administrators and 

policymakers. However, if the number of interviews with a 

participant is limited, one may never reach beyond their 

initial display of public relations skills. 

It is obvious that in such interviews people take 
care to monitor rather attentively what they say 
or imply so as to establish or maintain the 
wanted self-representation of a kind, 
responsible, tolerant and "nice" citizen and at 
the same time to provide information about 
beliefs, opinions, attitudes, or experiences. 
(Van Dijk, 1985b, p. 119) 

There is a danger of misrepresenting or oversimplifying a 

participant's point of view in interpretations based on a 

limited amount of contact. 

Data Collection 

The interview methodology for this study succumbed to 

many of the above-described weaknesses. For the most part, 

I had very limited contact with any single informant, and 

made a limited number of visits to the settings in which 

they worked. Administrators and policymakers were often 

able or willing to allocate only a short amount of time to 

the interview, and even this was sometimes interrupted or 

curtailed. Fortunately, most informants were patient with 
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follow-up telephone questions that filled in gaps left from 

the initial interview. 

I did make serious attempts to respond to other 

criticisms of interview methodology, which I believe were 

effective. First, I set out to learn about the social 

context of the distric~. My original plan was to interview 

district-level administrators, the informants with the most 

comprehensive knowledge of the district as a whole and its 

history, before interviewing principals. However, because 

of their busy schedules, including negotiating a new 

teacher contract, district administrators were not 

available early in the study. Documents from the district 

office such as news clippings, meeting minutes, school and 

program descriptions, helped me gain some understanding of 

the general historical, political and cultural context of 

the district before scheduling interviews with principals. 

The Attendance and Lunch Program offices provided me with 

basic demographic information on each school, and from this 

I knew that schools in different areas differed in 

proportions of ethnic minority and low income students. I 

also received a map of the district and took a driving 

tour, photographing schools and recording notes about 

neighborhoods and the apparent economic base of the 

district. Therefore, I began the principal interviews with 



some knowledge of the district as a whole and of 

differences among the eleven schools. 
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The assistant superintendent who approved the study 

agreed to announce the study to other administrators and 

principals at their regular monthly meeting. After this, I 

sent each principal a letter describing the study (Appendix 

A), and made a follow-up telephone call to schedule an 

interview. In all cases, the interview appointment was the 

first time I had met the principals in person. 

Mishler (1986) contends that standard interview 

methods tend to suppress respondents' attempts to construct 

extended narratives. For this study, I wanted to avoid 

suppressing respondents' stories about at-risk students and 

also suppressing their arguments about at-risk policies, by 

trying to "cover" too many small, specific questions in the 

short time most of them were willing to allow for the 

interview (45-60 minutes). My interest was in giving them 

the greatest possible opportunity to present their 

positions on this issue, including both detailed stories 

about at-risk students and the components of a coherent 

argument on at-risk policies (Kopperschmidt 1985). To this 

end, I designed the interview protocol for district 

participants not as a list of specific questions but as a 

list of general topics related to my research questions 

(see interview protocols, Appendix A). The topics provided 



macro structures for the informants' discourse (Van Dijk, 

1986), rather than breaking it into short, specific 

responses. 
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At the beginning of the interview, I gave the topic 

sheet to informants, so that they could read it for 

themselves, and informed them that I would like them to 

simply talk their way through the topics, consulting me if 

they were unclear about the meaning of a topic statement. 

At the bottom of the topics sheet was a list of ethical 

agreements, which I also reviewed. Then I asked them to 

provide a context for the interview by talking for a while 

about their own background in education and about their 

school. After this point, I tried to avoid interrupting 

the informant as much as possible, intervening only to 

encourage, clarify or expand their responses and to keep 

the pace of the interview within the time frame they had 

set. 

I had my own copy of the topic sheet with specific 

probes under each topic, for eliciting more complete 

responses if necessary. Probes were designed to elicit 

what X considered to be relevant microstructures under each 

topic (Van Dijk, 1986). For example, because of my 

theoretical concerns, I considered student ethnicity to be 

relevant to the discussion of at-risk students. However, 

for a variety of reasons informants seem unlikely to 
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volunteer comments about this issue. Therefore, when they 

had finished with the topic of "Your own ideas about at

risk students," I probed with something like, "Lots of 

studies of at-risk students in large urban districts 

mention student ethnicity as a factor. Here in Quintero 

District, does a student's ethnic background have anything 

to do with being at-risk?" Some probes were so useful 

that they should have been on the original topic sheet. I 

found myself repeating them in every interview; e.g., "Why 

do you think there is so much concern about at-risk 

students in education right now? What's your analysis?" 

Regularly-used probes are indicated in parentheses on the 

topic sheet. 

In response to Mishler's arguments about the 

importance of stories as a means for expressing of meanings 

and beliefs, I made one topic the description of cases of 

at-risk and not-at-risk students at the school. These 

narratives about actual students were especially valuable 

in the analysis. They clarified differences among 

informants and schools in the meanings of at risk and 

preferences for programs for at-risk students. The most 

productive and provocative cultural themes in the district 

level analysis, in fact, derived from these stories. 

Therefore, though I admittedly took a dominant 

position in providing the interview topics and ordering 
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them in a way that I considered logical, I attempted to 

take a less dominant role during the interviews, to give 

respondents a chance to tell whole stories and to develop 

coherent arguments. Responses to this strategy varied, but 

in comparison with my previous interview strategies (long 

lists of open-ended but narrow questions), I was satisfied 

that it was much more productive. Some respondents "took 

off" with the topics for so long that I had to interrupt to 

keep the interview on schedule. Others gave very terse 

responses, and I took a more assertive role in elicitation. 

still others hesitated, seemed puzzled by this atypical 

interview format, and asked me to provide "more specific 

questions." A couple even turned the tables and asked me 

questions about my background, the study, etc. 

Another aspect of the social context of most of the 

district interviews which limited my dominance as an 

interviewer was that I was a female, while twelve out of 

fifteen district administrators were male. I was also 

familiar to some of the informants as a fellow graduate 

student in classes in educational administration. It is 

impossible, of course, for me to know how I was perceived 

and exactly how the informants designed their talk to 

respond to me as an audience (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983; 

Bell 1984); but they were consistently cooperative and 

welcoming. In the case of educational administrators in 
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the U.S., Briggs' (1986) concerns about unfamiliarity with 

the interview format are not relevant. In fact, these 

speakers may be accustomed to having the upper hand in 

interviews with job applicants, parents, and students. 

From my experience in interviewing principals for three 

studies, they also seem more careful than teachers about 

controlling the uses of what they say in the interview 

situation. In the case of the teacher discussions, the 

group context meant that I was not the only audience for 

the talk, and had much less control over the direction of 

the discussion. I will discuss these special aspects of 

the teacher data in more detail in Chapter 9. 

critical ethnographers Gitlin, Siegel and Boru (1988) 

have attempted to resolve the dilemmas of the research 

interview by removing even more of the communicative 

asymmetry of the event. For example, they propose to 

resolve the dilemma of deceiving the interviewee about 

one's "real" purposes by giving up the pretension of 

neutral objectivity altogether. They advise interviewers 

to be more open about their own positions and to thereby 

engage the interviewee in even-handed dialogue. I did not 

follow this advice, however, primarily because there was no 

time to engage in real dialogue with my respondents. I 

also have yet to read an analysis of how this might work in 

"studying up" situations, with interviewees in positions of 
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authority. I was less concerned about placing myself on an 

equal footing with them, by sharing my biases, and more 

concerned about maintaining my already limited access to 

them by not sharing my biases. 

In eight schools, I worked through the principals to 

arrange recorded group discussions with teachers, again 

covering a similar list of topics.At the end of their 

interviews, principals also identified other key school 

level informants on at-risk students; and in the course of 

their discussions, teachers also identified certain persons 

in their district who were most identified with the at-risk 

concept. I arranged to visit with or interview these other 

informants, using essentially the same interview topic 

sheet with some adaptation for different roles. For 

additional historical perspective, I interviewed a teacher 

with thirty-five years experience in the district's oldest 

school about district history, and a district Indian 

educator who had been a student at this same school as a 

child. Finally, the district level administrators' 

schedules opened up enough to arrange interviews with them 

later in the semester. After all the interviews were 

complete, and I was beginning to formulate some initial 

interpretations, I asked another informant, an assistant 

principal, to meet for a final wrap-up interview. At this 

sessions, I did disclose more about the purposes behind my 



95 

initial interview, and asked the informant to reflect on 

the history, culture and politics of his district, 

particularly in comparison with other local districts, and 

why the district may have responded to the at-risk movement 

in particular ways. 

state level interviews differed, in that I had already 

collected two documents and two speeches describing how 

state policymakers defined at risk and what they had 

decided to do for at-risk students. My purposes for 

interviewing were to find out how these definitions and 

policies had been constructed in action. For practical 

reasons, I did not intend to sample sUfficient numbers of 

state level informants to come to the same kinds of 

generalizations about them as categories of speakers (e.g., 

legislators, department staffers) that I could make at the 

district level. Rather, I used theoretical sampling 

(Glaser and strauss 1967; stubbs 1983) to select informants 

who could tell me the most about my topic. 

Conference speeches by the superintendent of Public 

Instruction and a Department of Education staffer provided 

my initial directions for interviewing. I began by 

interviewing the same staffer and asking her for names of 

other persons who had been involved in the policy process. 

I asked this of each successive informant, until I had a 

list of possible additional informants and began to hear 
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the same names repeatedly. I also identified names of 

legislators involved in developing and approving at-risk 

legislation through minutes of the Education committees of 

the Arizona Legislature, and names of the authors of the 

Department's at-risk report from the report itself. Each 

interview protocol for this level of the system was 

designed to be specific to the speaker and aspects of the 

process I wanted to reconstruct (see Appendix A). Meeting 

minutes, memos, Department forms, news stories and other 

documents provided me with additional information about the 

context of state at-risk policy formation. To improve my 

understanding of the context of national at-risk 

activities, I interviewed three informants formally on 

tape, wrote letters to two informants and received written 

replies, and recorded notes of telephone conversations with 

two more. 

Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed in the 

format shown in Appendix A. Since someone else completed 

most of the transcription, I listened to each tape while 

reading the transcript, noting corrections and places where 

the transcriber had "tidied up" the interviewees' talk 

unnecessarily (Stubbs, 1983). However, since I intended to 

send informants copies of their transcripts for additions 

and corrections, I wanted to leave the transcript in a form 

easily comprehensible to them. The transcripts as they now 
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exist are adequate for my research purposes -- semantic and 

policy analysis -- but still inadequate for more microlevel 

conversational analysis. 

I sent copies of interview transcripts to all 

informants, along with an explanatory letter, a response 

sheet for making changes, corrections and additional 

comments (Appendix A), and a self-addressed envelope. 

Names of district-level informants, their schools and other 

details which might identify them too easily were changed 

in the transcript. For example, each school was assigned a 

letter code, and the principal was then identified by the 

same letter code (School F/Principal F). In spite of my 

urging in the letter about accepting the natural 

differences between speech and written discourse, two 

principals returned their transcripts with major editing 

changes. One commented, "I hope I do not say 'uhf or speak 

in quite so illiterate terms as the transcript indicates." 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis in qualitative research is an inductive 

process which occurs to some extent throughout the data 

collection process (Bogdan and Biklin; Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 1983). I entered tentative interpretations in a 

journal as the study progressed. I also continued to read 

from sources on at-risk, policy analysis, discourse 
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analysis, state and national educational policy, throughout 

the fieldwork phase. As the overall outlines of the design 

and the organization of the dissertation emerged, I kept 

notes and lists of sources on each level and aspect of the 

study in an "idea book." 

Because I collected such a wide variety of kinds of 

texts for the study, my first concern was to devise a 

method of analysis that could draw comparable data from all 

of them. I wanted to identify the following categories in 

the discourse of all speakers and writers: 

1. semantics: How they used and defined at risk, 
including metalinguistic comments about the 
term itself, its sources and definition; other 
terms used to describe students considered at
risk; categories of students they labelled at
risk. 

2. Argumentation: 

a. How they explained why certain kinds of 
students came to be at-risk, and stories of 
particular cases of at-risk students. 

b. How they described actions that they or 
other people had taken or should take 
regarding at-ris){ students. 

c. How they justified or critiqued these 
decisions or actions. 

3. contextualization: Generalizations about the 
history, culture or politics of the context, 
e.g., how decisions are usually made here, and 
whether the case of at-risk was anything 
unusual. Comments about links between levels 
of the system. 

I relied primarily on Lehrer (1983) and Van Dijk 

(1985b) for suggestions on organizing and analyzing 
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semantic features. The three aspects of argumentative 

discourse were derived from Schon (1979), Kopperschmidt 

(1985) and McHoul (1986). The macro structures of policy 

arguments are generally similar. They are constrained by 

logical and semantic relationships between propositions 

about "what is the case" and therefore what "should be 

done" (Kopperschrnidt, 1985; Van Dijk, 1985; McHoul, 1986). 

In Schon's terms, the first step sets the problem, and the 

second step, the solution, seems to naturally flow from the 

first (Schon, 1979). The third aspect of argumentation is 

what Kopperschmidt (1985) calls "argumentative potential." 

This is the basis from which one argues for a particular 

course of action, e.g., political, economic, ethical, 

religious. In my analysis, I called these "rationales," 

and they also varied among speakers and writers. 

statements about the general context of policy actions 

were woven throughout the texts, and noted wherever they 

appeared. The process of analysis for these segments of 

text was look for what Agar (1983) calls "themes." Themes 

are patterns of high-level content in texts that mark the 

discourse of persons in a particular role or at a 

particular level of the system as different from others. 

For example, state policy themes were signalled by terms 

for concepts that only persons inhabiting the "world" of 

state policymaking seemed to view as central to their 
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everyday activities (Agar, 1983). In contrast, district 

administrators, principals, and classroom teachers seemed 

to live in different worlds with different central themes. 

My other concern was not to fragment the texts so much 

that I would lose a sense of their coherence and their 

differences as text genres. Lifting statements out of 

context is the primary danger of this type of analysis 

(Agar, 1983). The first step was to read and reread the 

texts for a particular level, annotating liberally and 

highlighting the above features in different colors. For 

documents such as meeting minutes and reports which were 

not on computer disk, I developed summary sheets which 

reduced the authors' arguments to manageable length, 

indicating page numbers where particular statements had 

been located. 

For data on disk, the above features were coded and 

sorted into new files using Freefiler, a simple sorting 

program (see Coding Sheet, Appendix A). New files were 

formed in two ways, for each speaker (to preserve the 

coherence of narratives and arguments) and across speakers 

at each level of the system (for comparison). These files 

in turn were highlighted and annotated to point out 

patterns of agreement and contrast and the beginnings of 

general themes or concepts. This began the process of 

"analytic induction" characteristic of qualitative 



analysis, in which concepts and data are in constant 

interplay, and the emerging structure must adapt to 

accommodate each new piece of evidence (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 1983). 
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Concepts which appeared in the least bit promising 

were noted in a "concept book," a strategy described by 

Mostyn (1985). In my case, the "concept book" was a 

computer file into which I entered locations and 

paraphrases of interview statements that seemed to support 

each concept. Reading through the files again, I also 

identified new concepts to add to the book and at times 

combined more than one concept under a broader heading, to 

make increasingly better sense of the data. When the 

concept book was complete, I could look back to see which 

concepts had been most supported by the evidence I had 

collected. I could also consider if lack of support for a 

concept might be due to inadequacies in my data collection 

design. The most trustworthy concepts were those which had 

been supported through a process of triangulation across 

interviews with different informants at the same level, 

across interviews with informants at different levels, or 

across different kinds of texts, e.g. interviews, 

documents, and field notes (i.e., what Denzin, 1978, calls 

"data triangulation"). Further, I was atle to identify 

contradictions among concepts; e.g., at the state level, 
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between support for local control and talk about district 

accountability to the state. Some informants had invited 

me to call them with follow-up questions at a later stage 

of the analysis, and these contradictions provided follow

up topics for interviews which had the potential for 

moving beyond a surface-level understanding of meanings and 

events. In addition, I started a file called "Alternative 

Explanations," for potential answers to the question, "What 

else might be going on here?" This file included analyses 

which contradicted those of the informants, from previous 

literature or from my own interpretation; things that must 

be taken for granted or assumed to agree with their 

arguments; things that were left unsaid in the discourse, 

because of assumptions about the legitimacy of certain ways 

of analyzing policy issues (McHoul 1986). 

Apart from these general procedures, analysis of texts 

for each chapter proceeded in somewhat different ways, 

adapted to the kinds of texts collected and the purposes of 

the analysis. Additional details about the data analysis 

and writing process are provided in each chapter. Writing 

of each chapter at first proceeded independently, but 

always with a steady eye toward establishing meaningful 

links among all aspects of the study, so that finally it 

would emerge as a coherent whole. 
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PATTERNS OF THE USE OF "AT RISK" OVER TIME 

IN EDUCATION PUBLICATIONS 
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This chapter gives an overview of the use of at risk 

in education publications over time, in order to provide a 

limited historical perspective on current linguistic and 

policy events. The chapter addresses the questions of 

whether the incidence of at risk has increased in these 

publications, which categories of authors used at risk over 

time, and whom they have described as at-risk. By 

discussing the educational literature including at risk at 

this point in the study, I do not mean to suggest that 

this is where linguistic trends in education necessarily 

begin. As this study will make clear, the influences that 

lead an educational policymaker or practitioner to adopt a 

new student descriptor are likely to be more interpersonal 

and political than mere exposure to a new term in an 

educational publication. It is just as probable that 

writers who employed at risk were following linguistic 

trends among speakers in the field, attempting to capture 

an audience for their work by using the latest 

terminology. 
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The large quantity of information collected for this 

chapter has been summarized in a number of tables and 

figures, which are found in Appendix B. 

The ERIC Title Search 

I searched the entire ERIC database for titles 

including at risk from January, 1966 (the first year of the 

index) through September, 1988. 1 The rationale for using 

a title search was Van Dijk's (1988) argument that "titles 

and headlines are the conventional expression of the 

highest (macro-)proposition in the macrostructure [of the 

text]" (p. 226). The content of the title or headline is 

the also the information best recalled by readers (Van 

Dijk, 1988). My state and district level informants 

reported that though they subscribed to a number of 

education publications, they rarely had time to read them. 

A quick glance at titles, then, may have been one means of 

their exposure to the new term, at risk. 

The search was complicated, but also made more 

interesting, by the fact that ERIC has not adopted at risk 

1 ERIC is an indexing service of the U.S. Department 
of Education. Its sixteen specialized clearinghouses survey 
780 education and education-related journals and compose 
abstracts for publication in the monthly Current Index to 
Journals in Education (CIJE). Also included in the 
database are research and policy reports, conference 
proceedings and papers, and other documents which are 
either unpublished or published as monographs. These are 
indexed in Resources in Education (RIE). 
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"risk" titles to find the "at risk" ones. This strategy 
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yielded over 1000 documents, including titles about risk-

taking, risk management, and a descriptor related to at 

risk: high risk. ERIC lexicographer Jim Houston explained 

to me that the descriptor high risk students was added to 

the Thesaurus in 1980. He said that it had become the 

preferred term among higher educators "in the affirmative 

action furor of the 70s" for describing students, 

particularly minority and poor students, with a high 

probability of failing or dropping out of college. In 

addition, ERIC already had a number of postings under the 

headings high risk infants and at risk (for handicap), both 

reflecting growing interest in earlier identification of 

handicapped children. 2 In 1981, someone at ERIC 

recommended merging the latter two categories into a new 

descriptor, at risk persons, "to cover all age groups and 

other connotations for at risk, such as for drug abuse." 

However, the nationwide Vocabular Review Group decided 

instead to use high risk persons "for the sake of 

2 My own literature search turned up 55 titles 
referring to high risk students from 1966-87, 43 of which 
(78%) referred to postsecondary students. As Houston had 
explained, there were a large number of such titles in the 
70s, and then a dropoff; but in 1987, along with the surge 
in interest in at-risk students in public schools, higher 
educators seemed to again start talking about high risk 
students. 
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hierarchical consistency within the Thesaurus" (Houston, 

personal communication, 4/89). 

Therefore, in the ERIC Thesaurus (1987) all inquiries 

about at risk students are referred to high risk persons, 

defined as 

Individuals or groups identified as possibly 
having or potentially developing a problem 
(physical, mental, educational, etc.) requiring 
further evaluation and/or intervention (Note: If 
possible, use the more specific term "high risk 
students"). (Thesaurus of ERIC Descriptors, 1987, 
p. 107) 

High risk persons, therefore, is the category for students 

at risk for medical or quasi-medical conditions such as 

physical or mental disabilities. On the other hand, high 

risk students are defined as 

students with normal intelligence whose academic 
background or prior performance may cause them to 
be perceived as candidates for future academic 
failure or early withdrawal (Note: Prior to Mar 
80, this concept was occasionally indexed under 
"educationally disadvantaged"). (Thesaurus of 
ERIC Descriptors, 1987, p. 107) 

What these two high risk categories have in common is the 

concept of prediction, in the first case of a disability 

and in the second case of failure or dropping out of 

school. Note that the ERIC staff did see a semantic 

relationship between high risk and educationally 

disadvantaged, a term dating back to the beginnings of the 

ERIC database in 1966. culturally disadvantaged was 

discarded by ERIC in 1980, after it had become politically 



incorrect; but other "disadvantaged" labels remain. 

Educationally disadvantaged is defined as 

Individuals or groups whose schooling is judged 
to be qualitatively or quantitatively inferior as 
compared with what is considered necessary for 
achievement in a particular society. (Thesaurus 
of ERIC Descriptors, 1987, p. 74) 
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Therefore, students would be labelled high risk on the 

basis of their poor academic background or performance in 

comparison with their academic ability, while they would be 

labelled educationally disadvantaged on the basis of the 

inadequacy of the schooling they received. The first term 

focuses attention on the student; the second, on the 

school. The following are lists of related terms listed 

for each descriptor, with an asterisk (*) denoting areas of 

overlap. 

high risk students 
academic ability 
academic aptitude 
academic failure 

*compensatory education 
*developmental studies 

programs 
educationally disadvantaged 

*nontraditional students 
*open enrollment 
potential dropouts 

*remedial programs 
*transitional programs 

educationally disadvantaged 
academic achievement 

*compensatory education 
compulsory education 

*devel. studies programs 
disadvantaged environment 
disadvantaged schools 
educational needs 
educational opportunities 
educe status comparison 
equal education 
high risk students 
illiteracy 
individual edUCe programs 
learning problems 

*nontraditional students 
*open enrollment 
*remedial programs 
slow learners 
supplementary education 

*transitional programs 
(~T~h~e~s~a~u~r~u~s~~o~f-=E~R~I~C~D~e~s~c~r=i~p~t~o~r~s, 1987, pp. 107, 74) 
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The only student descriptor among the overlapping 

terms is nontraditional, a term used in higher education to 

label special groups who "have historically been under

represented," such as older, minority, or underprepared 

students or women with children (Thesaurus of ERIC 

Descriptors 1987, p. 162). Another overlap is with 

compensatory, remedial and other programs which apparently 

are directed at both of these categories of students, to 

make up for their academic deficits. However, the older 

term educationally disadvantaged clearly has more 

connections with the educational politics of the 1960s and 

1970s, evident in its relationships to the concepts of the 

"disadvantaged environment," "educational opportunities," 

and "equal education." High risk students has none of 

these connections. Instead, this descriptor is marked by a 

relationship with the medical or epidemiological model of 

prediction and intervention, a relationship it shares with 

the descriptor high risk persons. 

Houston said that if ERIC had not already had high 

risk as a descriptor, he would have "laid money" on at risk 

having been the choice for a new student descriptor. His 

own search, like mine, showed a dramatic surge in use of at 

risk in the database after 1983, while high risk appeared 

to have tapered off. Nevertheless, he said that ERIC takes 

a "wait and see" stance toward granting currently popular 
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terms descriptor status. They prefer, he said, not to add 

terms that may be "transitory" (Houston, personal 

communication, April, 1989).3 At risk, as one of the 

latest educational buzzwords, is still suspect. 

The ERIC search yielded 372 documents with at risk in 

their titles. These were sorted into the categories of 

articles in education periodicals (n = 208), reports (n = 
104), conference papers or proceedings (n = 56), 

dissertations or theses (3), and books (1). An additional 

hand search for "at risk" titles under the heading "high 

risk students" was completed for October 1988 through 

April 1989, yielding an additional 13 periodical articles 

and 15 reports. The updated lists were arranged in 

chronological order and each document was assigned an 

identifying code. The first analysis presented here 

concerns the articles only. 

ERIC-Indexed Periodical Articles with "At Risk" Titles 

Figure 1 shows the dramatic overall increase in 

articles with titles including at risk over the period of 

the search (see Appendix B). The peak in 1984 can be 

3 Houston also noted that another large database, 
PsycInfo, added at risk populations to their thesaurus in 
1985. This indicated to him that at risk was becoming an 
important descriptor in the education-related field of 
psychology. 
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accounted for almost entirely by responses to the reform 

report A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence 

in Education, 1983), and what I came to call Nation-at-Risk 

"copycats," articles which copied the title of this 

influential report for effect (for example, "a generation 

at risk," "a profession at risk," and "home economics at 

risk"). From 1983-88, there were 38 A Nation at Risk-

related titles and 16 more copycats, almost entirely during 

the 1983-85 period when the response to A Nation at Risk 

was at its peak. This period has been termed the first 

wave of educational reform in the 1980s. The second surge 

in titles after 1986 seems to coincide with a second wave 

of educational reform, characterized by concern for 

students who were left out of the first one (Murphy, 1989). 

What categories of writers have used at risk? 

Periodicals in which at risk titles appeared were 

classified according to their primary disciplinary 

identification. Table 1 (see Appendix B) shows how the use 

of at risk shifted over time from what ERIC calls 

"education-related" periodicals, journals from outside the 

field but of interest to certain educator groups, to 

education journals. 4 One can see that before 1982, use of 

4 When in doubt about whether to classify a journal as 
"education" or "education-related," I consulted the Library 
of Congress classification at the university of Arizona 
Main Library, to see where the journal was catalogued. If 
a doubt still remained, I went to the stacks and perused 
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at risk in education-related journals outnumbered use in 

education journals more than two-to-one; while for 1983-88, 

after A Nation at Risk, the pattern reversed. Even 

excluding references to A Nation at Risk and its copycats, 

the post-1983 tally is education 67, education-related 40. 

Therefore, use of at risk has shifted over time from the 

discourse of specialists in psychology, child development, 

and other fields outside of education, to the discourse of 

writers in education. From the evidence I will present 

below, this shift seems to have occurred earliest among the 

subfields of education most in contact with the education-

related fields: educational psychology, special education, 

and early childhood education. 

"At-risk students," the form of at risk we used in the 

Richardson et al. (1989) study, was not the only form of at 

risk in these titles. There are four forms of at risk 

which account for 203 of the 221 titles (92%). 

Form #1: at risk for/of 
(population) (condition) 

Example: children at risk of educational handicap 
(J2)~5 
n = 44 

several issues to decide if the content of the journal 
covered primarily educational topics. 

5 The "J" notations refer to codes I assigned to 
articles from the search. 
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This form of at risk is the most specific and most correct 

according to the linguistic conventions of epidemiology. 

In this form, the population is specified and the condition 

for which they are at risk is specified. At risk is part 

of a double prepositional phrase modifying a noun, meaning 

in danger of or at higher probability for a certain 

condition or event. with only two exceptions, writers who 

used this form of at risk published in education-related, 

special education, and educational psychology journals. 

One of the exceptions was a special education article which 

happened to appear in a multipurpose education journal. 

Their use of this form may reflect the writers' familiarity 

with the conventions for correct use of at risk in 

medicine. From this linguistic evidence, one might 

speculate that special education and educational psychology 

are the two specialized fields of education with the 

closest relationships to these outside fields. In the 

Mehan, Hertwick and Meihls (1986) study, the special 

language of educational specialists from these fields 

contributed to their dominance in educational 

decisionmaking in child study meetings. Their discourse 

can be marked as different from regular educators, and 

their specialized use of at risk is one more small 

indicator of this. 
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Form #2: __ ~~ ____ ~ __ ~~ __ + -ly at risk ~----~77--~ 
(type of risk) (population) 

or 
+ -ly at risk 

(population) 

(population) 

(type of risk) 
or 

at ~~ ____ ~~~~ 
(type of risk) 

risk 

Examples: children at developmental risk (J5) 
educationally at risk children (J21) 
children educationally at risk (J141) 

n = 17 

These three variants were grouped together because all 

identify both the population at risk and the type of risk 

to which they are exposed. These are also specified forms, 

and they were employed by specialized education-related, 

special education, educational psychology, and early 

childhood education writers, with only one exception. That 

is, these forms also seemed to be part of a specialized 

discourse related to the influence of medicine in 

education. 

Form #3: at risk 

Example: children at risk 
a nation at risk 

n = 96 

Form #3 is a truncated version of the fully specified 

epidemiological expression. Before 1983, the 12 writers 

who employed this form were from education-related fields, 

educational psychology and special education. All referred 

to children or infants at risk, with one exception 

("community education at risk" in 1981-J37). Eighty-four 
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of the 96 titles (87.5%) with this form appeared in 1983 

and after, and this dramatic increase coincided with the 

publication of A Nation at Risk and the fallout from this 

report. Removing the 38 specific references to A Nation at 

Risk, one is still left with 46 titles describing a variety 

of people and things as at risk. As will be discussed 

further in Chapter 5, in A Nation at Risk, at risk was part 

of an extended metaphor for the state of the nation. This 

extension of its meaning seemed to have prompted a wave of 

other metaphorical uses. Once a nation can be at risk, it 

seems, anything can be at risk; for example, physical 

fitness, a profession, a discipline, home economics, 

schools, capitalism, teacher salaries, a culture. 

It was not until 1986 that the first two references 

to students at risk appeared, followed by seven more such 

titles in 1987-88. Of these nine titles, four appeared in 

periodicals aimed specifically at educational 

practitioners. They included periodicals mentioned in 

interviews with school principals in the district level 

component of the study. That is, these titles represented 

an extension of the term at risk into periodicals from 

nonspecialized, regular education fields, with an audience 

of practitioners. The other five references to "stUdents 

at risk" were scattered among special education (2), higher 
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education (1), a multipurpose educational journal (1), and 

a scholarly educational research journal (1). 

Form #4: at risk/nat risk"/at-risk/"at-risk" _______ _ 

example: at risk students 
n = 46 

Finally, there is the use of at risk as an adjective 

placed before a noun, which seems to deviate from the 

technically correct, specialized epidemiological 

expression. However, it must be noted that this form was 

used 22 times by specialists from education-related fields, 

special education, and educational psychology, during 1976-

86. Therefore, use of at risk as a simple adjective was 

nothing new. What was new was its extensive use to 

describe students in regular education settings. In 1987-

88 this form took off as a descriptor of students, with 13 

at risk student titles in those two years alone. Eight of 

these appeared in publications directed at regular 

educational practitioners. Among these were the 

periodicals mentioned by district administrators in this 

study as the ones to which they subscribed. 

Use of at risk as an adjective introduces the 

assumption that by itself the term conveys some meaning, 

that it is no longer an abbreviated form of the longer 

expression. Putting a prepositional phrase before a noun 

is not conventional in English. Indicators that some 



116 

writers recognize the irregularity of this form are the use 

of quotation marks (e.g., "at risk" students, n = 10) and 

the use of a hyphen to join the two terms into one (e.g., 

at-risk students, n = 29). The awkwardness of this usage 

can be conveyed through an example. "Students in trouble 

for stealing" is a specified phrase which sounds 

appropriate, and "students in trouble" might make a vague 

but catchy title: but "in trouble students" sounds awkward 

and seems to demand some special treatment, such as 

quotation marks or hyphenation. 

Figure 2 summarizes the changing incidence of these 

four forms of at risk over time (see Appendix B). What is 

the significance of these findings for my research among 

policymakers and practitioners? The education periodical 

articles which according to their accounts my district 

informants were most likely to have read came late in the 

search--and tended to include the two least specialized, 

least specified forms of at risk, "students at risk" and 

"at-risk students. 1I Therefore, unless they had a 

specialized background in educational psychology, special 

education, early childhood, or some education-related 

field, practitioners were most likely to have been exposed 

only recently to describing students as at risk. Some 

seemed to have no idea that the term had a history in 

special education and fields outside of education. Yet, if 
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Lehrer (1983) and Bartsch (1987) are correct, there are 

some meanings of at risk shared by both the specialists who 

originally used the term and the regular practitioners who 

have borrowed it. This study will show that these meanings 

are the notions of prediction, identification, and special 

treatment. 

At risk in its shortened adjectival form becomes an 

all-purpose descriptor for any student predicted to be 

heading for trouble. Bolinger (1980) has contended that 

the linguistic pattern of abbreviation can be a "breeding 

ground for bias" (p. 88) by leaving certain meanings 

implicit. By shortening the original epidemiological form 

of at risk, education writers do not have to specify the 

condition for which students are at risk. However, Lehrer 

(1983) and Bartsch (1987) might argue that among nonexperts 

in education this vagueness is unimportant, if they are 

able to successfully communicate something about students 

by using this term. By claiming simply that students are 

"in danger," writers may be able to draw public attention 

to education. However, among experts there might be a 

movement to pin down the meanings of at risk, to specify 

populations at risk and the condition for which they are at 

risk. What I found in this study was that at the state 

level, it was policymakers and their expert advisors who 

were moving to narrow and specify the meanings of at risk 
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in order to implement state legislation. Likewise, 

district officials were obliged to specify the meanings of 

at risk in order to implement district at-risk programs. 

Who is at risk, according to these authors? Table 2 

shows that in earlier titles infants, toddlers, 

preschoolers, or the generic category "children" were 

described as at risk (see Appendix B). After 1983, at risk 

spread into use as a modifier of many different categories. 

Most of these were single occurrences, as responses to or 

copycats of A Nation at Risk. At risk as a descriptor of 

students increased dramatically only after 1986. Figure 3 

illustrates this trend (see Appendix B). 

Another clue to the meaning of at risk that can be 

gleaned simply from the title analysis comes from contrasts 

in combinations of descriptors such as "at risk and (some 

other category)" or "at risk versus (some other category)." 

For example, the search turned up the following: 

normal and at-risk infants (J11, J20) 

at-risk and normally developing children (J31) 

death-involved and "at risk" groups (J43) 

handicapped and medically at-risk infants (J107) 

normal, at-risk and handicapped children (J134) 

at-risk and developmentally delayed preschool children 

(J173) 

an at risk and normal population (J182) 



at-risk and typically developing infants (J189) 

healthy and "at risk" full-term infants (J199) 

"at risk" and normal preschoolers (J201) 
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mildly handicapped and educationally at-risk students 

(J221) 

These authors made comparisons between a group 

labelled at risk and another, contrasting group. It can be 

inferred from this list that at risk contrasts with normal 

and healthy, but also with handicapped, death-involved, and 

developmentally delayed. This is a sign that the state of 

being at risk falls somewhere in the interstices between 

normality and outright deviance. Persons at risk seems to 

be in a dangerous status near the boundary between 

normality and deviance (Douglas, 1966). 

Additional indicators of the meanings of at risk are 

the verb forms appearing in many titles (see Table 3 in 

Appendix B). The most common actions toward persons 

described as at risk were identification, assessment (and 

related actions) and intervention. Fillmore (1977) has 

suggested that a term's meanings are encoded in certain 

"scenes" in the linguistic context. This mode of analysis 

was used productively by Quinn (1982) to determine the 

meaning of "commitment" in American marriages. The sketchy 

scenes suggested by the verbs in these titles show at-risk 

persons as being subjected to activities performed by other 
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persons who have the expertise to identify and assess them 

and then to intervene in their lives. 

In the practitioner publications which appeared at the 

end of the search, at risk appeared not merely in one 

isolated title per volume, as it had in the researcher 

publications; it often appeared in several titles. Some 

pUblications devoted entire special issues to at-risk 

students. For example, in March of 1987 and January of 

1989, Educational Leadership (the most-often mentioned 

periodical among school principals in the study) published 

special issues on at-risk students, with how-to advice from 

researchers and practitioners. The striking graphics, 

photographs, and bold titles of these issues were designed 

to draw attention to the notions of labelling students at

risk and directing special treatments toward them. 

Practitioner publications of the past three years also 

included advertisements for special at-risk programs, 

instructional materials, newsletters, etc. That is, in 

these publications at risk was not simply "used"; it was 

actively promoted. In the practitioner publications, at 

risk became the sign of a new educational "bandwagon," no 

longer a technical term relegated to the discourse of 

specialized researchers. To find out who started the 

bandwagon rolling, I turned to the at-risk reform reports 

indexed by ERIC over the years. 
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ERIC-Indexed Reports with "At Risk" Titles 

The search of periodical titles suggested that the 

sudden popularity of at risk might be linked to the 

appearance of at-risk reform reports, especially A Nation 

at Risk (NCEE, 1983). 

The at-risk reports indexed by ERIC were issued by 

education groups, governmental agencies, and other national 

and local groups, and were more likely than the articles to 

be direct products of the political contexts in which new 

educational trends are born. The ERIC title search 

resulted in 114 reports with titles containing the term at 

risk published in the u.s. from 1971-88. I ordered and 

numbered these chronologically, and then classified the 

citations according to the source or sponsor of the report, 

the discipline or field of the writers, and the form of 

usage of "at risk." Consistent with the findings of the 

periodical analysis, in the 18 reports prior to 1983 at 

risk was most often used by authors from education-related 

fields with relationships to medicine or clinical 

psychology, such as mental retardation research, 

psychiatry, early childhood, criminal justice, and social 

work. However, there were three report titles in which at 

risk was used to describe students or youth in nonmedical 

or nonspecial education contexts. These reports all 

focused on poor, minority youth and their problems, 
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including unemployment, crime and lack of adequate 

bilingual education. Therefore, even before 1983 at risk 

was already in limited use outside of specialized contexts, 

as a descriptor of poor, minority youth with problems 

demanding policymakers' attention. 

In 1983 twelve reports appeared with at risk in their 

titles, of which nine can be accounted for by A Nation at 

Risk and responses to it. The three exceptions focused on 

minority students, preschoolers at risk for handicap, and 

teenagers at risk for pregnancy. The last two clearly fell 

into the medical or epidemiological model, but the first 

was another example of the use of at risk to describe 

minority students before the current trend. In the 

following two years, 1984-85 1 the number of at-risk titles 

grew to 33, with a growing proportion (n = 15 or 45%) now 

having as their topic at-risk students or youth in 

nonmedical, regular education settings. It was in this 

period that the initial liberal reactions to A Nation at 

Risk, most notably Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at 

Risk (National Coalition of Advocates for Students [NCAS], 

1985), appeared. Given the evidence from earlier titles, 

it could not be said that this report introduced the 

notion of referring to children or students as at-risk, 

although it has been cited as the report which popularized 

this usage (Hill, 1989). In 1986-88, there were 51 more 
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at-risk reports, 45 of which (88%) focused on at-risk 

students without reference to handicap or medical 

conditions. Therefore, there was the same diffusion of at 

risk in the reports from specialized fields to regular 

educational policy and practice. Table 4 demonstrates this 

shift (see Appendix B). 

Information on the sources of the at-risk reports 

shows through whose authority and/or financial support the 

term at risk has been promoted over the years, and which 

groups have been most active in each reform wave. Table 5 

lists the groups or agencies that sponsored the reports 

located through the ERIC search (see Appendix B). Of the 

sponsors of at-risk reports that trickled into the database 

during the years 1971-82, most were research or policy 

reports in the field of mental retardation. In 1983-85, 

first the u.s. Department of Education (with A Nation at 

Risk) and then national associations of educators and 

advocates began to issue at-risk reform reports; and 

private nonprofit research and policy analysis groups began 

to issue their analyses and recommendations with regard to 

at-risk students. state departments of education became 

more active on the at-risk issue over time, reflecting 

recent policy trends placing responsibility for at-risk 

students at the state level. 
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At risk first hit the education news through coverage 

of these at~risk reports, beginning with A Nation at Risk 

and continuing with the student-at-risk reports that 

followed. Indexes for 1985-89 show that the national 

newsweekly Education Week gave extensive coverage to the 

release of at-risk reports by the Education Commission of 

the states, the Council of Chief state School Officers, and 

MDC, Inc., as well as actions on this issue by the Carnegie 

Foundation, business groups, state governments, and school 

districts. At risk headlines in Education Week increased 

from 4 in 1985-86, to 14 in 1986-87, to 19 in 1987-88 and 

1988-89. Education Week indexers most often categorized 

these stories under the descriptor disadvantaged, showing 

that they saw a relationship between the older and newer 

reform terms. 

Discussion 

At risk is by no means new as a descriptor in the 

discourse of education, but the form we used in our 

contacts with educators for the Richardson et ale (1989) 

study, at-risk students, appeared only recently.6 The 

6 Interestingly, we originally titled the study with 
"at-risk students", but the British publisher changed this 
to "school children at risk." "Children at risk" is the 
preferred British form, according to ERIC lexicographer 
Jim Houston. Leave it to American speakers to popularize 
an incorrect usage. 
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single most influential event which can be linked to the 

recent increase in use of at risk as a student descriptor 

was the publication of A Nation at Risk (National 

Commission on Excellence in Education [NCEE]) in 1983. 

However, a second upward trend, produced by titles 

describing students as at risk, may be associated with the 

second wave of educational reform which followed (Murphy, 

1989). Forms of at risk have also changed over time, from 

the most specialized, specific expression to less specified 

forms which leave the reader wondering, "at risk for what?" 

Periodicals and reports in which at risk appeared 

shifted from those for readers in research-oriented, 

medically-related specialized fields, to journals and 

magazines aimed at educational practitioners and reports 

produced by policy groups and government agencies. This 

means that the audiences of readers for articles and 

reports including the concept of at risk have also changed, 

from specialists to practitioners. However, I would not 

argue that at risk was borrowed from the discourse of these 

specialized fields into the discourse of regular education 

in any simple way. Rather, Chapter 5 will suggest that in 

the wake of the unprecedented attention given to A Nation 

at Risk, policy groups wanting to draw attention to certain 

students borrowed the terminology of this report. They may 

not have been aware that at risk was a term with medical 
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origins, already in use in educational psychology and 

special education to describe students at risk for 

psychological problems or disabilities. In these fields, 

at risk was related to the epidemiological model of 

predicting, identifying and treating potentially disabled 

individual students. Though it may not have been the 

intentions of those who borrowed from A Nation at Risk to 

make a political point, adoption of at risk may have 

transferred the epidemiological model and all of its 

assumptions into educational approaches to students in 

danger of failing or dropping out of school. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE NATIONAL "AT-RISK" REPORTS 

The results of the at-risk literature search in the 

previous chapter suggested that to find the emerging 

meanings of the student descriptor, pt risk, and the 

reasons for its recent proliferation in educational 

discourse, the most likely location would be the 

educational reform reports of the 1980s. This chapter 

includes an analysis of the national policy context in 

which the term at risk as a descriptor of students has 

become popularized and of the at-risk reform reports which 

have contributed toward this linguistic trend. 

The Context of National Educational Policymaking 

At the end of his volume surveying the history of 

educational policy in the United States, Spring asks 

"whether or not a national educational policy has in fact 

existed" (1989, p. 171). The "national" level is difficult 

to delineate, since it is not confined to jurisdictional 

boundaries in the way states or districts are. The federal 

government is not the only source of national educational 

policy initiatives. A diverse array of federal agencies, 

foundations, organizations of professional educators, 

public organizations, advocacy groups, coalitions, national 
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testing and publishing companies, and media make up the 

national educational system (Kirst, 1984: spring 1989). 

These entities interact in complex ways, competing and 

coalescing around current educational issues. Such issues 

are often related not simply to conditions within schools, 

but to macro-level trends such as immigration, 

urbanization, war and cold war, civil rights, and economic 

cycles (Kirst, 1984: Spring, 1989: Murphy, 1989) or 

fundamental values conflicts which are never fully resolved 

(Kirst, 1984). 

Conflicts over education are a tradition in U.S. 

history, but especially since World War II struggles over 

changing and improving schools have become a kind of 

national pastime (Sarason, 1982). Kirst (1984) sees 

various interest groups as rising and falling in influence 

over educational policy, in a fairly open arena of 

competition. Since most of the financial support for 

education comes from state government and districts, which 

are more accessible to lobbying by citizen groups, Kirst 

portrays the U.S. education system as responsive to "the 

American people." But Elmore (1984) points out that it was 

because local and state school officials have not respond 

to certain constituencies that they have turned to the 

federal government for relief. Moreover, according to 

Spring (1989) corporate interests are the real shapers of 
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educational policy, not through some secret conspiracy but 

through their overwhelming political and economic 

influence. Multiple constituencies may participate in the 

process of educational policymaking, but Spring argues that 

dominant interests ultimately set the parameters for what 

is considered to be sensible or possible. 

Because formal federal authority over education is 

limited to cases in which some national interest or 

Constitutional issue can be identified, federal involvement 

in education has been characterized as a IIstimulus function 

without direct controlll (Alexander and Alexander, 1985, p. 

55). States have jurisdiction over creating, organizing 

and regulating school districts and certifying educational 

personnel, and in all states districts still exert a great 

deal of local control over the everyday operation of 

schools. Nevertheless, the federal government has played a 

very powerful role in educational policy, especially since 

World War II, and political conflict over the federal role 

in education has been particularly intense in recent 

decades (Spring, 1982). Alexander and Alexander (1985) 

cite three sources of federal control over education: 

1. The federal government, particularly through 
the courts, intervenes in state actions when 
they conflict with Constitutional protection 
of individual rights and freedoms (e.g., 
desegregation, rights of the handicapped). 

2. Federal regulations link state or district 
receipt of money for categorical programs to 



compliance with federal guidelines (e.g., 
Chapter I and bilingual programs). 

3. The federal government has the power to 
regulate the activities of educational 
agencies which come under the definition of 
interstate commerce (e.g., wages and hours, 
labor standards, etc.). 
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All of these means of federal control have been contested 

to varying degrees by those who would like to reserve power 

over education strictly to the state and/or local level and 

on the other side by those who would like to expand the 

federal role. In addition, spring (1982) describes federal 

funding for educational research and development as a 

strategy through which the federal government exerts 

indirect control over educational policy. Agencies such as 

the National Institute for Education (NIE) establish 

priorities for funding which steer researchers and program 

developers at the local level in directions consistent with 

federal political priorities. 

Aside from direct governmental action, there are also 

symbolic ways of influencing educational change which 

emanate from the national level (Firestone, Fuhrman and 

Kirst f 1989). since the period following the American 

Revolution, some national political leaders have promoted 

the development of a spirit of national unity as a primary 

function of this country's system of public education 

(spring, 1985). Especially since the civil War, schools 

have served to replace loyalties to family and local 



communities with loyalty to the nation (Burgess, 1982). 

The symbolic power of the federal government over the 

citizenry has been reinforced through infusing the 

curriculum of the public schools with the ideology of 

nationalism. 
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The relationship between federal and state roles in 

education has been a focus of recent policy analysis. In 

the 1980s, the federal role in educational policy has been 

said to be in decline, while the state role is expanding 

(Clark and Astuto, 1986; Peterson, 1988). This is true if 

one considers only the financial role of the federal 

government, which did decline during the Reagan 

administration, leaving states to take up the slack. 

However, the federal government has never contributed more 

than ten percent of the total U.S. expenditures for 

education, and its power in education cannot be measured 

simply in dollars. As Elmore (1984) has argued, education 

is an important political arena, and federal leaders are 

unlikely to desert it. Rather, they may shift their 

strategy for influencing education away from providing 

direct support for services or regulation and toward 

political pressure or "jawboning" (Hawley, 1983; Peterson, 

1988). On this basis, one could say that the federal role 

in education has not declined in recent years. And though 

states are now covering more than half of the cost of 
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education, they may not cover cuts in the programs the 

federal government has de-funded, such as those for poor, 

minority and handicapped students (Elmore, 1984; Peterson, 

1988). Therefore, the relationship between federal and 

state powers over education is not a simple case of 

reciprocal expansion and contraction in control of a 

delimited sphere of power. It is local control over 

education which is most in jeopardy of decline as authority 

and influence over education shift to higher levels. 

Cycles of Reform 

Most analysts of national trends in educational 

policy point to the cyclical nature of reform movements 

(Kirst, 1984; Murphy, 1989; Firestone, Fuhrman and Kirst, 

1989). Kirst attributes reform cycles to the "inability of 

educational policy to satisfy all the schools' 

constituencies" (1984, p. 58). Conflicts over certain 

conflicting values--efficiency, egalitarianism, 

individualism, excellence and equity--recur with 

regularity, because these values "cannot all be maximized 

at the same time" (Kirst, 1984, p. 63). In Kirst's view, 

while one value is boiling on everyone's reform agendas, 

and certain interest groups are capturing public attention 

with their claims, other values are simmering on the back 



133 

burner, their supporters waiting until public attention for 

the current hot topic evaporates. 

Oakes (1986) characterizes reform movements as 

"pendulum swings" during which educational rhetoric 

changes, but the "inherent injustice" of the institution 

remains untouched. What Oakes might have argued is that 

the "pendulum" really does not swing too far. The great 

public debates over education are for the most part 

conflicts between conservatives and liberals within the 

establishment, neither of whom question certain assumptions 

which undergird the system (Karier, 1975; Aronowitz and 

Giroux, 1985). Radicals on the left have either become 

mired in critique (particularly the Marxist demystification 

of liberalism) or have promoted educational practices with 

limited appeal that reject all systematic acquisition of 

knowledge and skills (the radical school movement) 

(Aronowitz and Giroux, 1985). They have been more likely 

to critique reform movements from outside than to 

participate in their production, and to critique the 

practices of schools rather than to vie actively for 

control over them. However, advocates of critical pedagogy 

such as Giroux (1983, 1988); and McLaren (1989) have lately 

been calling for leftists to take an active role in 

schools, to work directly with teachers to promote social 

transformation through education. Historian spring (1989) 
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is critical of such proposals, since he doubts that state

sponsored education can, by definition, bring about a 

transformation of the state. Radicals on the right, except 

for a few mostly unsuccessful battles over school prayer 

and creationism, and somewhat successful struggles to 

establish English as the official language of government 

(including education), have more often opted for 

establishing their own private schools, often religiously 

affiliated, and campaigning for parent choice. 

The Role of Reform Reports 

In the history of u.s. education, calls for reform 

have often taken the form of reports issued by commissions 

and other groups with national constituencies, pUblicized 

through the media (Kirst, 1984; Firestone, Fuhrman and 

Kirst, 1989). Cornbleth (1986) has analyzed the rhetoric 

of several 1980s reports on the topic of teacher education 

reform. A rhetorical strategy common in education reform 

reports, according to this author, is to employ "crisis 

language." Making extreme claims about the state of 

education helps the report to gain media and public 

attention. Another strategy is for the task force or 

commission who produced the report to present the 

appearance that there is a "national consensus" on the 

crisis. Then the authors' task is to "reassure the public 



that the problems are being thoughtfully considered by 

sincere, knowledgeable people" who have their best 

interests at heart (p. 5). The language of the reports, 

therefore, is "intended to shape belief and mobilize 

action" (p. 6). 
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Reform reports claim to propose "fundamental" change. 

However, fundamental changes in the cultural and 

organizational norms of u.s. education have consistently 

failed to emerge since the early 20th century (Popkewitz, 

Tabachnick and Wehlage, 1982; Sarason, 1982). At that 

time, the major organizational features of the public 

school bureaucracy as we know it today were set in place 

after a great deal of struggle. This struggle took 

slightly different forms in different local contexts, but 

in the end the organizational configurations which emerged 

in districts across the country were remarkably similar 

(Tyack, 1974). At least some of this similarity can be 

attributed to the influence of reform reports issued by 

nationwide coalitions of administrative progressives, 

primarily professors and practitioners of educational 

administration (Tyack and Hansot, 1982). A system 

constructed during one period under conditions of social 

upheaval, cultural change and political conflict, in the 

periods since has come to be taken for granted, cemented as 

it is in a bureaucratic structure reinforced by cultural 
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norms (Sarason, 1982). Since that time, reforms at most 

appear to result in "add ons" to existing arrangements 

which preserve the structural and technical core (Meyer and 

Rowan, 1978: Dreeben and Barr, 1983: Kirst, 1984). 

Cornbleth (1986) further argues that close analysis of 

reform reports reveals that they never really demanded a 

transformation. The authors usually conclude by proposing 

an increase in bureaucratization--more rules and more 

accountability of those at the bottom to those at the top 

of the system. They evaluate the effects of their reports 

by surveying for the numbers of states and/or districts 

which have adopted these changes. 

Reforms of the 1980s 

National reform cycles have come to be identified 

with decades (Spring, 1989). For example, in the 1950s the 

prevailing educational reform issue was the Cold War: in 

the 1960s, poverty and unemployment: and in the 1970s, 

career orientation and vocational education (Spring, 1982). 

In this era of instant analysis, some analysts have already 

attempted to write the history of reform activities during 

the decade of the 80s, before the decade has closed. In a 

recent review, Murphy (1989) contends that the 80s cycle is 

different from all previous reform cycles in its 

comprehensiveness and endurance. However, there are some 



137 

similarities. Once again, reform reports, A Nation at Risk 

(National commission on Excellence in Education, [NCEE] 

1983) and several other reports that followed in its wake, 

are credited with initiating the reform cycle (Murphy, 

1989, Firestone, Fuhrman and Kirst, 1989). Again, macro

level economic trends (the threat of foreign competition 

and predictions of demographic change), along with 

fundamental values conflicts over the purposes of education 

(excellence versus equity, assimilation versus pluralism), 

seem to have triggered the cycle (Murphy, 1989; Kirst, 

1984). 

However, this time the reform reports were issued 

from different quarters. Rather than professional 

educators, reform report authors during this cycle are more 

likely to be academics from outside of education, business 

leaders, and politicians. This time, the educators were 

blamed not only for their misguided educational practices, 

but for causing America's economic decline in relation to 

other nations. 

In addition, while previous reform cycles have 

focused on influencing district and federal education 

policies, this cycle is marked by heavy state involvement 

(Murphy, 1989; Firestone, Fuhrman and Kirst, 1989). Clark 

and Astuto (1986) see major changes in the lexicon of 

federal educational policy since 1980 (e.g. from "equity" 
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to "excellence," from "enforcement" to "deregulation") 

related to substantive policy changes. The Reagan 

administration during this decade has shifted the federal 

role from providing funding for services to pressuring 

states to initiate educational reforms (Clark and Astuto, 

1986). Federal officials such as former Secretary of 

Education William Bennett have used their offices as bully 

pulpits from which to excoriate educators into accepting 

the reformers' agenda and to publicize comparisons across 

states (Clark and Astuto, 1986). Reformers in this cycle 

evaluate the influence of their reform reports by issuing 

still more reports tracking the responses of state 

governments, thus keeping the pressure on by publicizing 

inter-state comparisons (Firestone, Fuhrman and Kirst, 

1989). 

Another way that this cycle is different, and more 

powerful, according to Murphy (1989) is that this time 

reforms strike at the core of education, rather than only 

at bureaucratic procedures. In order to appear responsive 

to national pressure, state governments are wielding their 

powers over education to intervene more actively at the 

local level in matters of curriculum and instruction 

(Murphy, 1989). An increase in the proportion of state 

funding, related to declining federal and local support, 

gives state governments a financial lever for promoting 
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reforms. I.e., Districts which receive state funding are 

held more accountable to the state. According to Murphy 

(1989), state education departments are undergoing a 

renewal, with revived state attention and funding for 

education, and their staffs are increasingly professional 

and influential over policymaking because of their 

expertise in educational research and evaluation. 

Looking back from his vantage point of 1989, Murphy 

perceives three distinct waves of reform during the decade. 

The first wave of 1980s reform, initiated during President 

Ronald Reagan's first term in office, was characterized by 

conservativism. The political ideology of this wave was 

exemplified in the report A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983). 

This wave saw states mandating mechanistic, quantitative 

reforms such as increasing graduation requirements, the 

length of the school day and year, etc., under the buzzword 

of "excellence" (Hawley, 1988; Murphy, 1989). These 

reforms, according to their proponents, were aimed at 

returning America to economic ascendancy by returning to an 

emphasis on academic achievement in schools. This wave 

also promoted tighter bureaucratic linkages in the 

notoriously loosely coupled educational system and more 

accountability of educators to the state. 

The second wave, based on a quick reevaluation of the 

first one, asked for more fundamental changes under the 
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buzzword of "restructuring" (Murphy, 1989). The three 

broad areas of reform here were decentralized (school site

based) management, professionalization of teachers, and 

enactment of reforms which attended to the needs of 

students overlooked in the first wave (Murphy, 1989). That 

is, the "equity" advocates had a say in this wave; they 

used the buzzword "at risk" to draw attention to these 

forgotten students (Murphy, 1989; Hawley, 1988). First 

wave reforms, consisting primarily in administrative 

regulations of districts, carried a low state pricetag; 

districts footed the bill. However, second wave reforms 

were characterized by increasing state investment in 

incentive programs for schools to restructure and to serve 

their at-risk students (Murphy, 1989). The second wave, 

much weaker in force and slower to exert its influence, 

could be termed the liberal response to the conservatism of 

the first. The at-risk reform report most identified with 

this wave was Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at Risk 

(National Coalition of Advocates for Students, 1985). Also 

part of this wave, in 1987 the Council of Chief State 

School Officers issued two important documents calling for 

state legislation and funding for services to at-risk 

students. 

Hawley (1988) proposed that yet a third wave of 

reform was necessary, because the second wave did not go 
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far enough in supporting at-risk students. He hoped that 

this wave would emerge from the political consensus among 

both liberals and conservatives about the need to provide 

more comprehensive services to children and families. The 

rationale for this, according to Hawley's account, seems to 

be economic rather than altruistic: investing in children 

is investing in the future workforce. By 1989, Murphy 

argued that the third wave, characterized by comprehensive 

services to children delivered or coordinated by schools, 

was on the way. This wave has a distinct disadvantage over 

the first two, in that it would mean massive new investment 

in programs for children and families. The argument I 

heard repeatedly at at-risk conferences during 1988-89, 

that schools could expand their services to students by 

simply coordinating better with other social agencies, 

denies the fact that these other agencies are already 

understaffed and overburdened. It is too soon to tell 

about the third wave, but there were clearly signs of it in 

Arizona, among some educational and social service leaders. 

The third wave, as Murphy (1989) has described it, is 

politically complex. In the twentieth century, liberals 

have looked to the federal government for assistance in 

solving social problems. In the Reagan era this source of 

support was curtailed, and the locus of educational reform 

shifted to the state level. To gain support for a broad-
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based "children's agenda," the extension of social services 

to children and families through the schools, liberals and 

conservatives have formed bipartisan coalitions of 

educators, state policymakers, business, and other helping 

professions. This wave (still so new it is hard to predict 

if it will come ashore) is propelled by a coalition of 

groups with different interests in children who 

nevertheless have consensus on the need for some kind of 

special attention to at-risk students. An Education 

Commission of the states report, securing Our Future: The 

Report of the National Forum for Youth at Risk (1988) best 

illustrates this point. 

In addition, the purpose of some recent reports has 

been to evaluate the changes which have occurred in 

response to previous reports. Since they are being held 

responsible for educational reform in this era, the 

responses of state policymakers have come under the 

greatest scrutiny. A fourth report to be reviewed for this 

chapter, America's Shame. America's Hope: Twelve Million 

youth At Risk (MOC, 1988), belongs to this genre of 

critiques of state policy responses. 

The reports on at-risk students which are most widely 

cited in recent literature have emanated from national 

education organizations such as Education Commission of the 

states (ECS), Council of Chief State School Officers 
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(CCSSO), National School Boards' Association (NSBA) and 

National Association of School Administrators (NASA). 

Though these groups represent members at the state and 

local levels, they are all centered in Washington DC. It 

is in a tight network of privately funded organizations and 

foundations, policymakers and the press in the Washington 

area that new policy trends such as the at-risk student 

movement are often promoted (V. Richardson, 11/88). Former 

National Institute of Education executive Virginia 

Richardson described this network as a system of 

"horizontal transfer of memos" among staff members of these 

groupG, who are all "trying to impress each other and 

compete with each other" (p. 7). In her experience as a 

frequent speaker and observer of behavior at national 

meetings on at-risk students, Richardson has found that 

the people most involved in this action are ambitious and 

full of energy, but their analyses of educational issues 

tend to lack an historical perspective. They spend little 

time reflecting on whether their policy proposals contain 

genuinely new ideas. Kozol (in McQuaid, 1989) has remarked 

that the education reporters covering the hottest topics of 

the day also lack an historical perspective on educational 

reform, and thereby make each report or innovation proposed 

by the groups sound like news. Through this interaction, 
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the public is lead to believe that educational groups are 

continually on the forefront of educational change. 

What does issuing a report on the at-risk issue 

accomplish for a sponsoring agency or organization? 

Publicity, for one thing. One education reporter has noted 

that 

• • • reports are an easy route to the front 
page: all the legwork that would normally go 
into preparing a story arrives prepackaged. 
Reports carry the stamp of expertise and 
authority, and they often come complete with 
camera-ready graphics. Few reporters know how 
to delve beneath the rhetoric of an official 
report. (McQuaid, 1989, p. K6) 

Most of the general public will never read the reports 

firsthand, but will become familiar with them through media 

coverage which further oversimplifies the issues (McQuaid, 

1989: v. Richardson, 11/88). Groups compete for such 

coverage, hoping not to be "scooped" by another group and 

attempting to create their own unique angle on an issue so 

that their report receives special attention (Ed Week 

Editor B: V. Richardson). One Education Week editor 

explained to me that good coverage is more likely if the 

group has enlisted "prestigious and influential names" for 

their report-producing panel, and scheduled a national news 

conference with these big names in attendance for the 

report's release. For example, these strategies helped 

Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at Risk (NeAS, 1985) 

receive major coverage, in this editor's opinion. So did 
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the National Coalition of Advocates for Children's decision 

to echo A Nation at Risk in the report's title. By 

providing reports with coverage, this editor said, the 

education media do not create a linguistic trend such as 

labelling students at risk, but they definitely play an 

"interactive" role with the education groups (Ed Week 

Editor A, 5/89). The reports and policy documents to be 

reviewed in this chapter all received major Education Week 

coverage on their release. 

In addition to publicity, groups may also gain in 

membership and local influence by producing a popular 

report. At the individual level, authorship of a popular 

report can only enhance the authors' reputations in the 

Washington circle, and this may lead to speaking 

engagements and job offers. Richardson has hypothesized 

that the internal social process of report production, 

rather than the external response to the report itself, may 

be where to locate some of the report's most lasting 

political effects (V. Richardson, 11/88). Finally, there 

is the incentive of proceeds from report sales. In the 

process of ordering copies of reports for this study, I 

found that most Washington-based groups have brochures or 

catalogues for marketing their publications. 

Whether a reform report actually mobilizes any action 

is another question. If it does, the media are less likely 
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to cover this process in any detail. with the possible 

exception of A Nation at Risk-initiated reforms, the media 

pay closer attention to the "splash" at the beginning of a 

reform initiative than to the nuts and bolts of 

policymaking and implementation (Ed Week Editor A, 5/89). 

One reason for this suggested by an Education Week editor 

is that states tend to resort to "copycatting" in their 

policy formulation, and it takes a truly original move to 

capture media attention (Ed Week Editor A, 5/89). 

Reporting on policy implementation can also be more 

difficult, another Education Week editor explained, since 

what he has found is that people at the state level may not 

communicate well with each other, reporters obtain 

different stories from different informants, and the result 

may be an unreliable story (Ed Week editor B, 11/88). 

Assessing the material effects of any national report, 

therefore, is difficult; but that may miss an important 

point. These reports are useful not so much as guidebooks 

to specific actions but as evidence of ways of 

conceptualizing educational issues among different 

coalitions of actors active at the national level. 
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The At-Risk Reform Reports 

A Nation at Risk 

A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983) is undoubtedly the most 

widely analyzed and influential of the recent education 

reform reports, and has been credited with touching off the 

reform waves of the 1980s. Reports of and reactions to 

this report appeared in virtually every educational 

publication, and also in newspapers and popular magazines 

(U.S. Dept. of Education, 1984). It almost belabors the 

point to propose yet another analysis of this report. 

However, because the "students at risk" reports that 

followed can all be characterized more or less as reactions 

to A Nation at Risk, a thorough understanding of the 

meanings of at risk in this report and the policy arguments 

contained in it was necessary for this study. The official 

story behind the report, presented in the introduction, was 

that then-Secretary of Education Terrell H. Bell decided to 

create the Commission on Excellence in Education as a 

result of the "widespread public perception that something 

is seriously remiss in our educational system" (p. 1). 

Clark and Astuto (1986), on the other hand, describe this 

action not as a response to public discontent with 

education (which may not have been particularly high at the 

time), but as a proactive move by the Reagan administration 

to set a new agenda for federal education policy during an 
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uncertain period. Forming a commission, holding public 

hearings, etc., gave this process a democratic aura and 

quasi-empirical basis. The Commission's findings were 

presented as if they had open-mindedly set out to research 

the problems of education and, through a process of 

induction from their findings, to formulate their policy 

recommendations. 

The commission was chaired by UCLA President David 

Gardner, and the membership included college presidents and 

professors, businesspeople, state and local education 

officials, a former governor, a foundation member, two 

principals and a classroom teacher. They were selected, 

according to Bell, for their knowledge of educational 

programs and their familiarity with "views of the public, 

of employers, of educators, and of leaders of a range of 

professions" on educational change (NCEE, 1983, p. 40). 

The report was const~~cted from five sources of 

information: papers commissioned from experts, people who 

testified at meetings of the Commission, selected existing 

analyses of problems in education, letters from persons who 

volunteered their comments and descriptions of notable 

programs and approaches. The only individuals whose voices 

were quoted directly in the report were Secretary Bell, 

President Reagan, educational researcher Paul Hurd, 

educational analyst Paul Copperman, and John Slaughter, a 
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former director of the National Science Foundation. 

otherwise, the testimony and findings were summarized as 

the views of nameless "citizens" who informed the 

Commission of their "frustration" with American education. 

The stated purposes of the report were to evaluate 

the "quality" of teaching and academic achievement in the 

u.s., including comparisons with other nations, and to 

assess how education had been affected by "major social and 

educational changes in the last quarter century" (i.e., to 

critique the effects of educational policy since the War on 

Poverty era). Following from this assessment, the 

Commission would define "problems which must be faced if we 

are successfully to pursue the course of excellence in 

education" (NCEE, 1983, pp. 1-2). The report, therefore, 

followed the traditional policy analysis sequence of 

setting or defining the problem (presumably on some 

objective basis) and proposing policy solutions which 

logically follow from this problem definition (Schon, 

1979). 

The central argument of the report was structured 

around an epidemiological metaphor. The Nation (the 

"population" in epidemiological terms) was described as at 

risk or in danger of two conditions: (a) being 

technologically and economically "overtaken by 

competitors," such as the Japanese; and (b) being "eroded 



by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very 

future" (p. 5). 

150 

Also described as at risk was the Jeffersonian ideal 

that the nation is an open meritocracy in which economic 

success derives from natural ability and effort, not 

inherited status: 

The promise first made on this continent: All 
regardless of race or class or economic status, 
are entitled to a fair chance and to the tools 
for developing their individual powers of mind 
and spirit to the utmost. (p. 8) 

The last statement was also printed in large letters on the 

page facing the title page, giving clear notice of the 

commission's commitment to an American tradition of equal 

educational opportunity. 

Finally, the Commission described certain persons as 

at-risk: "certain of the 'Nation's youth' • the 

socioeconomically disadvantaged, minority and language 

minority students, and the handicapped" (p. 32). 

Therefore, A Nation at Risk itself contributed to the 

popularization of the notion of labelling poor, minority 

students at risk. The condition for which they were said 

to be at risk was being "effectively disenfranchised, not 

simply from the material rewards that accompany competent 

performance, but also from the chance to participate fully 

in our national life" (p. 7). 
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The commission's concern for educational equity and 

fairness was repeated twice more in the report, when the 

authors argued that " ••• the twin goals of equity and 

high-quality schooling have profound and practical meaning 

for our economy and society, and we cannot permit one to 

yield to the other either in principal or in practice" (p. 

13); and "we must emphasize that a variety of student 

aspirations, abilities, and preparation requires that 

appropriate content be available to satisfy diverse needs" 

(p. 24). 

However, as Oakes (1986) has pointed out, the 

meritocracy argument, and the argument that schools should 

provide different content for different kinds of students, 

are weak equity arguments that leave the bases of 

inequality in American society unchallenged. The bulk of 

the report reflected the authors' primary preoccupation 

with excellence, rather than equity. They portrayed 

schooling as a "capital investment" ~hich should show 

economic returns, rather than as a means of achieving a 

just society (spring, 1985; Oakes, 1986). In fact, their 

analysis of the causes of the risk to the Nation can be 

read as a critique of developments in education since the 

liberal, equity-oriented period of the 1960s-70s. Too much 

investment in equity, they argued, had unbalanced the 

system. As Greene (1984) has put it, the authors claimed 
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that the "national interest" as they defined it was a 

higher priority than equity. 

Employing a military metaphor, the authors go on to 

argue that the forces of conservatism and anticommunism 

must regroup to save the nation from the inevitable effects 

of letting down our educational guard against foreign 

competition and neglecting our most important educational 

commitments: 

We have allowed this to happen to ourselves. We 
have even squandered the gains in student 
achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik 
challenge. Moreover, we have dismantled 
essen'tial support systems that made those gains 
possible. We have, in effect, been committing an 
act of unthinking, unilateral educational 
disarmament. (p. 5) 

That we have compromised this commitment is 
hardly surprising, given the multitude of often 
conflicting demands we have placed on our 
Nation's schools and colleges. They are 
routinely called on to provide solutions to 
personal, social, and political problems that the 
home and other institutions either will not or 
cannot resolve. We must understand that these 
demands on our schools and colleges often exact 
an educational cost as well as a financial one. 
(p. 6) 

The authors delivered a tongue-lashing to those whose 

laziness and weakness of character had allowed us to 

jeopardize our international preeminence: "History is not 

kind to idlers" (p. 6). While educational policymakers 

were so worried about personal, social and political 

domestic problems, they contended, the economic competition 

overtook us by improving the education of their workers, 
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their knowledge of new technology and their productivity. 

The authors detailed what they and the "public" considered 

to be the inadequacies or "shoddiness" of the current 

system, including a nonrigorous curriculum, low 

expectations of students, reduced time spent on schoolwork, 

and ill-qualified teachers. 

A list of "Indicators of Risk" extended the 

epidemiological analogy. These were early symptoms of the 

impending condition, presented in the form of statistics on 

declines in student achievement (particularly in science 

and math), literacy, higher order thinking skills, and 

increasing needs for remedial instruction among new workers 

and military recruits. Another less tangible indicator, 

the authors said, was the level of "frustration" with 

education expressed by the public in the Commissions' 

hearings (p. 12). They did not quote directly from any of 

this testimony, but claimed that those testifying 

represented a broad cross-section of the American 

population who all came to essentially similar conclusions. 

They supported this claim with evidence of a Gallup Poll on 

the public's views of education. 

In summary, the problem was defined as economic 

decline due to declining educational standards and 

commitment to productivity. What is important from the 

point of view of this study of at risk as a student 
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descriptor is that this way of setting the problem meant 

that policy solutions were directed toward the structure, 

organization and content of education as an institution, 

not toward certain groups of at-risk students. The 

commission prescribed higher graduation requirements, 

including the "New Basics" (English, math, science, social 

studies, computer science, plus foreign languages for the 

college bound); higher standards for evaluation of student 

performance and conduct; higher college admission 

standards; more time spent on academic schoolwork; improved 

preparation of teachers and incentives for teacher 

performance. Most recommendations concentrated on 

secondary schools. The commission acknowledged that some 

might fear that raising standards could make school success 

more difficult for certain students, a claim repeated in 

some of the later at-risk reports (e.g., MOC, 1988). Their 

answer was that " ••• there remains a common expectation: 

We must demand the best effort and performance from all 

students, whether they are gifted or less able, affluent or 

disadvantaged, whether destined for college, the farm, or 

industry" (p.24). 

The primary responsibility for implementing higher 

standards was assigned to state and local officials. 

Citizens were exhorted to exert political pressure for 

change at these levels. The federal government role, in 



the meantime, was to "define the national interest in 

education," to continue its current educational 

commitments, to support reforms where appropriate but to 

avoid federal interference which might stifle local 
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efforts. Teachers and teacher educators were not assigned 

any specific responsibilities. 

Near the end of the report was a sermonlike "Word to 

Parents and Students" about their responsibilities for 

educational change. Parents were to become better examples 

of the work ethic: 

Help yO'L. -.. children understand that excellence in 
education cannot be achieved without intellectual 
and moral integrity coupled with hard work and 
commitment. Children will look to their parents 
and teachers as models of such virtues. (p. 35) 

Students were to commit themselves to the belief that hard 

work is the basis of attainment: 

Even with your parents' best example and your 
teachers' best efforts, in the end it is your 
work that determines how much and how well you 
learn. When you work to your full capacity, you 
can hope to attain the knowledge and skills that 
will enable you to create your future and control 
your destiny. (p. 35) 

The American people had come to expect to be rewarded for 

little effort. The only way to overtake the Japanese and 

other competitors would be to teach Americans to work 

harder, something our academically and morally flaccid 

educational system was failing to do. 
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A Nation at Risk represented a reassert ion of the 

Calvinistic work ethic which has played a prominent, 

recurring role in the history of American education 

(spring, 1985). The authors evidenced little understanding 

of why certain groups of students may have become 

disillusioned with education as a route to economic 

success, or why some adult workers had become disillusioned 

with their work. The blame for economic decline was placed 

almost entirely on the backs of educators, for failing to 

reinforce the value of hard work and to prepare students 

for a high-tech future. Managers of the American economy 

and of American business were absolved of responsibility; 

in fact, they were presented as the victims of educators' 

failures. 

Close analysis of the arguments of A Nation at Risk 

may find them awkward and lacking in empirical support. 

Nevertheless, the report was rhetorically very effective; 

it achieved its purposes. According to Clark and Astuto 

(1986), A Nation at Risk had four major effects. It shifted 

educational policymakers from defining the problems of 

education as a lack of equal opportunity to a lack of 

excellence and rigor; it omitted the guilty "educationists" 

(teachers, teacher educators) from the process of 

formulating and implementing solutions; it reduced 

solutions to simple quantitative improvements in standards 
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and requirements; and it shifted the responsibility for 

educational reform from the federal to the state level. 

After this report, "the administration's interests were 

channeled toward encouraging the states and exhorting them 

to push its sUbstantive agenda" (Clark and Astuto, 1986, p. 

7) • 

A follow-up report, A Nation Responds (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1984) documented the 

"extraordinary" response. Media coverage of the report was 

unprecedented. Governors, corporate leaders, and the 

American public had enlisted in the reform effort. This 

report included state-by-state comparisons in the 

implementation of A Nation at Risk's recommendations, and 

found that all states had responded. In Arizona, for 

example, Democratic Governor Babbitt had appointed a task 

force which had already issued a comprehensive report on 

the state of education in Arizona. The legislature had 

mandated the development of course of study in all subject 

areas and grades, and the state board was developing 

tougher minimum requirements for eighth grade and high 

school graduation and considering adding a third grade 

checkpoint on achievement. other proposals in the works 

involved teacher certification requirements, career ladder 

pilot projects, and a longer school year. Federal 

education policy in the years 1985-88 was to emphasize such 
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inter-state comparisons in academic achievement and inter

state competition for recognition based on conformity to 

the new agenda (Clark and Astuto, 1986). 

"Excellence" became the "token word, the magic word" 

of this movement (Greene, 1984, p. 283). However, the 

meanings of excellence were reduced from their historically 

lofty plane to the level of technical competence, 

completion of course units, minutes and days of school time 

(Greene, 1984). There were some people who did not jump on 

the excellence bandwagon, who were dissatisfied with its 

directions. They challenged the policy arguments presented 

in A Nation at Risk, particularly the analysis of who or 

what was at risk, and why, and whose interests were to be 

served in the "national interest." 

Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at Risk 

This report is clearly intended to be an antidote 
to the relative neglect this topic has received 
in the commissioned commentaries that have 
grabbed much of the nation's attention. The 
authors capture the difference in perspective 
niftily when they say that it is not so much that 
the nation is at risk as that the nation's 
children are at risk. (Michael Timpane, 
President, Teachers College, Columbia University, 
quoted on cover of NCAS, 1985) 

In 1985 the National Coalition of Advocates for 

Children (NCAS), a Boston-based network of child advocacy 

groups working on public school issues at all levels of the 

system, published a reply to A Nation at Risk. The 
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report's authors explained that in 1983, after A Nation at 

Risk was released, NCAS appointed a Board of Inquiry headed 

by Harvard education professor Harold Howe II and Marian 

Wright Edelman, President of the Children's Defense Fund in 

Washington DC (i.e., their "big names"). The other fifteen 

members of the board represented fifteen different roles in 

the educational system, from parent to teacher to 

superintendent to sta'te board member, from community 

organizer to program director to state legislator. Their 

charge was to investigate 

• • • the problems of young people whose learning 
is hampered by schools that do not serve them 
adequately; by expectations on the part of 
educators that they will not or cannot succeed; 
by denial of access to special needs programs; by 
fiscal policies that limit educational services; 
and by inattention to the difficulties young 
people face in moving from school to work. (NCAS 
Board of Inquiry 1985, p. iv) 

Funding for the Board's work was provided by private 

sources: the Carnegie Corporation, Faxon Company and six 

charitable foundations. The Board hired a staff which 

arranged for hearings in ten u.s. cities, completed 

background research and composed report drafts. 

At the Boardls hearings, 285 witnesses provided over 

100 hours of testimony. The Board presented its 

conclusions as emerging inductively from this testimony and 

from an extensive literature review. What this report 

accomplished much more credibly than A Nation at Risk was 
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providing copious evidence to support this claim, including 

names and identities of all witnesses, numerous direct 

quotations from testimony, and photographs of witnesses 

scattered throughout the report. Other voices included in 

the report were those of educational researchers and 

experts (e.g., John Goodlad) and representatives of 

advocacy groups. The other side of the issue was presented 

through quotation from and frequent reference to A Nation 

at Risk. 

The central argument of the report followed the usual 

policy argument sequence. The authors described several 

categories of children at risk and their negative 

experiences of schooling, analyzed how these problems came 

about, prescribed solutions and assigned responsibility for 

their implementation. Asking, "Who are the children at 

risk?" the authors answered: 

They include a large proportion of young people 
from poor families of all races. They include 
minority and immigrant children who face 
discriminatory policies and practices, large 
numbers of girls and women who miss out on 
educational opportunities routinely afforded 
males, and children with special needs who are 
unserved, underserved, or improperly categorized 
because of handicap or learning difficulties. 
Students in our schools where these conditions 
exist are clearly 'at risk' in our social and 
economic system. (p. iv-v) 

Therefore, in their population-at-risk they included poor, 

minority students who once might have been labelled 

"culturally disadvantaged," as well as other categories. 
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At risk as a label for children seemed to be a broader term 

for any group of students who systematically do not achieve 

their expected level of success in school. The problem 

definition drew attention not to the deficits of the 

students themselves but to deficits in their treatment in 

schools: children at risk are capable of success in school 

and work. However, many miss out on these opportunities to 

their own and the nation's detriment" (p. v). The authors 

of A Nation at Risk had recognized that some students might 

have difficulties in school, but they treated this as a 

marginal issue which could be overcome through setting 

uniformly high expectations. According to this set of 

authors, on the other hand, children at risk were not a 

small "fringe element" in the schools, but a "substantial 

ill-served majority of students" (p. 93). Their 

difficulties were not a minor side effect of American 

schooling, but a central characteristic of it. 

The conditions for which children were at risk were: 

For Black Students: Punishment and suspension in 
disproportionate numbers; misclassification as 
handicapped; and becoming alienated from school. 
(p.14) 

For Language/Cultural Minority Students: Not 
having "full access to quality education" due to 
lack of bilingual education (p. 16); and 
disconfirmation of their "history, experience, 
and dreams" and "tribal language and identities." 
(p. 18) 

For Female Students: Being at a disadvantage in 
comparison with males in skills, aspirations and 



opportunities; "a life pattern of lost 
educational opportunities, unstable family life, 
poor employability, and welfare dependency"; and 
dropping out or falling behind due to pregnancy. 
(pp. 21-23) 

For Handicapped Students: Being either unserved 
or underserved; not having future options for 
work: and being misclassified and thereby treated 
inappropriately or unfairly. 
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In addition, like A Nation at Risk, this report called 

attention to the economic and social risks to the nation as 

a whole as a result of placing so many children at risk: 

Failure to educate millions of children is 
turning the potential for social profit into 
grave deficit, the cost of which the American 
taxpayers will bear both financially and 
socially, in terms of increased dependency and 
the loss of a sense of common purpose. (p. ix) 

However, the writers downplayed this economic argument in 

favor of their equity argument. They contended that 

"investments" in education for poor and minority children 

are more than financially wise: they are also "just" (ix). 

Analyzing the way these authors framed the problem 

through Ruiz's (1984) "problem, rights and resource" 

perspectives, it is evident in this case that children at 

risk were not being defined as problems; the system was the 

problem. Children at risk were defined both as persons 

with the right to an education: .. perpetuating 

inequalities in educational access seems to us as 

fundamental a denial of the American commitment to equal 

opportunity as denial of the right to vote or the right to 
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due process under law ••• " (p. vi), and as social 

resources that were being squandered " the united 

states cannot afford to leave underdeveloped the talents of 

millions of children who happen to be born different" (p. 

v) • 

The report's analysis of the causes of the conditions 

facing children at risk was very lengthy. It consisted of a 

point-by-point refutation of the claims made in A Nation 

at Risk, sUbstantiated with testimony and evidence at every 

turn. According to this interpretation, A Nation at Risk 

and its supporters had portrayed education as an 

institution with scarce resources which are better spent on 

privileged populations. If education policymakers adopted 

this perspective, the authors warned, the role of the 

school was in danger of shifting from promotion of equal 

opportunity to perpetuation of inequality (p. vi). During 

the first years of the Reagan administration, federal 

programs for compensatory education were weakened and the 

federal commitment to equity had dimmed considerably. The 

current "tidal wave of reform" immediately following A 

Nation at Risk seemed to omit concerns for "educational 

access and equity" (p. 4). 

Like A Nation at Risk, this report evaluated the 

performance of educators, but from an equity perspective. 

When this group listened to "public" commentary, they heard 
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an entirely different message presenting an entirely 

different depiction of American schooling. What they heard 

in the stories of those who testified was evidence of: 

Class discrimination: We heard about daily, 
entrenched practices which discourage low-income 
students and undermine their self-esteem and 
ultimately their performance in school. (p. 6) 

Racial discrimination: students feel unwelcome in 
an educational environment in which they are 
neither respected nor fully included. (p. 14) 

cultural discrimination: The operating assumption 
in many schools we heard about is that different 
backgrounds and languages constitute deficits to 
be corrected, rather than strengths upon which to 
build. (p. 16) 

Sex discrimination: Females often face low and 
stereotyped expectations on the part of teachers, 
administrators, and counselors, and they are 
frequently confronted by biased texts and 
curriculum materials. (p. 24) 

Abuse of special education: Some schools fail to 
provide appropriate special education services 
for all those children who need them. At the 
same time, many school systems have placed large 
numbers of students who have learning 
difficulties but who are not handicapped in 
categorical programs for the mildly disabled. (p. 
27) 

Like A Nation at Risk, the report named educators, 

especially administrators, as responsible for these 

conditions. Administrators responsive to the demands of 

privileged parents, they said, may not be adequately 

committed to the less privileged. Teacher attitudes could 

also contribute to the problem, but the authors softened 

their blame of teachers by saying that it is more likely 
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that teachers' responses to children at ris]c were being 

constrained by top-down directives. Like A Nation at 

Risk, this report also analyzed the structural and 

organizational weaknesses of schools, but came to entirely 

different conclusions. The problems they identified were 

inflexible structure, abuses of tracking and ability 

grouping, misuses of testing, narrowness of curriculum and 

teaching practices, limitations of vocational education, 

lack of support services for youth, inadequate early 

childhood programs, and absence of democratic governance. 

Most of the support for this analysis came not from 

testimony but from educational researchers and experts such 

as John Goodlad. From this perspective, A Nation at Risk-

inspired reforms were exacerbating the worst tendencies of 

schools. The authors ended this section with a quotation 

from John Dewey on the ideal school and its social effects: 

When the school introduces and trains each child 
of society into membership within such a little 
community, saturating him with the spirit of 
service; and providing him with the instruments 
of effective self-direction, we shall have the 
deepest and best guarantee of a larger society 
which is worthy, lovely and harmonious. (p. 67, 
from Dewey, 1900, The School and society) 

The next section of the report challenged the economic 

analysis of A Nation at Risk, again employing research 

evidence and expert opinion rather than public testimony. 

The authors concluded that the analysis in A Nation at Risk 

was based on faulty information on the future labor market, 



in which low paid service sector jobs, rather than those 

requiring highly technical skills, will dominate. They 
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reversed the education-economy relationship presented in A 

Nation at Risk: 

In this past year of educational reform activity 
we have learned about how our quality of life 
depends on the excellence of our schools. To 
maintain the economic viability of this nation, 
we are being told, we must improve our schools. 
We believe the converse of this statement is also 
true. Educational excellence depends to a high 
degree on the economic health of our society. (p. 
71) 

These authors saw a future of increasing unemployment and 

underemployment, and increasing economic polarization of 

the population, as most growth occurs in dead-end, low

paying jobs. They disputed the claim that "toughening up" 

the schools would solve our economic problems. They also 

had concerns about the "emphasis on materialistic motives 

as a basic platform for education reform" rather than 

reform which broadens the curricUlum to address the "whole 

person" (p. 89). Finally, they examined the inequities in 

school funding which prevent some schools from reaching for 

excellence no matter how much reform pressure they receive. 

The recommendations of this report are especially 

relevant for this study. In particular, the authors stated 

that 

• • • we do not advocate segregating "children at 
risk" into special programs. Too much of that 
has already characterized our schools. Instead, 
we argue for including the vast majority of these 



students in the mainstream of teaching and 
learning and for giving them access to higher 
standards of academic performance through two 
basic strategies: Removing barriers that schools 
have placed in the way of student learning; and 
Recognizing that many children need extra help to 
attain the levels of learning of which they are 
capable. (p. v) 

167 

They called for a renewal of the liberal agenda of federal 

funding for disadvantaged education and enforcement of 

civil rights. But this time, rather than promoting a new 

wave of the student labelling generally associated with 

federal compensatory programs, their recommendations asked 

educational policymakers to implement changes in mainstream 

educational programs, such as nondiscriminatory policies, 

school restructuring, redistribution of school funding, 

parent inVOlvement, and diversification of curriculum and 

teaching methods. With decentralization of the system, 

they said, principals (ironically, the same people they 

earlier blamed for many discriminatory practices) would be 

in key leadership positions to defend the rights and 

develop the resources of all children. They called on 

teachers to be accountable for the attainment of every 

student, and proposed evaluations of teachers on this 

basis. They pressed parents to become more involved in 

their children's ed~cation and to push for educational 

reform. 

Therefore, according to these authors, the notion of 

calling children at risk for this report was never intended 
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to set off a new wave of student labelling and categorical 

programs. Rather, at risk was used by the authors to call 

attention to an issue and to evoke a response, what Lehrer 

(1983) has termed an aspect of "critical communication." 

After their introductory pages, in fact, the term at risk 

does not appear; and the authors never referred to "at-risk 

students." The focus of their reform recommendations was 

not on failing students but on those who had been failing 

them. However, despite their disclaimer, this report has 

been perceived as popularizing at risk as a student 

descriptor: 

The Excellence Commission's report found the 
nation at risk, but said nothing about at-risk 
students. That message was left for the National 
Coalition of Advocates for Students, whose 1985 
report--Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at 
Risk--made the term "at risk students" part of 
the reform lexicon. (Hill, 1989, p. 53) 

In summary, A Nation at Risk and Barriers to 

Excellence: Our Children at Risk framed the terms of the 

at-risk debate. Depending on which definition of the 

problem one accepts, the priority of education should be to 

promote international economic competition or equal 

opportunity within u.s. society. Each report used selected 

testimony, research and expert opinion to support a 

political position on education (Shannon, 1989). In 

McHoul's terms, the reports "concocted 'what is' and 'what 

should be'" (1986, p. 198) differently and thereby 
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constructed very different social and political realities. 

As I shall argue, in order to win bipartisan support for 

policies for at-risk students, their backers have had to 

talk as if we lived in both of these realities 

simultaneously. These policies have been consistently 

promoted by appeals to both economics and justice. 

Council of Chief state school Officers Policy statement and 

Model State Statute 

The recommitment of federal funding for educational 

equity called for in Barriers to Excellence: Our Children 

at Risk has not occurred. Although the report received 

coverage in the education media, this in no way approached 

the attention paid to A Nation at Risk. One contributor to 

its limited influence may have been that it was produced by 

"outsiders," by a coalition of child advocacy groups 

centered in Boston, outside of the national network in 

Washington. Almost all recent policy initiatives in 

education, including new funding for at-risk students, have 

emanated from the state level; and most of the widely-cited 

"at-risk student" reports have been produced by national 

organizations of state officials centered in Washington. 

In 1987 the Council of Chief state School Officers (CCSSO) 

issued two important documents in this regard. CCSSO is a 

nationwide organization of all public officials (usually 
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titled Superintendents) who head departments of education 

in the fifty states, Washington D.C. and territories. The 

organization sponsors a Resource Center on Educational 

Equity which concentrates on "equity in education for 

minorities, women and girls, and for disabled, limited 

English proficient, and low-income students" (CCSSO f 

1987a). The Resource Center has coordinated CCSSO 

activities in relation to at-risk students and has produced 

several documents on this topic which have been covered by 

the education media. One of these documents was a policy 

statement titled "Assuring School Success for Students at 

Risk" (CCSSO, 1987a) approved by CCSSO at their November, 

1987, meeting. 

The CCSSO policy statement illustrated how excellence 

and equity had been made compatible, rather than opposing, 

goals in the second wave of reform. CCSSO's argument was 

that the first step of reform had been to raise 

expectations and standards for students (excellence), and 

the second step was to "assure that these new expectations 

are met by all students" (equity) (p. 1). Echoing A Nation 

at Risk and hearkening back to the nation's beginnings, the 

authors contended that education for all has been a 

fundamental American commitment which has expanded over the 

years: 

Increasingly, we have realized that our entire 
population must be literate and well-educated for 



our social, economic and political 
We have moved toward the objective 
literate and educated population. 
not attained it! Our nation is at 
starting the 21st Century with one 
youngsters failing to complete the 
learning. (p. 1) 

effectiveness. 
of a fully 
But we have 
risk of 
of four 
essentials of 
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They went on to argue that the nation will not reach its 

future economic goals without universal high school 

graduation. In short order, therefore, CCSSo was able to 

link the interests of the nation and the interests of 

students at risk. The statement defined "students at 

risk" as those who are unlikely to graduate from high 

school, and stated that the majority of these are "poor, 

minority and of limited English proficiency" (p. 1). That 

is, though at risk designates a broader category, potential 

dropouts, most of the members of the category are poor, 

minority students. To talk about "at risk students" is 

implicitly to talk about poor, minority students without 

having to mention class or race explicitly. It follows 

that the nation has an interest in such students, and not 

solely on the equity basis which has predominated in 

liberal policy arguments. The basis of this interest is 

economic success. For example, a past CCSSO president, 

state Superintendent David Hornbeck of Maryland, has been 

quoted as saying there is a consensus among "the private 

sector, elected officials and the wider citizenry" that 

"without success for all kids, our standard of living in 
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this nation is going to go down the tubes" (Olson, 1987, p. 

17) • 

Achieving a national goal of universal high school 

graduation by the year 2000 would mean changing the usual 

educational practices toward students at risk, CCSSo said. 

The education they had been receiving was not marked by its 

"excellence": 

Evidence shows clearly the schools' failure to 
serve students at risk results from these 
factors: low expectations for student 
performance, inadequate resources, uneven quality 
of teaching staff, absence of close school/home 
connections, and the inadequacy of school 
programs. (p. 2) 

Because the states have primary responsibility for 

providing education in the united states, the authors 

argued, 

• the states must lead the way to provide 
resources so that all schools offer a program of 
high quality, to strengthen the practice of 
education in all schools, to provide help and 
incentive for all schools to increase their 
effectiveness, and to assure all children the 
guarantee of genuine opportunity for high school 
graduation backed by affirmative practices for 
children at risk. (p. 3) 

The section of the policy statement which received the 

most notice in Education Week (Olson, 1987) outlined a set 

of "Guarantees" for children and youth at risk. Though the 

word "rights" does not appear in this context, the 

Guarantees exemplify a "rights orientation" toward students 

at risk (Ruiz, 1984). CCSSo called on all states to pass 
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new legislation, not only in the area of education policy 

but for all "supporting services essential for educational 

success," such as health, employment, and housing (p. 3). 

state laws should guarantee that all students in a state 

receive "quality" educational services, including: 

qualified teachers, the latest technology, adequate 

facilities, early childhood programs, explicit guidelines 

for reaching graduation, parent involvement, health and 

social services, improved management of student 

information, and legal accountability to students and 

parents. 

Finally, the statement called for an all-out, 

multiagency, "unprecedented and bold" effort by states to 

meet the goal of universal high school graduation by the 

year 2000, ending with another echo of A Nation at Risk: 

The class of 2000 started kindergarten this fall. 
Think of the eager learning and vigorous play of 
these children. Who among then should drop out 
by 20001 None! But if conditions continue as 
today, one of four will be lost. One by one, 
each of those children must be guided during the 
next thirteen years along the path to graduation. 
This is imperative for them and for our nation! 
(p. 4) 

The policy statement was described in front-page 

coverage by Education Week as "the clearest signal yet that 

state officials are ready to be held accountable for the 

academic performance of all stUdents within their 

jurisdiction" (Olson, 1987, p. 1). The statement provided 



174 

justification for state-level intervention in local systems 

in which poor, minority students were not performing well. 

Rather than proposing more categorical programs directed at 

particular students, CCSSO proposed directing both more 

resources and more negative sanctions toward the schools 

they attend. 

The statement referred to a "model state statute" 

setting out these Guarantees which would be made available 

to state policymakers. The "Model state statute to Provide 

Educational Entitlements for At-Risk Students" (CCSSO, 

1987b) has been widely distributed by CCSSO headquarters, 

though it was never officially approved by the membership. 

The statute set forth a hybrid policy solution combining 

programs for students labelled at-risk and overall school 

improvement. In order to receive their guaranteed 

"entitlements" to a program leading to high school 

graduation, at-risk students would have to be identified 

and singled out for special services, including an 

individual teaching and learning plan (ITLP). The ITLP was 

analogous to the IEP (Individual Education Plan) designed 

for all special education students, although it would be 

implemented by regular education staff without pulling the 

at-risk student out of the mainstream. In order to 

identify at-risk students for receipt of the services to 

which they are entitled, the label at risk had to be 
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defined. The statute proposed the kind of specified 

definition of at risk which would be required in 

legislative discourse. The definition varied with the age 

of the student: 

Preschoolers: Family income at or below the 
federally-determined poverty level; or inability 
to speak and comprehend English. 

Kindergarten through grade three: Family income 
at or below poverty level; not making substantial 
progress in "basic skills"; or deemed at-risk by 
the principal in consultation with the parents 
and school staff. 

Grades four through twelve: Low scores on 
statewide achievement tests; retained in grade 
one or more years; extended absences or 
temporarily dropped out; or deemed at-risk by the 
principal in consultation with parents and school 
staff. Indicators could include drug or alcohol 
use, pregnancy, delinquency, or attempted 
suicide. (1987b, pp. 8-9) 

CCSSO justified the use of test scores for identification 

with the argument that only through some fixed criterion 

could a school, district or state measure their progress in 

reducing the numbers of at-risk students. Therefore, for 

purposes of identification, evaluation and accountability, 

at risk must become a gradable adjective with its meanings 

determined through objective measures (Lehrer, 1983). 

On the other hand, CCSSO recognized that a 

"discretionary determination" of at-riskness might also be 

useful at the school level, where staff might observe 

"warning signs" or precursors of failure exhibited by 

students who currently do not match any objective criteria. 
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Fo~ this reason, they stated, they included a provision for 

principal identification: 

Our aim is to develop a generic, partly process
oriented approach to educational failure and to 
emphasize the notion of entitlement. To isolate 
and specify particular conditions could well lead 
to a series of categorical programs e.g., 
"dropout prevention," "pregnancy prevention," 
which, while useful, would not satisfy the real 
needs. Further, no laundry list of conditions 
could be exhaustive. • • The system ought to be 
flexible enough to take that into account. This 
is done by giving discretionary authority to the 
principal. (p. 10) 

This aspect of the statute, then, treated at risk as an 

evaluative term, the meanings of which might vary from 

principal to principal (Lehrer, 1983). 

The most politically charged provisions of the statute 

were those requiring annual compliance reports to the state 

by districts, on-site reviews of districts by state 

officials, legal redress for students who argue that they 

are not receiving educational services guaranteed them 

under the statute, and if necessary even state takeovers or 

reorganizations of noncomplying districts. If states 

adopted this plan, state at-risk student legislation would 

become a direct challenge to local control of education, in 

ways similar to those in which federal civil rights 

legislation has challenged state control. In return, local 

districts would receive additional state assistance for 

implementing their at-risk plans, based on their numbers of 

at-risk students. 
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In summary, state education officials in CCSSo 

incorporated the conservative message of A Nation at Risk 

and the liberal message of Barriers to Excellence: Our 

Children at Risk into a hybrid policy argument which 

proposed to reduce both the risks to the nation and the 

risks to children. Of importance to this study, when this 

policy argument was written into model legislation, 

according to the conventions of legislative discourse all 

key terms were defined specifically and unambiguously. 

Therefore, at risk became a gradable adjective defined 

through objective criteria such as income, language 

proficiency, and achievement test scores. In law, the 

hyperbolic, emotional and broadly interpretable "crisis 

language" of reform reports must be replaced by linguistic 

precision. CCSSo did include provisions for local 

educators to identify at-risk students based on their own 

locally-determined criteria and their experiences with 

stUdents. However, they did not address the question of 

how state funding to districts based on numbers of at-risk 

students would work under this provision, because numbers 

would vary according to principal judgments and staff 

recommendations. 

While the policy statement referred to poor, minority 

students as the majority of those at risk, only at the 

preschool level was the explicit definition of at risk in 
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the model state statute linked to ethnicity (non English 

language). For K-12 students, criteria for defining at 

risk were income, achievement, other objectively observable 

school behaviors, or principal determinations. Though 

under these criteria minority students may be more likely 

to be identified in many districts, ethnicity was not 

explicitly made the basis of identification. 

Securing Our Future: The Report of the National Forum for 

Youth at Risk 

The Education Commission of the States (ECS) is a 

nonprofit interstate compact formed in 1965 to improve 

educational policymaking at the state level. The members 

are 48 states, the District of Columbia, and three 

territories. The education policymakers of the member 

jurisdictions (including governors, legislators, and state 

board members) attend ECS meetings (ECS, 1989). Since 

1986, with grants from several major businesses and 

foundations, ECS has sponsored the preparation of a series 

of publications, surveys and videocassettes on the topic of 

"youth at risk." In December 1987, in conjunction with the 

Interstate Migrant Education Council, ECS invited teams of 

delegates from each state, representing education, 

politics, business, health and human services, and 

government, to a National Forum for youth at Risk in 
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washington DC. securing Our Future: The Report of the 

National Forum for Youth At Risk (ECS, 1988) is a report of 

this event. Sponsors of the event were the u.s. Department 

of Labor, National Education Association, American 

Federation of Teachers, Carnegie Corporation, Control Data 

corporation, Eastman Kodak, and the Edna McConnell Clark 

Foundation. 

The sponsorship and attendance at this event 

illustrate the type of coalition-building which has 

characterized the third wave of educational reform in the 

1980s. As then-ECS chair Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas 

put it in a foreword to the report: 

The forum was the first stage in an unprecedented 
alliance to bring leaders from local, state and 
federal government, business and industry, and 
other national organizations together in a 
national effort to reverse the growing number of 
young people at risk of school failure. (p. v) 

Clinton pronounced what has become the theme of the at-risk 

student movement, that "it is important for our nation to 

achieve educational excellence and equity simultaneously" 

(p. v). That is, the goals of A Nation at Risk and 

students at risk are not defined as opposed or incompatible 

by the leadership of this coalition. In a quote from his 

speech to the forum, Clinton lauded the unusual consensus, 

bridging the interest groups of the privileged and 

advocates of the disadvantaged, which has developed around 

the youth-at-risk issue: 



The one thing that ought to be encouraging to all 
of you who have been working on this for years is 
that now this is part of the conventional wisdom 
of America. For the first time, I can go and 
give a speech to the Boston Chamber of Commerce 
or the National Alliance of Business, or the 
executive board of the united Way, the same 
speech I give to the NAACP or the Urban League, 
and all those very different people have the same 
reactions. (p. 11) 
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Why this "unprecedented" cooperation? The report's 

Introduction comes right to the point: "Concern over the 

nation's future competitiveness is the major factor 

motivating interest in at-risk youth" (p. 1). The future 

labor force is shrinking and changing in its demographic 

composition. Poor, minority youth can no longer remain 

"under-educated and under-trained," since the nation's 

economy will depend on them. The authors quoted former 

Proctor and Gamble board chairman and vice president of the 

Committee for Economic Development (CEO) o. Bradford Butler 

as arguing that 

••• you don't have to have a heart to take care 
of disadvantaged children; all you need is a 
head. The right kind of investment, from 
conception to age five, will pay back every 
dollar we spend at least four to one, plus 
interest, plus inflation. I don't know of a 
factory anybody can build that will give that 
kind of return on the investment. It is the 
solution to every problem that faces the country. 
(p. 1) 

The remainder of the report consisted of unconnected 

sections summarizing different highlights of the forum. 

The next section of the report offered "The Students' 
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stories," excerpts from a panel at the forum which included 

five at-risk students: two junior high school boys from 

washington DC, a 17-year-old female dropout from 

Minnesota, a male college student from the inner city, and 

a male college student from Texas who was the son of 

migrant workers. These students represented "success 

stories," rather than youth who remained at-risk. They 

were succeeding because of some extraordinary intervention 

above and beyond the usual school program: an alternative 

job training and education program for dropouts, a private 

foundation's generosity, a migrant education program, an 

exemplary school. The policy recommendations which 

emerged from this panel were that schools need to be more 

flexible; provide more individual, personal attention; 

coordinate social services for students; counsel all 

students about college opportunities; and encourage all 

students to use their minds. 

The next section reported on the recommendations 

developed by 20 work groups at the forum, under the 

heading "Comprehensiveness is the Key." According to the 

report, the top three priorities which had emerged from the 

work groups were: 

The whole-child approach: Considering all of the 
child's needs together and coordinating school 
and social services to meet them. 



Early identification and intervention: Beginning 
before the high school years, when it can be too 
late. 

School restructuring: Adapting curriculum and 
instruction so that all children succeed, 
educating teachers on coping with student 
diversity, mentoring students. (p. 5) 

However, the groups had not reached consensus on how to 
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reach these goals. In fact, they had not reached consensus 

on the meanings of the above key terms, which are all 

popular buzzwords in educational reform: 

There was considerable difficulty in 
understanding exactly what school restructuring 
meant. (Bill Kirby, Texas commissioner of 
Education, p. 7) 

It would come as no surprise to any of us that 
the majority of the groups were saying that what 
we need to do is look at the whole child. The 
thing that I think might be somewhat of a 
surprise is that each of us seems to look at this 
in a little different way. (Florida State 
Representative Elizabeth Metcalf, p. 7) 

The last word on this confusion went to Stanford university 

professor and policy analyst Michael Kirst, who said that 

from his observations, the work groups appeared to be 

• • • advocating a new vision of what I would 
call a child resource policy • • • we need to 
reach beyond any of the existing agencies • • • 
we have to put agencies--public and private-
together in ways that we never have before. (p. 
7) 

This call for the creation of a comprehensive "children's 

policy" through better coordination of social services is 

characteristic of the third wave of 1980s reform, according 

to Murphy (1989). 
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The longest section of the report was constructed from 

1-3 page excerpts of speeches delivered to the forum, under 

the heading "What the Experts Said." It was here that the 

difficulty of reaching any but the most general policy 

consensus on youth at risk, even among the "experts," 

became understandable. The twenty-one speakers represented 

different interests and levels of the system, presented 

different analyses of the problem, and proposed different 

policy solutions. To say that "Comprehensiveness is the 

Key" is only to say that the policy solution that would 

please all of these interests would be to do everything at 

once. Table 6 (See Appendix C) summarizes the problem 

definitions and policy solutions presented by these 21 

speakers, who have been organized according to the level 

of the system/interest group represented by the speaker. 

The forum participants' confusion about youth at risk may 

not have been clarified by the "expert" speakers they 

heard: 

The business sector: This group appeared to have the 

least agreement about the issue. The Committee for 

Economic Development, a nonprofit policy development 

organization made up of business people and university 

presidents, has taken a strong position that the best 

investment is early childhood education for the 

disadvantaged, but the other three representatives of 



private enterprise did not fall in line on this "early 

intervention" priority. 
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The federal government: There was a contrast between 

two u.s. Representatives and three Department 

administrators. Not surprisingly, the Labor Department 

representatives defined the problem as a coming labor 

shortage and the Health and Human Services representative 

focused on health-related issues. The Representatives, who 

seemed to take a liberal stance though they were not 

identified by party, demanded more federal investment in 

education. The Administrators demanded more responsiveness 

from education in the form of school restructuring. 

state governments: Some defined the problem as the 

coming labor shortage, and some focused on difficulties of 

students; but there ~ a near-consensus that better 

coordination of state social services was the solution. 

That is, the state leaders best exemplified the spirit of 

the "whole child" approach or the third wave of educational 

reform (Murphy 1989): provision of a wide range of social 

services to at-risk children, using the school as a 

coordination and delivery point. 

Teacher organizations: Arguing from the points of view 

of teachers and students, the presidents of NEA and AFT 

defined the problem of student failure as the way schools 
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are structured, and quite logically advocated school 

restructuring. 

outsiders or advocates: Two "outsiders" to government 

and education circles, child advocate Marian Wright Edelman 

(one of the chairs of the Board of Inquiry for Barriers to 

Excellence: Our Children at Risk) and author Jonathan 

Kozol, presented the policy analyses most likely to 

interrupt the liberal-conservative consensus on at-risk 

students. Both cited poverty and discrimination as the key 

aspects of the problem and called for a greater commitment 

to social and economic justice, for redistribution of 

wealth. Kozol was critical of the effects of using the 

term at risk to label the problems of poor children: 

The title of this conference, though apt, is a 
trifle antiseptic. Youth at risk is a sanitized 
term. it doesn't carry much effect, much 
emotion. Devastated children would be closer to 
the truth in many cases. Youth at risk implies a 
possible danger in the future. But we don't live 
in the future. And it is the present sorrows we 
need to face. (Kozol, pp. 22-23) 

Edelman advocated higher wages and sex education, both 

issues unlikely to meet with conservative approval. 

Neither Edelman's nor Kozol's arguments were represented in 

the "consensus" priorities and recommendations of the 

forum. 

Educational researchers: The lone representative of 

this group, Gary Wehlage, presented a research-based 

epidemiological argument on the causes of dropping out and 
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the preventive treatments which have been shown to work. 

He warned against early intervention programs (one of the 

"priorities" set by the forum participants) which seem 

logical enough but are not supported by research evidence 

and carry the danger of negative labelling. He came down 

more in favor of the "whole child" and school restructuring 

positions. 

In the final section of the report, titled "The Next 

steps," the authors soon ceased to refer to the forum and 

seemed to have constructed their conclusions with the help 

of previous research and ECS publications. They presented 

further evidence in support of what they said were the five 

priorities for reform which resulted from the forum: early 

intervention, parent involvement, mentoring, school 

restructuring, and collaboration. In conclusion, the 

authors set two tasks for ECS: 

1. To engage state policymakers in an effort to 
incorporate the five strategies in all new 
policies that address youth at risk; and 

2. To challenge state policymakers to expect that 
all students will learn and to convince 
educators and the public that this is 
possible. (po 53) 

These recommendations placed responsibility for 

implementation of at-risk policies on state level 

policymakerso 

In summary, the findings of the ECS forum suggested 

that only in the vaguest sense, in the sense that students 
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failing or dropping out or exiting school unprepared 

present a problem, and that something should be done about 

the problem, could there be said to be a broad-based 

consensus on the at-risk issue. There is consensus that 

the youth of America are in danger in some general sense, 

and that this danger also threatens the economic interests 

of the nation: but when it comes to specific problem 

definitions and policy solutions, the consensus becomes 

much more tentative. According to the business interests 

represented by CEO, at-risk students are analogous to waste 

products which were once discarded but can now be recycled. 

Hence, the disadvantaged will soon be in demand in the 

labor market. Persons representing this point of view are 

expected to work in coalition with those who have long 

argued for the rights of poor, minority citizens to 

economic and social justice. At risk as a policy buzzword 

can cover a multitude of policy arguments and can create 

whole new sets of strange bedfellows. 

America's Shame. America's Hope: Twelve Million Youth 

at Risk 

The states' responses to A Nation at Risk were 

immediate, widespread, and tended to follow the 

recommendations of the report fairly closely. In contrast, 

state responses to reform reports such as Barriers to 



188 

Excellence: Our Children at Risk and the policy 

recommendations of CCSSO and ECS have been spotty and 

widely variable. In 1987-88 ECS, CCSSO and Education Week 

all conducted state-by-state surveys of policies for at

risk students. In 1987, ECS found that 44 states had 

convened groups (task forces, commissions, committees, 

etc.) to study the problems of youth at risk. In addition, 

they found private-sector activities including business, 

advocacy groups and education organizations to be on the 

rise. However, there was little real state policymaking in 

evidence. The barriers to implementing at-risk student 

policies they identified included lack of interagency 

cooperation, narrow rather than comprehensive ways of 

conceptualizing the problem, and funding limitations (ECS, 

1987). 

CCSSO reported in 1987 that thirty-nine state 

education agencies had established a working definition of 

"at risk students" for use in their states, with four 

predominant meanings: low achievement; behavioral problems; 

high likelihood of dropping out; and/or evidence of one or 

more "risk indicators," conditions known to be predictors 

of poor achievement or dropping out. In only two states, 

Colorado and Maine, was the definition of at-risk students 

left at the local level. Thirty states had legislation or 

programs designed to address some aspect of the at-risk 
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problem, but these varied greatly. Three-quarters of the 

states reported that they considered categorical programs 

already in existence before "at risk" came into use (e.g., 

compensatory education, bilingual education, preschool 

education, dropout prevention, substance abuse prevention) 

to be addressing aspects of the at-risk problem. That is, 

at risk was not considered to designate an entirely new 

category of students demanding an entirely new approach. 

Nevertheless, 24 states did have new funded programs 

specifically for at-risk students. These tended to be 

small, categorical in nature, and related to already

existing categorical programs--not comprehensive or 

original efforts. Though CCSSO had recommended against 

stigmatizing and labelling at-risk children, the 

association of at risk with previous categorical programs 

in the thinking of state policymakers did not bode well for 

policies which would depart from the tradition of labelling 

deviant students and removing them from the mainstream 

(CCSSO, 1987c). 

In the fall of 1988 Education Week reported on a major 

new study of state at-risk policies by MDC, Inc., a private 

nonprofit research and demonstration organization. Next to 

this report was a short article listing results from 

Education Week's own survey (Mirga, 1988). An Education 

Week editor explained that MDC had "scooped" them by coming 
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out with their report first, but the results of the two 

surveys were consistent. The most important finding, the 

editor said, was that states were taking an uncoordinated, 

"scattershot" approach to the at-risk issue which made 

accurate reporting on their at-risk policies almost 

impossible. The story a reporter or survey researcher 

would receive depended on which state official they 

consulted; one department would not know what the others 

were doing. The editor warned me that I would be at my own 

risk if I set about exploring this issue at the state 

level. Everyone was "thrashing about" for a definition of 

at risk, and as a result there were "wild" differences in 

meanings across states (Ed Week editor B 11/88). 

The MOC report, America's Shame. America's Hope: 

Twelve Million Youth at Risk (1988) said essentially the 

same thing, dressed up in reform report rhetoric. The 

story behind the report, as told by the authors, was that 

the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation asked MOC to complete a 

study of "howat-risk youth had fared in the education 

reform movement which began roughly with the publication of 

A Nation at Risk," to examine the current federal role in 

educational reform and to survey the states for their 

educational reform policies (p. i). Surveys and literature 

review comprised the database for the report. Staff 

persons at MOC completed the research and composed the 
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report with the advice of a six-member panel led by Dr. 

Kenneth Clark, who also wrote the Foreword. The Foreword 

set the report off in a decidedly liberal-to-Ieft direction 

with a strong note of anger and accusation. Clark referred 

to at-risk youth as coming "disproportionately" from 

"socially, racially, and economically disadvantaged groups" 

in our society because they were the "unavoidable victims 

of the larger pattern of social, racial, and educational 

discrimination" (p. ii). He discussed how educational 

"rationalizations" for the low achievement of certain 

students had changed over time, accompanied by a pattern of 

changing labels. First there was "genetic inferiority," 

then "cultural deprivation," now "different learning 

styles" (p. iii). (Interestingly, but understandably in 

this context, he did not include at risk in this litany of 

negative labels.) Education's "mockery of democracy" has 

not been corrected by "programs to help a few of these 

students" (p. iii), Clark contended. He adopted a 

"resource orientation" toward youth at risk (Ruiz 1984) 

when he argued that "this most precious of all resources, 

human beings, is being damaged and wasted." Even stronger, 

he charged that youth at risk are subjected to 

"psychological genocide" and "consigned toward America's 

form of concentration camps without walls" (p. iii). 

Following this problem analysis, his policy solutions 



192 

demanded far more than new funding or programs: "The 

plight of youth at risk will not be remedied until the 

social insensitivities of the larger society are faced and 

eliminated" (p. iii). 

The MDC staff who wrote the body of the report were 

critical of education but considerably less demanding than 

Clark. The authors followed the usual policy argument 

sequence, presenting a crisis scenario, findings on the 

limitations of policies at both the federal and state 

levels, and policy recommendations that followed from the 

analysis. The crisis was described, again in terms which 

combined both excellence and equity orientations, as "a 

threat to our economic future, and to the lives of millions 

of American youth" (p. 2). "The crisis," they went on, 

• • • is the undereducation of a body of students 
presently constituting one in three in our 
classrooms, growing each year as a proportion of 
our educable young. Dominant in this body are 
the children of poverty--economically, 
culturally, racially, and ethnically 
disadvantaged. They have come to be called youth 
"at risk" because they are at risk of emerging 
from school unprepared for further education or 
the kind of work there is to do. Often they are 
ready only for lives of alienation and 
dependency. (p. 2) 

Therefore, this group also defined at risk as a category 

made up predominantly but not quite exclusively of poor, 

minority youth. They too made the link with previous 

terminology such as "culturally disadvantaged" abundantly 

clear. At a later point they added "English-deficient" and 
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"physically and mentally handicapped" students into their 

definition (p. 3), and at other points they mentioned Black 

and Hispanic youth, Native Americans, and rural students. 

A common characteristic of these groups, they argued, is 

low scores on tests of basic skills. still later, they 

offered a list of "potential candidates" for at-risk status 

which added teen mothers, truants, juvenile offenders, 

substance abusers, children from single parent homes, 

victims of abuse, migrants and homeless children to the 

category (p. 12). Moreover, they added, "anyone's child 

can be at risk if his or her learning styles are not those 

of the majority" (p. 12). In essence, their definition of 

at risk grew and grew through the report. Finally they 

settled on a simpler definition: 

An at-risk youth is one who has left school or is 
predictably in danger of leaving school without 
the skills to be a productive and self-reliant 
citizen and to succeed in today's workplace and 
hence, in society. (p. 13) 

This way of defining at risk avoided reference to class or 

race and emphasized the traditional relationship between 

school, work, and citizenship. At risk for these writers 

referred primarily to older students on the boundary 

between school and life outside of school. They will 

either cross the boundary successfully and become 

productive workers and upstanding citizens, or they will 

drop out and become a drain on society, their lives spent 



194 

on welfare, in criminal activity or in expensive prisons. 

The "twelve million" in the report's title does not 

represent the current number of students in this situation, 

but a prediction of the number of youth who will drop out 

by the year 2000, at the current rate of one million per 

year. 

The policy argument of the report was summed up in the 

following statement proposing a conservate-liberal 

consensus: 

The time has come for us to marry the equity 
considerations of the 1970s with the Excellence
in-Education concerns of the 1980s and begin 
educating in a way intended to reach every 
American youth instead of those lucky, advantaged 
ones in the front row. (p. 6) 

Adopting a "resource orientation," they continued that at

risk youth must no longer be "considered expendable" by 

society. These arguments were supported by three stories 

of at-risk youth from Albuquerque, New Mexico. All three 

were high schoolers who had been in danger of dropping out 

but were salvaged at the boundary by alternative high 

school programs which provided them with flexible hours, 

smaller classes and more personal attention. However, 

these programs, the authors pointed out, were serving only 

a fraction of potential high school dropouts. Others, 

without special assistance, failed to make a successful 

boundary crossing. In addition, certain state policies 

instituted since A Nation at Risk were making the crossing 
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much more difficult by setting up higher graduation 

requirements, exit testing, etc. The authors emphasized 

that certain youth would need more "support" from educators 

to surmount these new barriers. 

The remainder of the problem analysis focused not on 

youth themselves but on federal and state policymaking in 

the 1980s. The authors criticized the federal government 

for cutting back on its commitment to educational equity. 

The only new federal commitment they cited was the Job 

Training Partnership Act (JTPA), which has provided limited 

funding through the Department of Labor for high school job 

training programs. They criticized states for implementing 

A Nation at Risk-inspired excellence reforms which benefit 

the top seventy percent of students without consideration 

for the other 30%. Recent state funding, they argued, 

seemed to have been distributed without concerns for 

equalizing educational opportunities across districts. 

with regard to state initiatives for at-risk youth, 

MDC found that they were often funded on a pilot basis, 

with no guarantees of continuation and little program 

monitoring or evaluation. Legislation was piecemeal and 

represented a minor proportion of the total state education 

budget, despite the fact that this category of youth 

represent one fourth or more of the school population. All 

in all, MDC identified only 14 states that they considered 
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to have moved much beyond the "awareness" level on this 

issue. Arizona was not among them. The programs states 

had implemented fell into four categories on a'continuum 

from younger to older students: early identification and 

remediation (modelled on the federal Head start program): 

career exploration and vocational education (an expansion 

of vocational education into the middle grades): dropout 

prevention and school-to-work transition (the option which 

has received the most attention): and dropout retrieval and 

second chance (bringing dropouts back into the system). 

Such policies all rely on an identification-and-treatment 

model aimed at particular students. Only a few states had 

implemented "overarching" policies which would improve 

schooling for all children, including teacher training, 

changing attitudes, curriculum improvement or school 

restructuring. 

Not surprisingly, the policy recommendations which 

followed from this analysis were for an increase in federal 

and state spending for educating at-risk youth. The 

authors called on the White House to lead a "crusade" to 

link excellence and equity concerns, and on the Department 

of Education to coordinate data gathering and policy 

analysis on this issue at the national level. They called 

on states to implement "comprehensive" legislation to 



guarantee higher rates of high school graduation and to 

promote fundamental school restructuring. 
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In a final section titled. "The Future: Can We Get 

There from Here?" the authors played directedly to economic 

interests. They warned of a coming labor shortage and 

economic decline if the at-risk issue is not taken 

seriously today: "We will have continued to waste precious 

human resources and will be paying an increasing price for 

that at the same time the work potential of our diverse, 

private-sector-oriented economy goes unrealized" (po 36). 

On the other hand, if at-risk youth policies are 

implemented today: "Unconstrained by the shortages of 

competent, well-educated workers, American industry would 

be able to expand and develop as rapidly as world markets 

would allow" (po 40). 

This version of the "resource orientation" toward at

risk youth appealed nakedly to the self-interests of 

industry, and created an odd coda for the report in 

contrast with Clark's angry Foreword. 

In summary, the MDe report and other state surveys of 

student-at-risk policies have decried the lack of 

responsiveness to the liberal agenda for reform which arose 

in reaction to A Nation at Risk. Rather than making 

strictly equity or "rights" arguments on behalf of poor, 

minority youth who make up the bulk of those they consider 
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to be at-risk, they have attempted to link their cause with 

the excellence movement by arguing that educational success 

for all is a prerequisite to economic progress--creating 

hybrid conservative/liberal policy arguments. They have 

felt a need to appeal not just to their readers' ethics but 

to their bank accounts to make a popular case for reform in 

the 1980s. They know that in the Reagan era, calling for a 

recommitment to "poverty" programs, much less more radical 

reform, may be futile. Programs for economic recovery, in 

which youth become valuable economic resource, or 

educational programs which promise to keep welfare and 

prison expenses down, are acceptable. In the next chapter, 

I will present evidence that in Arizona it was precisely 

this aspect of the at-risk movement which has created a 

political consensus in what is otherwise a partisan, 

conflict-ridden state government. 

Discussion 

Though the at-risk reform reports of the 1980s did not 

create at risk as a new student descriptor, they most 

likely contributed to its rapid popularization in the 

discourse of educators. Examining the definition of at 

risk in these reform reports, it can be concluded that 

though the authors argue that at risk is a broad term for 

any student who is unlikely to succeed in or graduate from 
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public school, they also state that poor, minority students 

make up most of the membership of this category. 

Therefore, at risk in the national context does seem to be 

primarily a replacement term for previous descriptors of 

these students, something which Kenneth Clark explicitly 

recognized (MDe, 1988). At risk is well-suited to the 

reform climate of the 1980s because it is putatively 

neutral with regard to class or race, and is not identified 

with previous poverty or compensatory education programs 

which have been discredited by various political interest 

groups and deprived of funding since the Reagan era. Its 

identification with A Nation at Risk, the conservative 

educational manifesto, and the willingness of its promoters 

to link their equity arguments with the conservative 

"excellence" agenda, may have further contributed to its 

diffusion. These reform advocates have shifted their 

orientations toward poor, minority students from a "rights" 

to a "resource" position. However, their version of the 

"resource orientation" does not appear to be what Ruiz 

(1984) had in mind. In the 1980s, at-risk students are a 

"resource" only in an economic, material sense, as 

industry's future labor force in a period of labor 

shortage. 

CCSSO's Model state statute points to a change in the 

nature of a reform buzzword when it is written into 
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legislation. Because of the linguistic and semantic 

precision required in legislative discourse, at risk seems 

to shift from an evaluative term, with a variety of very 

general meanings, to a gradable adjective with specific, 

determinate meanings. This in turn points to a linguistic 

difference between reformers, who attempt to motivate 

policy actions with very broad and often emotional appeals; 

and policymakers such as legislators, who actually have to 

write new buzzwords into policy. In addition, though 

reform reports may call for "fundamental" changes on behalf 

of at-risk students, such as school restructuring, policies 

tend to follow the paths of previous actions toward 

labelled students. In particular, they adhere to one side 

of the "dilemma of difference," labelling and singling out 

particular students for special treatment (Minow, 1985). 

The act of labelling students draws attention to students, 

not to the institution of education. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ARIZONA'S RESPONSE TO THE "AT RISK" MOVEMENT 

This chapter describes the general political context 

of educational policymaking in Arizona and the specific 

actions Arizona policymakers have taken in response to the 

national call for educational reform on behalf of at-risk 

students. Appendix H lists the unpublished sources 

consulted to construct this analysis. Although national 

groups tracking this issue may be disappointed with the 

responses of most states, Arizona's education policymakers 

consider themselves to be accomplishing a great deal for 

at-risk students within the limits of budget constraints 

and the traditional political culture of the state. 

Educational Policymaking in Arizona 

Arizona is a geographically large, low-population 

state of approximately three and a half million people, 

with two major population centers surrounded by vast, 

sparsely populated rural areas including small towns and 

villages, farms and ranches, national forests and Indian 

reservation lands. The state has 220 school districts 

ranging widely in size, demographics, and other 

characteristics. Several study participants mentioned stark 

contrasts between small rural and large urban districts as 



a significant factor, not always taken adequately into 

account, in state education policymaking. Another 

important aspect of Arizona schools are the significant 

proportions of spanish speaking and Native American 

children in some districts. 
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Arizona's major educational policymaking entities and 

their official functions, as set out in the state 

constitution and statutes, may be summarized as follows: 

1. The Legislature makes school law and 
appropriates state funds for education. 
Education committees in both houses of the 
legislature consider proposed legislation, 
make recommendations for passage or nonpassage 
of bills, and hold hearings in which 
Department staffers often report, public 
participation is invited, and lobbyists 
representing various interests regularly speak 
out. 

2. The nine-member state Board of Education, 
appointed by the Governor, enforces school 
laws and formulates specific administrative 
regulations for state- funded programs, 
administers federal funds coming into the 
state, prescribes minimum requirements for 
student promotion and teacher certification. 
It usually meets once per month to review 
upcoming tasks and to approve work the 
Department has done on its behalf. 

3. The state Department of Education, the 
administrative wing of the Board, oversees the 
implementation of Board policies and makes 
recommendations to the Board. The Department 
has over 300 employees and responsibility for 
administering over $1 billion in state funds. 
Aside from its regularly appropriated budget, 
it can be granted a portion of state funding 
for educational programs to cover the costs 
of monitoring and evaluating programs 
established by the state legislature. 



4. The head of the state Department and executive 
of the Board is the superintendent of Public 
Instruction, a partisan elective office. 
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There are several contexts, therefore, in which educational 

policies may be formulated and interpreted at the state 

level. These contexts are interrelated through patterns of 

formal authority, as well as less obvious but at times more 

powerful informal influence. In addition, from news 

stories and attendance lists for the Senate and House 

Education committees during 1988, it is evident that 

teacher and administrator organizations, district 

representatives, education coalitions, business and citizen 

groups also participate in the construction of Arizona's 

education policies. 

states vary in their approaches to educational policy 

and their responses to current educational reforms. State 

level educational policy is a complex field of inquiry 

which is only recently receiving increasing attention. 

According to Mitchell, Marshall and wirt (1986), the usual 

problems in state education policymaking are the same as in 

any policymaking area: "scarce resources, conflicting 

interests, divergent goals, or inequitable distribution of 

political power." Added to these problems are the "weak 

conceptualizations and inadequate analyses" of education 

among many state level policymakers (p. 32). Fortunately 

for my purposes, a major study of political cultures and 
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policy mechanisms in six states by a team led by state 

education policy analysts Marshall, Mitchell and Wirt 

included the state of Arizona, along with Pennsylvania, 

Wisconsin, West Virginia, California and Illinois. During 

1982-85 these investigators interviewed 30 active 

participants in Arizona educational pol icymaking , from 

groups they labelled (in order of their influence) 

Insiders, Near Circle, Far Circle, sometimes Players and 

Often Forgotten Players. 

A report on this study by Marshall, Mitchell and Wirt 

(1986) shows that according to their interviewees, the 

ranking of power and influence shown in Table 7 best 

described Arizona educational politics (see Appendix D). 

Arizona is a state of extremes in educational 

policymaking, according to these findings. It was 

exceptional among the six states in the study for the high 

ranking (3) of the state Board of Education (cf. a six

state mean ranking of 8). Interviewees cited the Board's 

active role in constructing curriculum and personnel 

policies, and in promoting business and industrial 

involvement in education. Arizona was also exceptional for 

the high ranking (5) given to DQneducator interest groups 

(cf. a six-state mean ranking of 14). Interviewees cited 

the influence of the "Phoenix 40," a group of business 

leaders, and the Arizona Tax Research Association. The 
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Arizona School Boards Association also ranked higher (6) 

than its counterparts in other states (cf. six-state mean 

of 10), an indication of the continuing importance of local 

school governance in the state (Marshall et al., 1986). 

Four Arizona policy groups were considered to have 

less influence than in most other states: teacher 

organizations (considered to be too "political" and "self

serving" by other policymakers); other educator interest or 

professional groups; and the governor (at that time, Bruce 

Babbitt) and his executive staff. The investigators 

attributed the last finding to Babbitt's lack of leadership 

and interest in education issues, as well as his lack of 

influence as a Democrat over a Republican legislature. 

Marshall et ale (1986) concluded: 

Arizona policymakers generally agreed that 
education policy was directly related to the 
state's overall economic development process. 
Hence, policy was more a matter for political 
officials and community-based business and 
industrial leaders than for professional 
educators. (p. 356) 

In other reports from this study, Mitchell et ale 

(1986) and wirt, Mitchell and Marshall (1988) discuss how 

state political cultures are characterized by certain value 

orientations. Core values identified as shaping state 

education policy were choice, efficiency, equity and 

quality. Their interview data led Mitchell et ale (1986) 

to conclude that in Arizona educational policy the dominant 



206 

value is efficiency. Arizona ranked highest of the six 

states on this value, which is associated with certain 

"policy mechanisms," including an emphasis on the 

accountability of education personnel, citizen influence 

over education, and prescriptions for the scope and 

sequence of the school curriculum. Arizona ranked lowest 

of the six states on the values of equity and quality in 

education, and close to the mean on the value of choice in 

education. These rankings are interesting because in many 

states in the mid-1980s, according to these authors, 

quality of schooling had become the prevailing focus of 

reforms following A Nation at Risk. Equity, in terms of 

equal opportunity and resources for disadvantaged students, 

was the focus of the reforms of the 1960s and 1970s; but 

this trend seemed to have passed Arizona policymakers by. 

What matters in Arizona state government is getting the 

most education for the dollar. 

According to these researchers, the culture of state 

education policymaking determines how the state will 

respond to reform waves. Although states may all respond 

to the same nationally "hot issues" or "causes celebres," 

unless these issues are consistent with the established 

policy culture, they will result in nothing more than an 

un integrated patchwork of legislation (Mitchell et al., 

1986, p. 32). These observations seem particularly 



relevant to the case of at-risk student policies in 

Arizona. 
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In a recent paper reconstructing activities 

surrounding the passage of Arizona's 1984 bilingual 

education legislation, Sacken and Medina (1989) applied 

this framework and found it productive as a way of making 

sense of both process and outcomes in a specific case of 

Arizona policymaking. Moreover, by examining a particular 

case, Sacken and Medina discovered some particular policy 

mechanisms which may also apply to the case of at-risk 

legislation. The legislators backing the bilingual bill 

did not attempt to aggressively mobilize groups with a 

special interest in its passage, and they did not propose 

any major new funding for bilingual programs. Instead, 

they took a low-key, nonideological approach, working 

through legislative channels. They finally managed to pass 

a measure which provided "something for everyone" by both 

establishing a requirement for services to limited English 

proficient students and also preserving local choice in 

program strategies, including instruction in English. The 

bill also enhanced the monitoring and enforcement functions 

of the state Department of Education, a move which won the 

support of "accountability" advocates. In short, the law 

"conformed satisfactorily to the normative patterns and 



orientations of [previous] Arizona statutes" (Sacken and 

Medina, 1989, p. 12). 
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Sacken and Medina (1989) emphasize that the timing of 

the policy process in a state may be as crucial to its 

outcomes as the power dynamics and values involved. 

According to my informants, many aspects of the cultural 

context of policymaking in Arizona described by these 

authors remained entrenched in 1988-89. The themes of 

local control, accountability, and tight state funding 

appeared repeatedly in speeches and interviews of state 

level officials, and this chapter will demonstrate how 

these norms clearly did shape Arizona's at-risk policies. 

However, it would be unwise to assume that the same 

specific players and conditions prevailed as in these 

earlier studies. By 1988, when Arizona's at-risk 

legislation was passed, different persons occupied the 

offices of Governor and Superintendent of Public 

Instruction; and membership in the Legislature, Education 

committees and State Board had also changed. 

In 1986 three-term Superintendent of Public Instructor 

Carolyn Warner, a Democrat, resigned to enter an 

unsuccessful race for governor. The campaign for Warner's 

replacement as Superintendent produced an interesting 

contest between a representative of the Near and Far 

Circles and an Insider to state government, in which the 
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relative outsider won (Marshall et al., 1986). The 

Democratic candidate, C. Diane Bishop, was an award-winning 

mathematics teacher from a Tucson honors high school with 

20 years of teaching experience, but only two years' 

experience at the state level, as a member of the state 

Board. Bishop ran against Republican Ann Lindeman, a 14-

year state Senator, 6-year chair of the Senate Education 

Committee, and member of President Reagan's Advisory 

Council on Education. 

In her campaign statements, Bish'.)p opposed educational 

reform measures such as voucher plans, alternative 

certification of teachers and administrators, merit pay and 

career ladders--all aspects of the conservative reform 

agenda following A Nation at Risk. She backed programs for 

bilingual education, early childhood intervention, K-3 

basic skills and drug abuse prevention, and promised to 

support increases in teacher salaries. Her campaign theme 

was that a teacher knows best how children learn and why 

they fail or drop out of school. She said that she would 

establish two new units in the State Department: an 

Advocacy unit to promote parent involvement in education 

and a Research unit to gather and analyze information from 

districts. Rather than a regulatory and enforcement role, 

Bishop was quoted as saying that she wanted the Department 

to take on a "service" role toward districts, encouraging 
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them to "define excellence in the context of their own 

needs and to develop their own programs to put that 

definition into operation" (Arizona Daily star, 10/10/88, 

p. B-10). 

Lindeman vowed to hold the line on school spending 

(the position she had taken in the Legislature) and to be 

tough on drug abusers in the schools. She praised teacher 

incentive programs and other school reforms proposed by 

Secretary of Education William Bennett. Her most ambitious 

proposal was that educators at all levels of the system 

should meet to establish long term plans with specific 

goals for educational improvement. She also backed closer 

cooperation between the Board and Legislature. Her support 

for bilingual education was limited to three-year 

transitional programs. Sharing Bishops' concerns regarding 

basic skills and school dropouts, she favored Computer 

Assisted Instruction programs to help students who are 

behind in their academic progress to catch up. Despite her 

Insider status, Lindeman lost the support of the two 

Republican candidates she defeated in the primary, who 

complained that in their opinion other Republicans were 

"over-politicizing" education. They endorsed educator and 

nonpolitician Bishop. with the help of such bipartisan 

support, Bishop won the election by 51-49% of the vote 



(Arizona Daily star, 5/23/86; 6/25/86; 7/16/86; 9/5/86; 

10/10/86; 10/18/86; 10/20/86; 11/6/86). 
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In the same election, ultraconservative Republican 

Evan Mecham defeated Carolyn Warner. During the short 

1987-88 term Mecham served before his impeachment, moderate 

Republicans and Democrats in the Legislature united to 

stave off the severe budget cuts in education the governor 

had proposed. Arizona citizens for Education (ACE), a 

coalition made up primarily of educator interest groups 

(Arizona Education Association, Arizona School Boards 

Association, Arizona School Administrators), education 

professors, business representatives and Department staff, 

opposed the cuts. They publicized Arizona's low ranking in 

national reports on education spending and backed 

legislative proposals to raise additional revenues 

earmarked for schools. Mecham's replacement, Democrat Rose 

Mofford, has spoken out more than former Governor Babbitt 

in support of education funding. Nevertheless, there have 

been no substantial increases in the base level of 

education spending. The Republican majority in the 

legislature simply will not move very far in that direction 

--no matter how many accountability strings are attached 

(Arizona Daily Star, 1/23/87; 1/25/87; 5/16/87; 9/11/87; 

11/10/87; 11/24/87; 12/8/87; 1/4/88; 2/18/88; 2/28/88; 

3/3/88). 
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Texts collected for this study furnished further 

details of the general po1icymaking context in Arizona 

during 1988-89. I have organized these findings in terms 

of two key relationships: among key po1icymaking bodies at 

the state level and between state and local levels. 

Relationships among Key Po1icymaking Bodies 

While the power of the Insiders in the Legislature was 

still undisputed in 1988-89, there appeared to be some 

maneuvering in the Near Circle of state po1icymaking. 

Under Bishop, the Department of Education may be gaining 

influence in relation to both the Legislature and the state 

Board. According to a former Senate staffer now in the 

Department, legislators set broad policy directions in 

education, but they lack the "expertise" to set the 

specifics of educational policy (J. Richardson, personal 

communication, 4/89). The Legislative staff, in particular 

advisers to the Education Committees of the House and 

Senate, have generally provided this expertise. But 

recently Department staff have become more directly 

involved in advising the Education Committees and working 

with Legislative staff to fine-tune proposed legislation. 

The State Board and the Department have become almost 

"synonymous" in po1icymaking according to a Senate staffer: 

The State Board of Education is somewhat of a 
figurehead, in the fact that they look at the 



recommendations of the staff work that has been 
done, and then they are the ones that make the 
final decisions. • • • They are the flowthrough 
of information. They are the ones who officially 
have to submit the report, regarding the . 
evaluation and so forth and so on. They oversee 
what the Department has done, and they adopt 
these final reports and send them off to us. So 
they serve as a final check, along the way, of 
the information flow. (Bierlein, 4/89, p. 15) 
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That is, though the Board "officially" makes policy, they 

also depend heavily on Department expertise as the basis 

for policy decisions. One example of this was provided in 

a speech by Superintendent Bishop, who described how the 

Department coordinated revisions of the Board's list of 

Essential Skills for Education (a guideline for curriculum 

development at the local level) after she concluded that 

many of the skills previously developed and adopted by the 

Board were educationally unsound and next-to-impossible for 

districts to implement (Bishop, 11/88, p. 14). How has the 

Department established a reputation for providing the 

expertise other policymaking bodies need? According to 

public statements by superintendent Bishop, one strategy 

has been to strengthen the Department's data management and 

research capacities. One of her few election promises, she 

said, had been to establish a Research Unit, since 

• • • as an educator and as a member of the State 
Board, I was frustrated a lot of times when we 
would make presentations or we would make a 
statement about what we knew to be true, from our 
experience and field, but we couldn't really back 
it up with statistics, with hard core facts from 
the Department itself. And many times that 



created a lack of credibility for us. (Bishop, 
11/9/88, p. 1) 
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She created the Research Unit in the State Department of 

Education and gave it the tasks of cleaning up the vast 

amounts of unorganized data the Department had collected 

from districts and reforming the Department's management 

information system. The Unit eventually will have a 

comprehensive database of information on all districts in 

the state, which can be used to inform policy decisions. 

The Research Unit has also worked on special projects 

that have drawn public attention and press coverage to the 

Department. Bishop said that 

••• with discussions with the staff, we decided 
one of the things we would do was to publish on a 
quarterly basis a report which we called Ed.Stat. 
This was to take an issue of burning concern to 
the public, and analyze it statistically. We 
were going to take something that's causing a lot 
of controversy and we wanted to present it 
statistically, in a way that people could 
underutand, to try to settle issues, to try to 
squelch controversy. And at the same time, 
establish ourselves as the group which could deal 
with the information in a credible way. (Bishop, 
11/9/88, pp. 3-4) 

The first Ed.Stat report focused on per-pupil expenditures 

in Arizona. Various national groups had ranked the state 

anywhere from 17th to 46th on this measure of state support 

for education. The lower ranking, especially, had been 

fuel for political controversy. For example, Arizona 

citizens for Education (ACE) and the Arizona Education 

Association (AEA) used the 46th ranking to support their 
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demand for increased state funding for education (Arizona 

Daily star, 11/24/87, p. 1). The Research unit found that 

variations in the state's rankings were due to "disorganized 

data management and inconsistent reporting to national 

agencies. When these problems were cleaned up, Bishop 

reported, the Research unit found that by any definition, 

the state ranked thirty-second in per-pupil expenditures--

neither extremely high nor extremely low. When the 

Ed.Stat report on these findings came out in the press, 

Bishop said, lithe debate [over per pupil expenditures] 

ceased II (Bishop, 11/88, p. 5). A ranking of 32 out of 50 

apparently is not low enough to cause political 

controversy. 

Mathematician Bishop's promotion of decisions-by

numbers links up neatly with the Legislature's tight fiscal 

policies. Statistics on districts provide an objective 

basis for distributing limited funds; a certain level on 

some measure can be set as a qualification for funding 

(Bishop, 11/88; Rogers, 3/89b; Bierlein, 4/89). In two 

recent education bills, SB 1424 (Dropout Prevention, Ariz. 

Legis. Servo 1987, 1197, Chap. 333) and HB 2217 (At Risk 

pilot Projects, Ariz. Legis. Servo 1988, 1264, Chap. 308, 

Sec. 3) the Legislature made district statistics available 

through the Department the primary basis for distributing 

state funds. In addition, Bishop's promotion of research 
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links up neatly with the trend in recent Arizona education 

legislation to delegate monitoring and evaluation of 

implementation to the Department (e.g., Sacken and Medina, 

1989). To perform this function, the Department will 

gather still more statistics from districts on the results 

of state-funded programs to feed back to the Legislature. 

Research on district implementation will also "settle the 

issue of accountability" (Bishop, 11/88, p. 20). Through 

statistical research, according to Bishop 

• • • the whole focus of educational decision 
making is going to change, and to me that's a 
very exciting prospect. It's long overdue, and I 
think that it's only when that does happen that 
we are going to see the educational reform that 
everyone is clamoring for, because finally we 
will know what we were doing, what we should be 
doing, and know when we've accomplished it. 
(Bishop, 11/88, p. 18) 

The way that "we will know" will be through consulting the 

Department's statistics. In today's policy context, data 

is power. 

state-District Relationships 

Local control was still a strong theme among state 

level speakers (Hughes, 3/89; Rogers, 3/89b; Bierlein, 

4/89; Steiner, 7/89). For example, the Chapter I Program 

Director of the State Department of Education said that 

We live in a state of local autonomy. And it 
really is very apparent is you're in my role, as 
I go out to school districts, up north or in 
Phoenix or down south, everyone has local 



control. That's the premise of education in this 
state. Consequently, the reforms that we have in 
Arizona, vary from district to district to 
district. (Hughes, 3/89, p. 3) 
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Local control interacts with the efficiency (accountability 

and tight money) norms of the state in interesting ways. 

By all accounts, the state suffers from severe revenue 

problems which are constraining state educational funding 

(Bierlein, 4/89; Rogers, 3/89; steiner, 7/89). The 

Legislature's message to districts is that they should ask 

for no new money unless they agree to accountability 

provisions: 

A growing trend in Arizona policy [is] that we're 
switching- I would say typical Arizona policy 
five, six years ago, was give districts money, 
whatever they can have, whatever we can get 
squeezed out, give them money, no strings 
attached. It's what we call block grant funding. 
And this is ~ indicative of the trend in 
accountability, in which things are gonna start 
going out, have been going out, in categorical 
grants, earmarked on special populations, and 
there is also accountability and evaluation that 
is required. (Bierlein, 4/89, p. 6) 

Increased funding has thereby been linked to a condition of 

increased state control over where the money goes and how 

it is spent. Districts still have local control if they 

are satisfied with the base level of state support provided 

and do not, like Oliver Twist, come asking for more. 

Districts would prefer for the state to give them a higher 

base level of funding and control over how to spend it. 

But according to the legislators, districts are not 



218 

entitled to new state funding; if they get more, there must 

be a some return to the state. The quid pro quo could be 

in the form of reforms that the districts must institute in 

order to receive new funding. The legislators want 

districts to be willing to be "innovative," to try some of 

the currently popular reforms such as career ladders, 

rather than to demand more money to fund what they are 

already doing (Bierlein, 4/89). 

These state policy mechanisms also set up a system of 

competition between districts for limited state program 

funding: 

It's typical of the changing trend in Arizona to 
head towards competition, not that they want 
people to win and lose, but competition does 
instill pieces of differences, in the fact that 
they do have to demonstrate, they do have to 
promise that they're gonna do certain things, and 
try and follow through on them. (Bierlein, 4/89, 
p. 6) 

Inter-district comparisons in achievement, dropout rates, 

etc., like inter-state comparisons on the national level, 

are also used by state policymakers to publicly shame and 

praise certain districts. Therefore, while national reform 

movements have thrown the spotlight on states as the locus 

of reform, the states in turn throw the spotlight on 

"successful" districts. In evaluating the results of their 

policies, legislators are likely to look at some 

quantifiable measure such as test scores or dropout rates, 

two informants said, but they are also susceptible to 
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qualitative "success stories" about programs that work or 

students who were saved from failure as a result of state 

funding (Rogers, 3/89b; Bierlein, 4/89). 

Bishop also argued that data on inter-district 

comparisons had the potential for helping districts by 

pointing out disparities in funding among them. 

Equalization of state support for districts has been 

attempted before, but not in a "rigorous fashion" relying 

on statistical comparisons. Some districts have shrinking 

tax bases and growing educational costs due to demographic 

changes. District comparisons on these bases could be 

presented to the legislature in support of further 

equalization (Bishop, 11/88). Therefore, inter-district 

comparisons could work in favor of poor districts which 

could use them to make a case for increased funding. 

It was into this state policy context, therefore, that 

reforms aimed at providing services for at-risk students 

were introduced. The norms of this context were very 

evident as I reconstructed the policy mechanisms which 

shaped Arizona's at-risk policies. 

Arizona's At-Risk Policies 

I have reviewed the work accomplished special 
legislative committees on school finance and 
education excellence. I am convinced, as many of 
you are, that we need to target more funding 
efforts at the primary grade levels, and 
especially at the K-3 "at risk" population. 



Intervention at this level of our public school 
system will return the best dividends in the long 
run. It is during these tender years that our 
children establish a foundation for their 
educational future. Without this, they eventually 
leave school prematurely. (Gov. Evan Mecham, 
opening Message, 38th Arizona Legislature, 
January 11, 1988) 

An improved education system is essential to 
economic development. Our future is tied to our 
commitment to education. What better place is 
there to invest our money than in our children. 
Today three out of every ten first graders in 
Arizona will not graduate from high school. That 
is unacceptable. Industry leaders tell me that 
many of our high school graduates must be 
retrained after they are hired. They cannot read 
with comprehension. They cannot perform basic 
math skills. they have limited verbal and writing 
skills. That is also unacceptable. Over 400,000 
adults in Arizona cannot read, and they swell the 
welfare ranks, the unemployment lines and the 
prisons. • • • Another part of the literacy 
program will be aid for schools attended by large 
numbers of "at risk ll students. I am recommending 
a preschool program so that these youngsters are 
able to get a fair start. (Gov. Rose Mofford, 
Opening Message, 39th Arizona Legislature, 
January 9, 1989) 
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These excerpts from speeches by two Arizona governors of 

opposing political parties, before a legislature which 

impeached the first governor and engaged in a bitter, 

partisan budget struggle with the second, support arguments 

from two of my state level informants that in Arizona 

politics "at-risk students" are a bipartisan, 

noncontroversial issue. As the Education Analyst for the 

Arizona Senate put it: "Everyone around here has really, 

truly bought into the notion of K-3 at risk. That's one 



good term that everyone agrees with" (Bierlein, 4/89, p. 

7) • 
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There is consensus that at-risk students present a 

serious problem for state government and the state's 

economy. There is also consensus that a prevention or 

early intervention (K-3) model is the most effective 

approach to at-risk students, both fiscally and 

educationally. These two basic assumptions guide Arizona's 

state at-risk policies. 

My primary question in this chapter was, "What do 

Arizona state policymakers mean when they refer to students 

as at-risk?" I was also concerned with how state-level 

definitions function in the link between state 

policymakers/administrators and district administrators. 

For answers, I analyzed two key, related texts on Arizona 

at-risk policies: House Bill 2217 (At Risk pilot Projects, 

Ariz. Legis. Servo 1988, 1264, Chap 308, Sec. 3)) and a 

1989 Department of Education Ed.Stat report Titled "The 'At 

Risk' Status of Arizona School Districts." Through 

additional analysis of recorded speeches and interviews, 

and readings of minutes, reports and news stories, I 

reconstructed the process through which these t~xts and the 

meanings of at risk encoded in them were socially 

constructed. 



"At Risk" in the Discourse of Arizona Education 

policvmaking 
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None of the sources I consulted about the origins of 

Arizona's at-risk legislation were able to explain exactly 

how the term at risk first worked its way into state 

education policy. senator Jacqueline steiner (R-Phoenix), 

chair of the Senate Education committee and sponsor of 

Arizona's at-risk legislation, speculated that at risk had 

entered state education policy discourse via the national 

education reports (steiner, 7/89). Lou Ann Bierlein, 

senate Education Analyst and author of HB 2217, remarked 

that the legislators do receive a large number of reports 

on "key topics" such as at-risk students. But the 

lawmakers generally do not have time to read this 

literature and depend on staff analyses of the issues. She 

said that in all likelihood the term came into usage in the 

legislature by means of these reports, the press and the 

staff (Bierlein 4/89). 

Senator steiner recalled that before the legislators 

began using the term at risk, a bipartisan consensus had 

already developed in the mid-1980s on the importance of 

early intervention for prevention of school failure. In 

part, this resulted from concerns about what to do with 

children who could not meet the higher achievement 

standards for third grade promotion established in the wake 
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of A Nation at Risk. Another major reason for the "flip 

flop" of conservative opinions on increasing expenditures 

for early education, steiner argued, was awareness of the 

escalating costs of prisons: 

My own personal opinion is, and it's just- it 
relates more to the crime and delinquency and 
drug abuse than it does to education. But I 
think the reality is there is a spillover of 
understanding that, quite frankly, we can't 
afford the alternative. We cannot afford the 
alternatives. I think fortunately some of that 
same concept has had a positive impact on 
education, in saying, at age 16 this individual 
is going to cost us $27,000, if you end up in a 
delinquent behavior, in Adobe Mountain [juvenile 
correction facility] •••• (Steiner, 7/89, p. 8) 

Conservatives in the Arizona legislature, therefore, were 

convinced to support new education funding by the argument 

that rising prison costs and education are connected. 

According to this theory, criminals are people who failed 

in school at an early age. The lawmakers decided that 

investment in education for grades K-3 was more efficient 

in the long run than later investment in prisons. 

steiner described how by 1985: 

A strange kind of consensus and support began to 
develop around the issue of early intervention. 
And what is exciting about it, in our state, is 
that it was an amazing consensus between 
Democrats and Republicans and within the full 
philosophical range that you have within the 
parties, from those you would think of as 
traditionally more liberal to those that are most 
conservative, a kind of understanding and 
consensus that if you can have children succeed 
early on, if they could leave the third grade 
with a good self-image about their ability to 
learn, with good basic skills, that they could 



move to that more diverse, more difficult fourth 
grade with a grasp of information, that they 
could succeed. (steiner, 7/89, p. 2) 
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The legislation which resulted from this new consensus was 

a 1985 bill to provide additional funding for "special 

academic assistance" to students in grades K-3. The stated 

purpose of the legislation was to "assist pupils in 

developing the minimum skills necessary for fourth grade 

work by the end of third grade" (Ariz. Rev. stat. Ann. 

section 15-715, supp. 1987). Each district was required to 

submit a plan to the state describing how students in need 

of this assistance would be identified, what the 

assistance would be, how parents would be involved and how 

student progress would be evaluated. The state board was 

to provide each district with a list of IIminimum competency 

requirements for the promotion of students to third grade ll 

and model plans for K-3 improvement programs (Ariz. Rev. 

stat. Ann. section 15-715, supp. 1987). This K-3 

legislation, without using the term at risk, established a 

precedent for state-funded, and at least partially state-

controlled, early identification and prevention activities. 

liThe at-risk word had not really arrived,1I according 

to Bierlein's observations, in 1987 when a legislative 

committee which studies state funding issues began talking 

about: 



• • • the notion of helping those kids that were 
very much struggling, additional monies earmarked 
for particular target populations. • • • We were 
looking at the difference between the vocabulary 
levels of the kids entering kindergarten, between 
those that had come from an enriched home and 
program as opposed to those where there had been 
no books, and the whole major gap that already 
exists. And also in the whole era of 
accountability, the focus on putting things into 
prevention, rather than trying to solve the 
problems later. (Bierlein, 4/89, p. 2) 
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When at risk "arrived on the national scene," she said, it 

seemed to fit readily into these discussions, as a label 

for students the legislators were already interested in 

"targeting": young children from poor homes, with language 

deficits. That is, according to Bierlein, the legislators 

had already constructed their own meanings for at risk. 

They attached the term to these meanings when it "arrived" 

through the vehicle of national reform reports. The 

legislative committee recommended that early prevention 

legislation should be the top funding priority for 1988. 

Somehow in the interim (no one could say exactly how) this 

priority became labelled with the term at risk. Early 

intervention legislation was introduced early in the spring 

1988 session, under the titles "Children at Risk Prevention 

Legislation" in SB 1328 and later "At Risk pilot Project 

Grants" in HB 2217. 

Trudy Rogers, a vocational education administrator in 

the Arizona Department of Education who has had major 

responsibility for approving and monitoring secondary level 
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at-risk funding under HB 2217, also traced the meanings of 

at risk in Arizona to the period before the term came into 

widespread use. However, her own ideas about which 

previous terms at risk may have replaced were relevant to 

her own area of specialization, secondary education: 

That's been the popular term for the last couple 
of years. Because people are talking • • • were 
talking in categories, like they were talking 
dropouts, they were talking teen parents, talking 
substance abusers. Somebody must have come up 
with that as an all encompassing thing, to sort 
of surround all the issues that put kids at risk. 
(Rogers, 3/89, p. 6) 

According to Rogers, at risk was simply a new label for 

students who had once been called "special needs students, 

which included disadvantaged, handicapped, and limited 

English proficient" (Rogers, 3/89b, p. 2). At risk 

functioned to combine several specific, older educational 

categories under one new general term. Moreover, the "new" 

programs being designed for at-risk students were not 

"dramatically different," Rogers said. She had seen 

programs much like them before under the labels "dropout 

prevention" and "alternative education." Another 

informant, Kathy Hayden, was a Department early childhood 

specialist and former Head Start teacher who has supervised 

the implementation of the K-3 provisions of the at-risk 

legislation. She said that she could see connections 

between at risk and "the sixties when we started talking 

about the disadvantaged and we had the War on poverty under 
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Johnson." She speculated that it might have been 

popularized as a result of A Nation at Risk (Hayden, 7/89, 

p. 6). 

However at risk worked its way into Arizona's 

educational policies, Senator steiner argued that the term 

had caught on because it worked better than previous terms 

for the same group of students, such as dropout: 

I think it is a very helpful term. To me, it's a 
communicative term, because dropout, as you start 
studying the issue of dropouts, is not a very 
good term, because students drop into school, 
they drop out of school, they may drop out in the 
tenth grade and finish when they're 20, 21, 22. 
In other words, you get into very difficult, um, 
terms, policy terms, when you use the term 
dropout. And it's a very ugly term, and it means 
you frequently do not start early enough, so as 
we have moved to a preventive mentality, and an 
early intervention mentality- I don't know where 
the term came from. I'd love to know, where it 
really originated, but I think that to me it is a 
term that I can use with people that 
communicates. (Steiner, 7/89, p. 7) 

The term dropout focuses attention on a behavior which 

occurs at the end of a student's public school career. At 

risk, on the other hand, is associated with an early stage 

in this chain of events, a stage at which educators might 

be able to prevent the precursors of dropping out from 

occurring. This way of thinking explained the 

legislature's preference for early intervention programs. 

In this regard, steiner recognized the usage of at risk in 

medical discourse to denote a prediction of future illness, 

as in "a baby at risk," rather than treatment of illness 
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after the fact. Moreover, at risk was politically useful, 

steiner said, because there was an "an ongoing little sort 

of silent, unsaid sensitivity" in the Legislature about 

allocating limited dollars between middle income Anglos and 

poor minorities. At risk was a successful policy term 

because it allowed policymakers to avoid the issue of 

ethnicity and "stay clear of the welfare concept" (steiner, 

7/89, p. 9). 

Informants steiner, Bierlein, Rogers and Hayden all 

responded that a further impetus for the Legislature's 

consensus on the issue of at-risk students came from the 

business sector of the state, what the Marshall et al. 

(1986) study had called "noneducator interest groups." 

National information about demographic trends shaping the 

labor market of the future had just become available, and 

Arizona's business interests were becoming concerned: 

You are basically going to have one third of your 
potential high school graduates not have a high 
school degree in this day and age. It might have 
been all right in 1890, when they could go work 
on a farm, or you know, work in a sweatshop, but 
it certainly won't work in a global economy where 
you're not even going to- Look at Labor Force 
2000--we're not even going to need people with 
minimal skills anymore •••• And what's exciting 
about it is that we're seeing a much better 
understanding, not only in the legislative 
process, but a much better understanding out in 
the private sector. Business is now beginning to 
say, economic development and educational 
excellence are tied together. And they are 
willing to help work at it. (steiner, 7/89, p. 5) 



The kids entering school at that time were gonna 
be the graduates in the year 2000, and there was 
a lot of focus about, where are we gonna be in 
2000? We've gotta start working with those kids. 
So that was another piece that was coming about 
at that time, with more of a national awareness, 
state level awareness at that time, that these 
kids who are entering school ••• are what's 
gonna be coming out in the next, you know, the 
next decade or the next era. And so I think a 
lot of those pieces caused people to really think 
about, we need to think about the future. 
(Bierlein, 4/89, p. 2) 

You know, things like Youth 2000 and the 
projections that have been done relative to the 
employment market and that by 2000 minority 
groups and women will be a major part of the 
employment market, and if they don't start 
preparing the kids that are in school now, 
business and industry are going to have a real 
hard time having a qualified labor force. I think 
business and industry are finally starting to 
wake up to that issue, too. So once you get 
somebody besides education recognizing there's a 
problem, then all of a sudden it gets a lot more 
attention. When it's just educators, they tend 
to think you're feathering your own nest. 
(Rogers, 3/89, p. 5) 

I think that, to be perfectly honest, I think 
there have been enough articles written now that 
the business community has learned they're not 
going to have employees that are educated. 
(Hayden, 7/89, p. 8) 

Reference to the year 2000 related to a 1987 report from 

the Hudson Institute entitled Workforce 2000: Work and 
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Workers for the Twenty-First Century, which projected that 

the slow growth in the workforce and a change in workforce 

demographics to include more women, more minorities, and 

more disadvantaged. The report also argued, as Rogers did, 
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that the future economy will require more workers with 

sound academic skills (Johnston and Packer, 1987). 

At her interview, Hayden provided me with copies of 

some at-risk literature she thought would be helpful to my 

understanding of the at-risk issue: an ~ducational 

. Leadership article on "What Works for Students at Risk" 

(Slavin and Madden, 1989) and an article from Modern 

Maturity magazine titled "A Promise at Risk," which asked, 

"Can America rouse itself to conquer the perils facing its 

children?" (Taylor, 1989). She cited the diffusion of the 

"at risk" idea through the popular media, such as Newsweek 

and television specials, as having contributed toward a 

statewide consensus on the need for investment in early 

education that crossed party lines and age group 

interests. 1 Minutes of the Education Committees of the 

Arizona House and Senate during the spring 1988 session 

showed that at risk was in use among the legislators in 

contexts other than discussions of HB 2217. One of these 

contexts was a report presented to the Senate Education 

Committee by the School Improvement unit of the Department 

of Education, on the K-3 improvement programs in the state. 

'l'he report cited 24 district programs, five of which were 

1 Her mother had clipped the Modern Maturity article 
for her. Concerns about whether the coming workforce would 
be able to pay for the current workforce's Social security 
were beginning to take effect on the older generation, she 
said. 
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identified (by the report writer, perhaps not by the 

districts) as programs for "at-risk students" (Senate 

Education Committee, 2/8/88). The report made the 

connection between K-3 legislation and at-risk legislation 

quite clear; attached to the list of K-3 programs was a 

summary of SB 1328, the precursor of HB 2217, titled 

"Children at Risk Prevention Legislation." The K-3 section 

of the School Improvement unit had been instrumental in 

constructing this early version of the bill (Hayden, 7/89). 

From examination of minutes of both House and Senate 

Education Committees, at-risk students tended to come up in 

discussions of "excellence" reforms inspired by A Nation at 

Risk, which still appeared to be going strong in 1988. 

Another bill under consideration during the same session as 

HB 2217 was HB 2371, titled "Excellence in Education 

Plans." This bill would have established further 

guidelines for excellence in education in Arizona. 

Indicators of "excellence" included such Nation-at-Risk 

reforms as a longer school day/year and alternative 

certification for administrators; but the label 

"excellence" was also stretched to include a "key focus" on 

reforms to "assist those pupils who can be identified as at 

risk of not succeeding in the educational system" (House 

Education Committee, 3/16/88, p. 35). Through an elaborate 

new tax scheme, the state was going to raise up to $550 
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million in new funds for implementing the Excellence Plans. 

Districts could apply for grants from these funds on the 

condition that they complied with the excellence guidelines 

for one year and were held accountable to evaluate their 

progress according to standards established by the 

Department of Education. This legislation, introduced by 

the Republican chair of the House Education Committee, 

generated months of political debate and discussion, 

including news coverage. 

At-risk students came up in discussions of HB 2371 

when the House Education Committee on March 2, 1988, heard 

a report from the Educational Excellence Forum, a select 

meeting of state policymakers, representatives of the 

business community, educators, and other organizations. 

This report, in support of the passage of the Excellence in 

Education Plans, referred to "at risk students" as those 

"who do not succeed in our educational system today, who 

never become graduates" (Educational Excellence Forum, 

1987, p. 7). To increase the graduation rate, the report 

said, something must be done about "the at risk problem" 

(p. 8). That is, at-risk students were defined by this 

group as a barrier preventing the state from reaching one 

of its excellence goals, a higher graduation rate. The 

report emphasized early identification of at-risk students, 

"by third grade at least," the creation of new funding and 
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program alternatives to address their "specific" 

educational needs, and joint school-community agency 

projects to address the "ca.uses of 'at risk' such as 

inadequate day care, preschools, latch-key children, and 

lack of parenting skills" (p. 8). The report conceded that 

such reforms would be very costly. 

The report noted that though most Forum participants 

agreed with this general message, caveats came from several 

directions. An unidentified participant expressed a concern 

that at-risk students should be identified but not 

"stigmatized" or "herded apart from the mainstream." other 

concerns, more typical of the history of Arizona education 

policy, were that "we cannot risk spending a 

disproportionate amount of time and money on the 'at risk' 

students while shortchanging the majority"; that local 

control must be the "essential ingredient" in at risk 

policy, since problems of at risk students vary in 

different locations across the state; and that at-risk 

funding must be linked to "accountability" (p. 8). 

At this same Education committee meeting, 

representatives from Arizona citizens for Education (ACE) 

also spoke in favor of the Excellence bill. They 

distributed a brochure describing their group as "business, 

civic, education and parent leaders working together for 

educational excellence and equity for the class of 2000." 
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The brochure was illustrated with pictures of young 

children of various races, with a demographic message about 

the racial, linguistic and socioeconomic characteristics of 

the students entering kindergarten today. ACE did not use 

the term at risk to describe students in their promotional 

materials. They labelled the problem stUdents of the 

future liThe Class of 2000." However, the message was 

consistent with the demographic theme in much of the 

national at-risk literature, and it was clear from 

statements by steiner, Bierlein and Rogers quoted above 

that at risk and "The Class of 2000" are linked among state 

policymakers. 

News reports cited broadbased support for the 

Excellence in Education bill from educators (AEA), 

education reform groups (ACE), business interests, the 

state Board and the Department. The bill seemingly had 

everything--excellence, at-risk, and accountability. The 

only opposition cited in news stories came from a no-new

taxes Republican (Arizona Daily star, 2/28/88: 3/3/88). 

However, in other House Education Committee discussions, 

two large-city district lobbyists complained from the other 

side that some of the excellence provisions might actually 

hurt their at-risk students (House Education Committee, 

3/2/88, 3/16/88). In the end, it was the no-new-taxes 

position that killed the bill. It died when its taxation 
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provisions failed to win the approval of the House Ways and 

Means committee. There is support for excellence (what 

Mitchell et a1., 1986, called "quality") in education in 

Arizona, but not if it comes at such a high price that it 

conflicts with other norms. 

other mentions of the term at risk occurred when state 

superintendent of ~lblic Instruction Diane Bishop, after 

criticizing a report by a conservative Phoenix excellence 

advocate, reminded the committee that K-3 funding for at

risk students should be the top priority for 1988 (House 

Education committee, 1/20/88). In the senate Education 

committee, at-risk students were brought up in relation to 

a proposal to exempt first grade students from the Iowa 

Test of Basic Skills (ITBS). District representatives 

testified on both sides of this bill. Speaking against the 

proposal, the Basic Skills Director of the Peoria school 

District testified that her district was using low first 

grade scores on the ITBS as a way to label certain students 

as "at risk. 1I The at-risk students were then provided with 

some form of remediation or tutoring (Senate Education 

Committee, 4/11/88). 

Two other bills extending the term at risk into state 

law were introduced in this session. HB 2395 was designed 

to establish a trust fund to increase financial aid to at

risk students at state universities. A Committee memo 
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about the bill defined at-risk students as "those under-

r~presented in the university population or who present 

unique needs for financial aid" (House Education committee, 

2/16/88). A report by the Board of Regents presented in 

committee states that new funding 

• • • should target at risk student populations 
such as under-represented ethnic minorities and 
single parents. It is understood that those in 
need of such aid may change and the program must 
be flexible in order to accommodate this 
phenomenon. (Board of Regents, 1988, p. 9) 

However, minutes of this same meeting show that the bill 

was amended after a motion by a Committee member to read 

"students with verifiable financial need," rather than "at 

risk students." Perhaps the flexibility of the label at 

risk, and implications that it would especially target aid 

toward minorities, prompted specification of the bill's 

language, although the minutes were silent on the exact 

reasons underlying the amendment. 

HB 2108 mandated that Arizona's state universities 

develop plans for improving their recruitment of 

lIeconomically disadvantaged, minority ana underrepresented 

student populations." In addition, the bill provided for 

student loan forgiveness for teachers educated at state 

universities who would take employment in districts with 

"high proportions of economically disadvantaged and at risk 

pupils." The state Board was charged by the bill with 



developing a list of qualifying districts (Ariz. Legis. 

Servo 1988, 1259, Chap 305, section 2). 

Therefore, at risk was in use among Arizona 
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legislators and their constituents in contexts other than 

the official at-risk bill, HB 2217. Its use could not be 

identified exclusively with either the liberal or 

conservative side of the Arizona political spectrum (which 

in any case is not very wide). As I argued in the 

preceding chapter, "nation at risk" and "children at risk" 

reforms began in tension, representing as they did 

conservative and liberal forces in educational politics. 

However, over time the excellence and equity arguments 

represented by these two phrases became intertwined, as two 

aspects of broad-based educational reform packages in many 

states. In the Arizona legislature, excellence and at-risk 

reforms became politically and even linguistically 

interrelated, as described by Senator Steiner: 

Placier: 
One of the big pushes has been for excellence in 
education, and then at-risk as well, those two issues. 
Sometimes they come up in the same discussions. What 
do you think is the relationship between those two 
issues? 

steiner: 
Absolutely interrelated. I think they are absolutely 
interrelated, absolutely must be. We will be at great 
risk as a nation if we sort of say, this is the 
education for those at risk and this is the education
it has to be integrated. That has to be integrated 
from the standpoint of education, money, policy, 
understanding that they are totally interrelated • . . 
we have to be as demanding on these at-risk students 
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as we are on anyone else, and must not allow, sort of, 
a watering-down or diluting or serving up a lukewarm 
kind of education. (Steiner, 7/89, p. 10) 

The expectation for at-risk students, from this policy 

perspective, was that they would be brought up to the ~ 

level of attainment as successful students. This is the 

meaning of the "interrelationship" of excellence and equity 

among Arizona legislators. 

An "Action Agenda for Educational Excellence in 

Arizona" distributed in February 1989 by steiner and 

Representative Bev Hermon, current Chair of the House 

Education Committee, proposed that the excellence agenda 

can satisfy literally every policy value or objective: 

The plan to achieve educational excellence in 
Arizona must embrace several guiding principles, 
including: eguity--financial equity and equal 
access. accountability--a system of standards and 
evaluation. efficiency--cost-effective use of tax 
funds. sufficiency--an appropriate level of 
funding to meet educational goals. balance-
between the value of local control and the need 
for statewide standards. (Steiner and Hermon, 
1989, p. 1) 

The Action Agenda for Excellence combined in one policy 

proposal "at-risk initiatives" such as preschools, support 

for limited English proficient students, remedial programs, 

gifted/talented grants, and juvenile delinquent education: 

and "incentives for excellence" such as closer monitoring 

of school performance, implementation of school choice, 

incentive grants to schools and districts, and increased 

instructional time (steiner and Hermon, 1989, p. 3). As 
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steiner put it, "Addressing the at-risk issue is a part of 

a total plan for pushing ahead for excellence" (7/89, p. 

11). By absorbing at risk into the more dominant excellence 

agenda, Republican education leaders in the Legislature 

managed to neutralize any liberal connotations which may 

have once attached themselves to the term. 

House Bill 2217: Arizona's At Risk Legislation 

The at-risk provisions of HB 2217 originated in the 

Arizona senate Education committee with steiner's 

sponsorship as SB 1328, under the title "Children at Risk 

Prevention Programs," early in 1988. A Department of 

Education summary presented to the Committee described 

four-year pilot projects for grades K-3, as a supplement to 

the existing K-3 legislation. senate Education Analyst Lou 

Ann Bierlein said that she "wrote pretty much every word" 

of the original bill, piecing it together not from outside 

sources, but from "my own particular background, in dealing 

with research and evaluation," "common sense" and 

"discussion of what might make a program work." As the 

bill developed, she said, 

• • • It was changed, it was looked at, a lot of 
it went back and forth between the department of 
education, the K-3 coordinator, who would look at 
the language. They told me initially some of 
concepts that deal with K-3, and talked about 
successful programs, modelling across other 
countries, such as involving the parents and 
stuff like that. So I took their expertise on K-



3, coupled with my expertise on research and 
evaluation, and pilots in general, and out of 
that came the basic contents of the bill. 
(Bierlein, 4/89, p. 4) 

240 

I asked Bierlein if she consulted sources on at what other 

states were doing in the area of at-risk policy. She told 

me that she did not, because at that time there was little 

available on other states, and in any case she would not 

have had time to look at that information. Moreover, 

comprehensive, big-ticket programs, such as those promoted 

by CCSSO and implemented in some other states, were 

financially out of the question in Arizona. 

The greatest influence on the final shape of the at-

risk legislation, Bierlein said, was her previous 

experience in designing a pilot project on teacher career 

ladders. "There was a lot of knowledge that we had 

learned, those of us that were involved with that pilot 

project, that translated into this pilot project, that were 

just generic things that have to do with piloting things" 

(Bierlein, 4/89, p. 4). Bierlein offered several 

rationales for shaping Arizona's at-risk legislation in the 

form of pilot projects, rather than a large comprehensive 

package. First, she explained, 

We were hoping to get the answers • • • and I 
know some districts are having a hard time 
because not everybody got funded. It wasn't meant 
to fund everybody. It was meant to fund those 
that have the perceived greatest need at this 
point, but also to find out what kind of programs 
work, so that when we do go to fund everybody, if 



that is indeed what happens, we will have some 
models that have been tried in the toughest 
situations. • • • It was intended to fund those 
districts that are willing to do some 
experimentation and also had a very large 
population which to experiment gn. (Bierlein, 
4/89, p. 5) 
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Thus, there was a research rationale for the at-risk 

provisions and also a triage rationale, that only the most 

needy districts would be funded. Then there was a related 

fiscal rationale: 

The other piece of a pilot of course, is that 
when you don't have a lot of money, at least you 
can do §QIDgthing •••• There are certainly two 
sides of it, certainly not just the research part 
of it, and the experimentation, also the fiscal 
part of it. It's a lot cheaper. (Bierlein, 4/89, 
p. 5) 

still another rationale for pilot projects, according 

to Bierlein, was that districts would be accountable to the 

state for the outcomes: 

There is a mindset, because it ~ competitive, 
they know they are being watched, they know they 
are being asked to document and do evaluations 
••• they know they're an experiment, they know they 
were special, and because of all these pieces, some 
things happen, there's a chemistry involved that may 
not have happened, if they'd simply been given some 
extra money and we said, "Here's some extra money, go 
do what you want with it." (Bierlein, 4/89, p. 6) 

The at-risk legislation was "actually the first time ever, 

in Arizona history, in which evaluation monies were funded 

as part of a project," said Bierlein. Before, no one had 

closely monitored the outcomes of state-funded programs in 

districts. 



Rogers described how support for accountability and 

evaluation developed as a result of dissatisfaction with 

the loosely-coupled quality of previous K-3 legislation: 

There had been K-3 legislation that went out to 
the districts on a formula basis, and I think 
there was a concern on the part of the 
legislators that it was just sort of getting lost 
in the shuffle as it went into the budgets of the 
local districts. So somebody came up over there 
with the concept of doing demonstration sites, 
that they could narrow it down, and that the 
districts would have to put some real focus to, 
and write objectives and stuff, and then they'd 
be able to measure those objectives from that. 
(Rogers, 3/89, p. 6) 

Rogers' boss State superintendent C. Diane Bishop also 

cited this as a rationale in a speech to the Arizona 

Educational Research Association: 

So we will be able for the first time to really 
see what works with monies that are appropriated 
for programs from the legislature. And I really 
mean for the first time. The first money that 
came to K-3 was just given. And we don't know 
what works, we don't know what's going on. We've 
asked districts to tell us what they're doing 
with it, and they've been very good at 
responding, but there was no requirement to build 
an assessment or evaluation factor into their 
designs, or into their programs. So we have no 
way to assess what works out there and what 
doesn't. This time we're going to do it right. 
(Bishop, 11/9/88, p. 8) 
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According to K-3 specialist Kathy Hayden, who has 

supervised the implementation of the K-3 funds, it has been 

almost impossible to monitor exactly what districts were 

doing with their allocations. 
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These rationales were also political, since they 

clearly derived from tensions between state funding and 

control, and district autonomy. steiner said that the 

intent of the policy was to combine "local development" or 

"buy-in" with "guidelines" from and "accountability" to the 

state (7/89, p. 5). And as I will discuss later, the 

rationales for HB2217 also reflected political dynamics 

among major state policymaking entities: the Legislature, 

the Department of Education, and the state Board of 

Education. The research and accountability rationales were 

very much in line with recent Department of Education 

thrusts to depoliticize or rationalize state policymaking 

by strengthening the research and evaluation functions of 

the Department. 

SB 1328 became HB 2217 when it became attached to some 

other small pieces of education legislation as a package. 

According to my informants, the bill generated no real 

debate in committee; and thus there is little to tell about 

its legislative history. Bierlein explained that 

••• early prevention, accountability, are the 
two buzzwords right now around here, and that 
bill happened to have both. And also it didn't 
have a major price tag. People could feel like 
they were doing something and it wasn't costing 
them fifty, sixty million dollars. And so 
therefore it appealed to both the Democrats and 
the Republicans. (Bierlein, 4/89, p. 7) 

In fact, Bierlein's original version of the at-risk 

provisions was only slightly amended in its trips through 
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both Senate and House Education committees. It remained 

basically intact until the end of the session, when two 

brand new sections allocating at-risk funds for grades 7-12 

were added. Bierlein called this a "political piece only," 

since the genuine focus of the bill had always been on 

early prevention. But at the last minute, according to 

Trudy Rogers, "Somebody popped up and said, 'Well, what are 

you going to do for the kids that are already there, the 

kids that are in high school, or middle school, that are 

having problems and might even drop out?' " (Rogers, 3/89, 

p. 4). When this question came up, someone referred to a 

report which Rogers had earlier submitted to the 

legislators, about the need for additional funds for 

academic, vocational and support services for secondary at 

risk students. The 7-12 provisions of the bill were then 

drafted by structuring. the contents of this report to 

parallel the K-3 sections. 

According to steiner's recollection, the bill came 

close to dying in the late hours of the final day of the 

session, when the legislators were "struggling with money" 

and "trying to get a budget that would close out." She 

attributed its survival to the Democrats, who kept the 

pressure on for its passage as part of a "going home 

package" for which they held firm (4/89, p. 3). The final 

version of the bill passed the Senate 22-7, and the House 
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against it, steiner said, were those who oppose any new 

funding for schools. 
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HB 2217 as finally approved has three major parts. 

section 1 amended Arizona Revised statutes CARS) 15-715, 

the K-3 funding law, to require each district to prepare an 

annual report specifying how state K-3 monies had been 

spent over the previous year. This section was an attempt 

to tighten up the legislature's previous K-3 funding bill, 

by introducing district accountability to the state 

administration of the program. section 2 amended an ARS 

article regulating academic contests, an unrelated issue. 

Then sections 3-9 of the bill allocated funding for "at 

risk pilot project grants" for fiscal years 1988-89 through 

1991-92. These sections outlined procedures for funding 

and conducting at-risk projects at two levels: grades K-3 

and 7-12. Three million dollars were allocated for K-3 

programs, and 1.5 million for 7-12. 

Under the terms of the bill, grants were to be 

distributed through the State Board of Education to school 

districts "identified by the board as having a large 

percentage of pupils in kindergarten programs and grades 

one through three who are at risk of not succeeding in the 

educational system" Qt: "a large percentage of pupils in 

grades seven through twelve who are at risk of dropping out 
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of school prior to completing high school graduation 

requirements" (Ariz. Legis. Servo 1988, 1264). This 

epidemiological form of the use of at risk, which 

differentiates between the risks to populations of younger 

and older students, came early in the text, which then 

shifted to the form at risk pupils. District grant 

proposals were to include: 

1. A "definition of the at risk pupil which 
includes at least economic and academic 
factors"; 

2. The percentage of at risk pupils in the school 
population of the district; 

3. A program description for: 

K-3, including procedures for identifying at 
risk pupils and for involving parents, and 
academic components insuring that "at risk 
pupils exiting grade three meet the minimum 
competency requirements prescribed by the 
state board"; or 

7-12, including procedures for identifying at 
risk pupils who have already dropped out or 
who are potential dropouts; plans for 
alternative programs and activities which 
include both academic and vocational training 
and support services; and details showing that 
the new funding will not be used to supplant 
existing programs. 

4. A plan for linking the new project to existing 
programs; and 

5. An evaluation design based on models developed 
by the department of education. (Ariz. Leg. 
Servo 1988, 1264) 

The state Department was allocated funds for 

monitoring and technical support and annual evaluations of 
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the projects, with priority for technical support given to 

small and rural districts "to help them effectively develop 

and implement these types of programs." Evaluations were 

to collect "specific data," including assessments of pupil 

progress. The Department was directed to report to the 

Board regarding district compliance with the terms of the 

bill. 

An important aspect of the bill, from a linguistic 

standpoint, is that it did not specifically define at risk. 

It also did not name specific populations of students 

considered by the state to be at-risk or offer an analysis 

of why they were at-risk. The only clue in the text 

relates at risk to social class: districts must include 

"at least economic and academic factors" in their 

definitions. Otherwise, the bill gave districts broad 

discretion to construct local definitions of at risk and 

criteria for identifying their at-risk students. As I will 

describe in the next section, it was later, during the 

process of deciding which districts to fund, that 

Department of Education administrators narrowed the 

definition to exclude all but certain objective meanings of 

at risk. 

Defining "At Risk:" The Department Takes Over 
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After Governor Mofford signed HB 2217 in July 1988, 

the state Board was given until September 1 under the terms 

of the bill to establish project application criteria. 

Districts then had until October 1 to submit proposals. 

screening and selection of proposals was to be completed by 

the Board by December 1, so that the pilot projects could 

begin in the second semester of the 1988-89 school year. 

The legislature set such a tight timeline because they 

"wanted something up and going this year. They didn't want 

us to take a year getting it going" (Rogers, 3/89, p. 8). 

At the August 29, 1988 Board meeting, two days before the 

application process was scheduled to begin, Department 

staff presented a report on their recommendations for 

completing the initial steps. The Board unanimously 

approved the following criteria for eligibility for K-3 at

risk pilot projects: 

1. high student mobility 
2. high absenteeism 
3. high proportion of students scoring below the 25th 

percentile on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills 
4. high proportion of LEP students 
5. low socioeconomic status of students. 

criteria for approval of 7-12th grade projects were: 

1. high dropout rates 
2. location in an economically depressed area 
3. high absenteeism 
4. high proportion of pupils scoring below the 40th 

percentile on standardized achievement tests 
5. high proportion of LEP students 
6. high number of students who drop out but return 

during the same school year. 
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The Department also recommended a definition of "at 

risk pupils" to be used by all approved 7-12 project sites: 

Those students who have identifiable characteristics which 

are recognized as increasing their likelihood of dropping 

out of the educational system, which the Board amended to 

read: 

Those students who have dropped out or who have 
identifiable characteristics which are recognized 
as increasing the likelihood of their dropping 
out of the educational system, including academic 
and economic factors. 

This definition was a precursor of the Department's 

preference for a quantifiable, epidemiological or 

predictive method for identification of at-risk students. 

Finally, the Department recommended additional 

selection criteria based on district commitment and 

accountability to the Department, which the Board approved: 

1. Districts with documented local governing 
board and administrative commitment to be 
four-year demonstration sites: 

2. Districts who agree to work with the 
Department of Education in sharing information 
and requested statistics for preparing annual 
reports to the legislature and completing the 
four-year longitudinal study: 

3. Districts which show strong articulation plans 
with their feeder elementary districts or the 
high school districts to which they feed 
students. 

The Department prepared application materials 

explaining HB 2217 and project criteria and mailed them to 

districts. Application and application review materials 
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for K-3 and 7-12 were somewhat different, due to slight 

differences in the wording of these sections of the bill. 

The K-3 provisions stated that the Board could determine 

which districts were eligible to apply, based on their 

percentage of at-risk pupils in grades K-3. The K-3 unit 

sent applications only to the 82 districts considered 

eligible by the predetermined Department criteria~ 55 of 

these responded with a proposal. The 7-12 unit sent 

materials to all 220 districts, and 43 districts responded. 

The 7-12 application materials informed districts 

explicitly that part of the criteria for approval would be 

the number of at-risk students in a district, and gave the 

above six criteria they would use for determining this 

number. It was explained that the Department chose these 

criteria because the state had comparable statistics on 

them from all districts. As Trudy Rogers put it, "So it 

was already determined up front who had the highest 

percentage of at-risk students," according to the 

Department's criteria (3/89, p. 3). 

Superintendent Bishop described how the Department 

ranked the at-risk status of the districts as an objective 

basis for making funding decisions under HB 2217. She 

recapped the decision making process: 

So the first thing we had to look at was, how are 
we going to identify the districts who are 
eligible for the money? Obviously, there are 
some districts in the state which really don't 



have a problem with at-risk students. And they 
should not be competing on an equal basis with 
those who do. The money should go where the need 
would be, in this particular case. So we called 
some folks together and debated, how do you 
measure at-riskness, what is it? And we came up 
with five indicators: socioeconomic status, 
language at home, urn test scores, mobility and 
absenteeism. Everybody had a feeling that these 
were the things that really made students at-risk 
for failure in school. But we had to quantify and 
validate our feelings. We couldn't just say, 
this is the way it's going to be because we think 
that's the way it is. (Bishop, 11/9/88, p. 7) 

Bishop went on to describe how the recently-established 

Research unit of the Department took on the task of 
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validating the staff's hunches. They calculated district 

scores on each of the above variables from data available 

in Department computers, converted these scores to z 

scores, and could thereby sum them to assign each district 

a composite score, 

• • • and out of that we were able to rank every 
district in the state, according to its level of 
at-riskness, and on the basis of that we could 
determine which districts would be eligible to 
apply and those were invited to submit a 
proposal, which will uh be evaluated on its 
merits. (Bishop, 11/9/88, p. 8) 

Therefore, in the process of deciding which districts 

to fund, the Department began to construct a definition of 

at risk based on statistical manipulation of quantitative 

data from districts already available to the Department. A 

district might maJte a plausible case for a locally

constructed definition of at risk or locally relevant 

criteria for at-risk student identification, and thereby 
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attempt to justify their need for an at-risk project. 

However, if the district did not match state criteria they 

were less likely to be funded. For example, several 

districts included the notion of "low self-esteem" in their 

proposed definitions of at risk; but the state does not 

collect data on individual psychological variables such as 

self-esteem for all students. The Department's definition 

of at risk also introduced, for the first time in this 

policymaking process, an explicit link between at risk and 

ethnicity, limited English proficiency. 

In both the K-3 and 7-12 application review processes, 

a reviewing committee composed of both Department and non

Department members first scored the quality of each 

proposal, according to criteria provided by the Department, 

and then added up to 10 additional points for the 

district's level of at-riskness. The story of Quintero 

District (the district in this study) may clarify this 

process. Quintero submitted a proposal for a 7-12 grant. 

They were not invited in the K-3 category because of their 

relatively low level of at-riskness. The reviewers ranked 

their proposal third out of 43 in overall quality, with 91 

of 100 points. However, when points for at-riskness based 

on the Department's definition were added to district 

scores, Quintero's proposal fell to twelfth in the ranking 

by less than a point--and only eleven 7-12 proposals were 
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funded. Quintero District as a whole was not considered to 

be sufficiently at-risk, by the state definition, though 

the district does include schools with numbers of students 

who match the state profile. The district administrator at 

Quintero who wrote the proposal said he still felt like 

crying when he looked at the final rankings. 

On the other hand, Raintree District (one of the 

districts for the Richardson et al., 1989, study) ranked 

first in proposal quality at 97, and received an additional 

ten at-risk points, to put it far ahead of all the others. 

The demographics of Quintero and Raintree were quite 

different. Quintero District was notable for its internal 

diversity; some of its schools would fit the state's at

risk criteria and some would clearly not. On the other 

hand, all of Raintree's schools qualified for Chapter I 

funding, an indication of significant numbers of low income 

students. Though some of Quintero's schools include many 

Mexican American students, as well as small pockets of 

Spanish-speaking Yaqui Indians, according to Quintero 

records only a small percentage of these students were 

classified as LEP. In Raintree, in contrast, the majority 

of students were Mexican American, and many were classified 

as LEP. But in fact, it was proposal quality which cinched 

Raintree's approval; this district would not have needed 

its 10 at-risk points to make the top 12. 



254 

I asked Trudy Rogers about the rationale for using 

districts as the unit of at-riskness, rather than schools, 

since district-level data might wash out data from schools 

which represent pockets of at-riskness within a district 

like Quintero. She said she had heard that complaint from 

district administrators, that "You know, we've got these 

schools, our statistics are sky high. You should have used 

the schools [as the funding unit]." She said there were 

"two schools of thought on that." The Department could 

have recommended school-level funding, even though it would 

have made their tasks in application, review, monitoring 

and evaluation much more difficult. But, she went on 

• • • the reverse side of the coin is those 
districts should be paying more attention to 
where they put their own resources within the 
district and not just depending on outside 
funding. If we come in and allow them to target 
just one school, then that sort of absolves them 
from responsibility. • (Rogers, 3/89b, pp. 
13-14) 

Another facet of this issue is that by using only 

aggregated district level data the state would undoubtedly 

vastly underestimate the number of at-risk students, by 

their own definition, in the state. 

The decisionmaking process I have just described 

allowed the Department to quantify and objectify the triage 

rationale of the pilot projects. For example, 10 of the 

11 districts approved for 7-12 grants did receive the 

maximum 10 at-risk points; that is, they were considered 
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to have a greater need for the projects. However, even by 

the state's narrower definition, numbers of at-risk 

students could not have been the only criteria for 

screening, since in reality the demand would have far 

outweighed the funding supplied by the legislature. There 

were 12 more districts which received ten at-risk points 

but were not funded for projects. The reviewers cut these 

proposals out of the running because they were rated low in 

"quality." Rogers explained that some proposals were 

poorly written and/or did not adhere to the Department 

guidelines. She conceded that the tight timeline and lack 

of proposal-writing expertise and "sophistication" in some 

districts probably hurt their chances. However, 

• • • on our side, when you have limited funds, you 
can't do it on a formula basis, so you have to set up 
some sort of criteria for the people to compete. 
otherwise, you're into a whole issue of favoritism or 
why would you give it to this district over that 
district •••• " (Rogers, 3/89, p. 9) 

Another criterion for funding in the 7-12 category was 

district size. The Department recommended that the Board 

fund a variety of small, medium and large districts. This 

criterion was also responsible for cutting some of the 

small, rural districts out of the running. 

According to Hayden, the K-3 proposal reviewers had 

been more lenient about proposal quality, since they knew 

that only needy districts had been invited to apply. 

Hayden said that 



••• literally, there were some times we used to 
laugh that we took into consideration that maybe 
a third grade or kindergarten teacher had written 
this, and we knew when a district had 
grantwriters, professional, you know, to do it up 
big. We said, if this district had turned it in 
crayon, we would have read it as equally. (7/89, 
p. 3) 

still, two of the lowest-achieving, poorest districts in 

the state did not receive at-risk funds because of low

quality proposals. Hayden said that some legislators 
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questioned this decision, and the Department's answer was 

that in such cases the priority had to be accountability. 

Those districts had not been able to adequately account for 

how their at-risk money would be spent. 

When the reviewers had completed their proposal 

screenings, the Board approved the Department's 

recommendations for district funding unanimously (state 

Board minutes, 11/28/88). Grants ranged from $12,693 for a 

small rural district to $412,000 for a consortium of eight 

districts in one county. The next steps for the approved 

districts were to appoint "At Risk Teams" to develop 

implementation plans to be submitted to the state 

Department. The Department decided that at-risk 

interventions were to be targeted at students identified as 

at-risk, and that evaluation of the interventions would be 

based on their progress. continued district receipt of at

risk funds would depend on positive results. 
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Tables 8 and 9 show characteristics of the projects 

which did receive at-risk pilot project funds (see Appendix 

D). The twenty-two K-3 and eleven 7-12 approved projects 

were quite different, reflecting the different requirements 

for application written into HB 2217. Districts with K-3 

projects appeared to have targeted particular schools with 

large numbers of at-risk students for overall improvements 

such as increased parent participation, curriculum and 

staff development, and extended programs. The 7-12 

projects, on the other hand, targeted particular students 

identified through the state Department's criteria as well 

as locally developed criteria and staff referrals. 

Identified students were singled out for special treatment, 

most often a combination of individualized remediation of 

academic "basic skills" needed for graduation, vocational 

education, guidance and counseling. The emphasis was on 

preventing dropouts by strengthening the interface between 

school and work, making school the gateway to a job. In 

both cases, it was notable that despite the priority given 

to identifying LEP students, there was little mention of 

bilingual or ESL classes in the approved proposals. 

Rogers reported that the Legislature was quite 

satisfied with the Department's decisionmaking process: 

"The Legislature's been very happy that we actually used 

some statistics like that to designate where funding should 
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go" (Rogers, 3/89, p. 10). That is, even though statistics 

were not the only determinants of proposal approval, the 

Department staff presented this to the Legislature as the 

case. The way steiner described the process was that it 

allowed the Legislature to "target" its money accurately by 

setting "very fine, very statistically accurate" criteria 

for defining at risk, while allowing for district 

discretion in designing and testing a variety of treatments 

for at-risk students (7/89, p. 3). Of course, in the end 

they would be accountable to the state for the results of 

these experiments. 

The Ed.Stat Report 

state superintendent C. Diane Bishop was also pleased 

with the outcome of this proposal-approval process. She 

hailed the establishment of objective criteria for 

determining the at-risk level of districts as a great 

improvement in state education policymaking, which could be 

credited in part to the recent establishment of the 

Research unit of the Department. The Research unit had 

already cleared up the issue of per-pupil expenditures in 

Arizona. In the meantime they also provided the Department 

with the district rankings on percentages of at-risk 

students which guided decisionmaking under HB 2217. Bishop 

said that this process was so successful that the next 



issue of Ed.Stat would focus on it. For the Ed.Stat 

report, 

We went one step further, though. We wanted to 
find out, did those indicators really identify 
at-riskness. • • • So we did a correlation 
between absenteeism and test scores, between 
mobility and test scores, between poverty and 
test scores, between language minority and test 
scores, and the correlations are very, very high. 
So these indicators that we felt were correct, do 
indicate a level of at-riskness. The test scores 
do drop when these things become more important 
in a child's life, are more prevalent in a 
child's life. (Bishop, 11/8, p. 9) 

Therefore, as far as the Superintendent was concerned, 

correlational methods had settled the question of the 

definition of at risk, a.nd district rankings on this 

variable could be used as an objective, apolitical basis 

for decisionmaking about at-risk students in the state. 
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The authors of the Ed.Stat report on "The At Risk 

status of Arizona School Districts" stated that its purpose 

was "to guide the state in dealing with problems of 

students 'at risk' of not completing their primary and 

secondary education" (Arizona Department of Education, 

1989, p. 1). Unlike the national reform reports, this 

report spent little time on analysis of the problem of at 

risk students. What they did say stressed the labor market 

angle: 

The majority of students in Arizona's public 
education system succeed in their studies, 
acquiring the knowledge and skills they need to 
be productive adults. However, a growing number 
of students are identifiable as being "at risk" 



of failing to achieve in school, and, ultimately 
failing to graduate. Furthermore, with the 
growing sophistication of workplace skills and 
the increasing competition for available jobs, 
dropping out puts a young person "at risk" 
throughout the rest of his or her adult life. 
(1989, p. 1) 
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The remainder of the report was given to explanations of 

how the Research unit arrived at the district rankings 

included in the appendices. The report said that 

characteristics of at-risk status suggested by members of 

the Department staff were student absenteeism; 

socioeconomic status (SES); limited English proficiency 

(LEP); low standardized test scores; mobility, for grades 

K-3; and dropout rate, for grades 7-12. These became the 

independent variables to be correlated with standardized 

test scores as the dependent variable. SES and LEP were 

found to be the best predictors of test scores, but all 

factors were included in the final formula. District 

rankings were determined by normalizing district scores on 

the above-mentioned variables and summing them into a 

composite score. The resulting equations, one for K-3 and 

one for 7-12, reportedly explained 58% of district 

variation in proportions of students with low standardized 

test scores. 

The authors concluded that their model might be flawed 

by the failure to include some important, unkno~m 

variable(s) for which district data were unavailable, such 
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as school environment, district policies, teaching quality, 

student home environment, and students' mental capabilities 

(by which they presumably meant differences in 

intelligence). They also admitted that aggregating 

district-level information washes out within-district 

variation which may hold the key to understanding 

differences in test performance among students. They end 

with the often-heard researcher warning that "additional 

investigations need to be performed in order to uncover 

more robust results" (ADE 1989, p. 12). 

One of the Ed.Stat report's authors, Rich Gallagher of 

the Research unit, told me that the researchers knew there 

were some "inaccuracies" in the data they had used in the 

study, but because of the tight timeline set by the 

legislature they had to use district information already 

available "in house." It had been the Superintendent's 

decision to go public with the at-risk rankings so soon. 

Whether the Research Unit felt ready to unveil their 

methods or not, he said "we had no choice"--the political 

time was right. The rankings served to "preempt negative 

reactions" to the Department's decisions on the 

distribution of the at-risk funds. Though the legislators 

may not have understood the "nuts and bolts" of the 

procedures, they did understand that they were a "valid" 



way of making the decision, Gallagher said (Gallagher, 

7/89). 
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The Ed.Stat report hardly makes exciting reading, 

except perhaps for statisticians. It is doubtful that 

Bishop's aim of producing a document that "people could 

understand" was met by a report composed primarily of 

formulas, calculations and specialized research 

terminology. What was most understandable about the 

report, and what gathered the most attention, were the 

district rankings in the appendices. Like the state 

rankings in national reports, such comparisons have 

political meaning. Although the report's authors offered 

no interpretation of the rankings, the press picked up on 

this possibility immediately. An article shortly after the 

report's release was headlined "state study links poverty, 

poor English to school failure." The article discussed how 

districts with the highest at-risk ratings tended to be on 

Indian reservations or along the Mexican border, while 

those districts least at-risk were in suburban and some 

rural areas. superintendent Bishop was quoted as saying, 

"It statistically supports what we felt all along--that 

there are factors outside the school's control which affect 

student achievement." superintendents of two predominantly 

Anglo, affluent districts which rated very low in at

riskness were asked for their reactions. One commented 
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that educators have known for 20 years that socioeconomics 

are related to achievement, and the other said that 

"obviously it's nice to hear [that his district] did well" 

in the study (Arizona Daily star, 1/26/89, p. B-4). The 

at-risk rankings came up again in the summer of 1989 when 

district Iowa test scores came out, showing the most at

risk districts to be scoring at the bottom of the range for 

the state. This time a reporter consulted an 

administrator in one of the most at-risk districts, located 

on an Indian reservation. This administrator remarked that 

poorer districts have a more difficult time maintaining 

their educational programs, and that her district's 

students might score poorly because of linguistic and 

cultural biases in the test (Arizona Daily star, 7/21/89, 

pp. 1, 12). 

Ironically, this second Ed.Stat report ranked 

districts in the same way that national groups reporting on 

per-pupil expenditures had ranked states--the issue that 

touched off the first Ed.Stat volume. Rogers said that she 

had heard district administrators comment, in more than 

half-serious asides, that " if we had know that the 

information [we submitted to the state] was ever going to 

be used this way, we would have been more careful what we 

reported" (Rogers, 3/89, p. 10). Quintero District ranked 

in the bottom third of the at-risk ratings (high rankings 
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meaning greater at-riskness), while the two other districts 

in the same county which did receive 7-12 funding under HB 

2217 ranked in the top third. Another district in the 

county, located on an Indian reservation, ranked very high 

in the top third, but for some reason did not send the 

Department a proposal for funding. Looking at the 22 

districts which received K-3 grants, all but 2 were in the 

top third of the at-risk ratings, though the number 1 and 2 

districts were not funded because of low proposal quality. 

The at-risk rankings provided the Department with a only a 

partial basis for claiming that the decisionmaking process 

was based on an objective determination of "need. 1I The 

value of "efficiency," as Mitchell et al. (1986) might put 

it, determined which districts would be the best place to 

invest limited state funds. 

An evaluation of this process from the point of view 

of Quintero District was volunteered by the principal of a 

low-income, rural school when at the end of his interview 

he pulled the Ed.stat report off his bookshelf, and asked, 

IIHave you seen this?" He went on to say, 

It was pretty enlightening. I was pleasantly 
surprised to see where Quintero was, considering 
some of the population groups we have out here, 
socioeconomics we have. I thought, you know, if 
we can pat ourselves on the back, that was a good 
time to do it. And the backside of the coin, the 
dark side so to speak, is ••• that we don't 
qualify for things that would be beneficial to 
us •. That's a Catch 22 if you ask me. (Principal 
E, 3/89, p. 18) 
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What would fulfilling the actual statewide need for 

at-risk services, by the Department's criteria, cost? 

Hayden estimated that for the K-3 level alone, it would 

cost "multimillions" to "fix up" the 80 most at-risk 

districts (7/89, pp. 5-6). Bierlein (4/89) said that it 

would take 40 or 50 million dollars" for a major effort. 

However, their policy argument was that this level of 

funding will not have a chance of approval until the 

districts prove to the Legislature that they will spend 

their at-risk funding only on effective programs. Since 

the passage of HB 2217, legislators and the Department have 

worked together to squeeze out an additional $2.5 million 

for K-3 at-risk pilot projects and an additional $700,000 

for 7-12, for 1989-90. Responding to the complaints of 

administrators in districts which did not qualify in the 

first year, the Legislature opened the 1989-90 pilot 

project applications to individual schools which match the 

state's at-risk criteria (Senate Education committee Fact 

Sheet, received from Bierlein, 6/89). The Research 

Department used the same z-score process to rank all of the 

980 schools in the state in the same way they had ranked 

districts for the Ed.Stat report (Hayden, 7/89: steiner, 

7/89: Gallagher, 7/89). In addition, "gifted" children 

have now been added to the state's at-risk category, as a 

group that some legislators considered to be ignored by at-
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risk legislation and underserved by most districts. Nine 

hundred thousand dollars was allocated for district grants 

for services to this group of students for 1989-90 (Senate 

Education committee Fact Sheet, received from Bierlein 

6/89; Arizona Daily Star, 12/27/88). 

What "At Risk" Accomplished in Arizona 

Other than alienating a number of district 

administrators who lost out as a result of this policy 

process (and undoubtedly pleasing others whose proposals 

were approved), what did having legislation on at-risk 

students accomplish for Arizona's state policymakers? HB 

2217 was certainly a woefully inadequate response if, as 

Governor Mofford said in her opening Message, one-third of 

the students in Arizona do not complete their public 

education. As Fine (1988) has argued, a problem of this 

scale demands an overhaul, not a temporary fix. However, 

there are important symbolic effects of such legislation 

that have nothing to do with students. Over the past two 

years simply the act of passing any piece of legislation 

labelled at-risk helped put a state on the national map. 

For instance, in a report from the National Governor's 

Association (NGA) report, Results in Education: 1988, 

Arizona could boast a citation in the column on "Readiness" 

(the term NGA has used to cover programs for at-risk 
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students) showing that the state had at-risk programming 

(NGA, 1988). Having at-risk legislation also improved the 

visibility of the Department of Education within the state. 

At at least three conferences focusing on at-risk students 

during 1988-89, Trudy Rogers and Superintendent Bishop 

spoke on the at-risk legislation, and especially touted the 

positive role of the Department in relation to the pilot 

projects. In May of 1989 the U.S. Department of Education 

released its State Education Performance Chart showing 

Arizona to rank 45th in graduation rate. When the press 

asked for her reaction to this low showing, Superintendent 

Bishop was able to respond that something was being done 

about it: 

"We are making progress," said C. Diane Bishop, 
Arizona's state superintendent of public 
instruction. "We have concentrated on addressing 
educational needs of at-risk youngsters." She 
said the state has allocated more money for 
educational programs for "at risk" students as 
well as for substance abuse programs. "You're 
going to continue to see some steady improvement 
but no ,drastic leaps," Bishop said. (Arizona 
Daily Star, 5/4/89, p. A-4) 

(At-risk funding may be minimal, but it is one of the 

special features of the Department listed in their 

publicly-distributed brochure.) In other words, a great 

deal of political mileage can be derived from a little 

piece of legislation with the right label. 



268 

The Ed.Stat report continues to be useful in 

policymaking and public relations. Bishop has referred to 

the findings of the Ed.Stat report at press conferences: 

Headline: Students who are "at risk" of failing 
merit state priority, Bishop says. Arizona needs 
to pay more attention to students coming from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds who are now "at risk" 
of failing, the state superintendent of public 
instruction says. Superintendent C. Diane Bishop 
says Arizona is "not making the grade" in 
educating those students. "That's where we need 
to concentrate our interests," Bishop said 
yesterday. "At risk" is a term used to designate 
students who come from poor socioeconomic 
backgrounds, who have limited ability in English, 
who have high absentee rates, and who have a 
tendency to move frequently from school to 
school. Educators have linked these four factors 
to student failure in school. (Arizona Daily 
Star, 7/21/89, pp. 1, 12) 

In addition, from the Ed.Stat rankings the Department was 

able to provide the Arizona Board of Regents with a list of 

the most at-risk districts for use under the teacher loan 

forgiveness provisions of HB 2108. 

The decisionmaking process following the bill's 

passage, and the publicity surrounding the Ed.Stat report, 

perhaps increased the Department of Education's 

"credibility," as Superintendent Bishop hoped. The 

Department took an ambiguous policy term and seized the 

power to define it in ways that made the Board and 

Legislature more dependent on the Department's research 

capacities. Bishop had high expectations for increasing 



the extent to which Department research contributes to 

state policy decisions: 

I think the more we're able to communicate with 
the public in terms that they can understand, and 
try to explain some of the complications behind 
educational research, and why data is important 
to making decisions, the better off we're going 
to be when we need to argue for the next funding 
source, or when we need to argue for why a 
program should not be in place, or why it should. 
And if we can get the public to buy into the 
issues with us, I think we'll have a lot of 
support out there for what we know in our hearts 
to be right. • • • I think the whole focus of 
educational decisionmaking in the state is going 
to change, and to me that's a ~ exciting 
prospect, it's long overdue, and I think that 
it's only when that does happen that we are going 
to see the educational reform that everyone is 
clamoring for, because finally we will know what 
we were doing, what we should be doing, and know 
when we've accomplished it. (Bishop, 11/88, pp. 
9, 18) 

Bishop appeared confident that the application of the 
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scientific method, in particular statistical methods, would 

neutralize the values conflicts in Arizona education 

policymaking--and that what is "right" would thereby 

become obvious to all. Whether positivism will win over 

the Arizona legislature's traditional stinginess toward 

education remains to be seen. 

Discussion 

The story of the development of Arizona's at-risk 

policies illustrates how (using Lehrer's, 1983, categories) 

a vague, evaluative term which was useful in motivating 
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policy activity became a gradable adjective defined through 

specific, expert-determined criteria in the context of 

legislation. This reflects the different requirements for 

linguistic precision in reform versus legal discourse. 

This difference was intensified in the policy culture of 

Arizona, where limitations on education funds mandated that 

the definition of a category of districts entitled to 

services be narrowed to match the funds available. The 

legal definition of at risk still erititled too many 

districts for funding. Therefore, provision of state funds 

was further narrowed through evaluations of the likelihood 

that a district would be a good investment for state funds, 

that its officers would make efficient and accountable use 

of them. The broad-based, comprehensive responses to at

risk students being called for by groups such as CCSSO 

(1987) or MDC (1988) are extremely unlikely in such a 

policy context. 

A critical interpretation of the accomplishments of HB 

2217 is that four years from now, when the at-risk movement 

may have exhausted itself, Arizona's state legislature will 

have survived yet another reform wave at minimal expense, 

and most districts and students in the state will be no 

better off. Those that received pilot project funding for 

serving a small proportion of their students may see it 

vanish when the bill expires in 1992. 
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An even more critical interpretation of this process 

questions how certain districts in Arizona came to be 

labelled at-risk, based on characteristics and behaviors of 

their student populations and surrounding communities. The 

at-risk rankings of districts reflect historical conditions 

of inequitable funding, rural isolation from centers of 

power, racial and linguistic discrimination, and 

educational practices that have often been insensitive to 

local community needs. These conditions cannot be resolved 

by small, short-term at-risk pilot projects, no matter how 

well-intentioned. For example, if LEP stUdents are at-risk 

for school failure it could be that it is not their 

language which has been a barrier to school success, but 

the schools' systematic patterns of discrimination against 

Spanish speaking children. Though every beginning 

statistics stUdent is told that correlation and causation 

are not synonymous, the correlations between limited 

English proficiency and achievement in the Ed.Stat report 

seem to add fuel to the argument that speaking Spanish is a 

"problem" (Ruiz 1984) and that eliminating Spanish should 

be a primary goal of Arizona state education policy. 
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CHAPTER 7 

"AT RISK" IN QUINTERO DISTRICT 

This chapter first describes Quintero District as a 

general context for policymaking, and then presents a 

description and analysis of the opinions and policy 

responses of Quintero's central administration with regards 

to at-risk students. The description of the context was 

constructed from news accounts, documents, and excerpts 

from interviews with all district informants. 

Quintero District 

Quintero District was 1 of 12 school districts located 

in a sprawling Arizona county with one major metropolitan 

area. The districts ranged widely in size and character, 

from isolated rural districts with one school site to a 

large urban district of over one hundred schools. 

Quintero, with 11 schools and approximately 7,000 students, 

was the fourth largest district in the county. According 

to district attendance records, its student population in 

1987-88 was 84% Anglo, 12% Hispanic, 2% each Black and 

American Indian, and less than 1% Asian. Twenty-two 

percent of the district's students qualified in 1988-89 for 

the federal free/reduced lunch program, an indicator of low 

socioeconomic status. According to state Department of 
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Education records, 2.45% of the K-3 and 1.79% of the 7-12th 

grade students in the district were classified as Limited 

English Proficient (LEP): and the dropout rate was 5.49%. 

This compares with other districts in the same county where 

nearly 50% of the students were classified as LEP, and 

dropout rates climbed close to 30% (Arizona Department of 

Education, 1989). Reports of achievement test results 

showed that Quintero students scored consistently above 

national and state averages and somewhere in the middle 

third of the 12 county districts, neither extremely high 

nor extremely low (Arizona Daily star, 7/7/88). In other 

words, on first glance at the kinds of statistics which 

drove the decisions of state policymakers, there was 

nothing very remarkable about Quintero District. However, 

because of circumstances in the district's past, related to 

trends in the early history of Arizona, this external 

impression concealed a great deal of internal variability. 

Quintero District in 1988-89 was located on the edge 

of the city, but this was not always so. The district 

began as the school system of the agricultural village of 

Quintero, 25 miles from the city. The village was founded 

in territorial times, in 1881 with the arrival of the 

railroad into an isolated cattle ranching area. In the 

1920s, when Eastern investors financed the drilling of 

wells for pumping of large underground water supplies, 
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irrigated farming of corn and alfalfa for livestock feed 

became feasible and replaced ranching as the area's 

economic base. Farming families, several of them Chinese, 

rose to local prominence during this period. In the 1940s, 

cotton became the primary crop, and with it came the 

extensive use of migrant farm laborers for cotton picking 

(Arizona Chamber of commerce, 1988; Tucson Magazine, 1988). 

Most farm workers were Blacks, Mexican Americans and Yaqui 

Indians, who were housed in tents or dilapidated shacks. 

Picking cotton by hand was backbreaking labor; mechanized 

cotton picking did not arrive until 1958. The 1950s also 

brought the addition of a cement plant and a copper mine to 

the local economy. These were sources of permanent work 

for some, but the area remained primarily agricultural. In 

1961, the village suffered a setback when an interstate 

highway sliced through its center, cutting one side off 

from the other and doing away with the main street. As 

growth crept along the interstate, Quintero became less and 

less distant from the city, but still remained distinctly 

rural and agricultural. The town of Quintero was not 

officially incorporated until 1977. Community leaders 

formed a 10-mile-square "town" including the village of 

Quintero, large tracts of agricultural land, and several 

other small settlements. They did not want to give up the 

rural character of their area, and decided that with the 
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city encroaching on their land and water rights they needed 

to take the offensive by encroaching back. Incorporation 

would also remove the area from the jurisdiction of the 

county's land use planners, who had tended to favor urban 

developers. 

Since that time, Quintero has frequently made the 

local news, as the town has annexed more and more area, and 

city developers with their eyes on Quintero's large open 

spaces bargain with the town council to establish new 

planned communities. These communities are expected to 

bring geometric increases in the town's population in 

coming years. The pattern of growth and impending 

urbanization has caused repeated conflict between those who 

want to retain the town's rural character, resisting the 

lure of the suburban development and wealth, and those who 

want to take advantage of the financial possibilities of 

growth. 1 

Quintero District has been an integral part of this 

history. For the first years of its existence, the 

district had one school site in Quintero which served to 

educate the children of ranchers, farmers, and farm 

workers. Before desegregation, nonwhites attended a 

1 This brief history of the town of Quintero was 
based on news stories in the Arizona Daily Star for 
1/27/77; 2/6/77; 2/23/77; 3/8/77; 12/7/77; 4/6/78; 10/5/78; 
10/20/78; 3/1/80; 4/7/80; 12/4/80; 6/2/83; 11/17/83; 
6/20/85; 9/19/85; 11/28/85; 2/27/89. 
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separate school building on the grounds. A veteran teacher 

of 35 years at the original Quintero school told me that 

when she was hired in 1954, her students were the children 

of "the very rich and the very poor:" ranchers, farmers, 

miners and cotton pickers. Cotton pickers lived in tent 

camps because the farmers said they did not know how to 

take care of houses. Women from city churches regularly 

visited the camps, to teach the workers "how to raise their 

kids, how to feed them and how to take care of them" 

(Veteran teacher, 5/89, p. 7).2 

The cotton pickers arrived in September and left at 

Christmas vacation for California, Oregon and then Texas. 

The teacher said Texas authorities did not require them to 

attend school, so that there was always a large gap in 

their learning compared to the nonmigrant children. In 

Quintero, they sent the sheriff after students to compel 

2 The teacher said that one story she heard when she 
started work in Quintero explained how a village near 
Quintero was founded. A farmer evicted a group of Black 
cotton pickers from his land, and they had nowhere to go. 
They camped in the middle of a road. A Black teacher at 
the Quintero school heard about them and asked a man to 
give the group some land he owned near the cement plant. 
It was land no one else wanted because the dust from the 
plant's stacks settled on it. He gave the group this land, 
and they built a community. Because they had no wells, and 
no money to drill them, they used water from a nearby 
railroad water tower. When a student from this village 
became a football star at the university, he used his 
influence to recruit volunteers to build a shower house for 
the village and to lobby for a sewer line. A cluster of 
the district's Black students still lived in this village, 
which the teachers described as a terrible place to live. 
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them to attend school. Very few of the farmworkers' 

children, or the children of Mexican American, Black and 

Yaqui families who settled permanently in the area, ever 

attended school beyond eighth grade. For years, eighth 

grade graduation was a very important social event in many 

families, marki.ng the end of a son or daughter's school 

career. 

Over the years Quintero District officials, like those 

for the town of Quintero, pursued an expansionist policy, 

moving the district boundaries toward the city into what 

was then very sparsely populated farm and ranch land. 3 The 

district eventually took in 550 square miles. Then, 

beginning in the late 1970s, one section of the district 

near the city became one of the fastest growing suburban 

areas in the state. New housing developments on the edge 

of the sprawling city seemed to crop up almost overnight. 

The district doubled in population between 1970 and 1977, 

3 The following history of Quintero District was 
based in part on news stories from the Arizona Daily star 
for 2/2/77, 5/24/77, 8/27/77, 9/15/77, 10/7/77, 10/16/77, 
11/21/77, 11/22/77, 11/23/77, 11/24/77, 12/14/77, 12/17/77, 
12/21/77, 2/4/78, 2/7/78, 2/15/78, 3/16/78, 8/31/78, 
9/21/78, 10/5/78, 11/2/78, 12/3/78, 12/6/78, 1/24/79, 
3/8/79, 3/24/79, 3/29/79, 3/12/80, 3/25/80, 4/9/80, 
4/24/80, 5/1/80, 9/11/80, 9/25/80, 11/6/80, 1/22/81, 
3/11/81, 3/19/81, 4/8/81, 5/19/81, 5/20/81, 4/16/82, 
4/28/82, 6/10/82, 9/30/82, 10/21/82, 5/19/83, 5/24/83, 
5/26/83, 1/14/84, 1/26/84, 3/1/84, 4/7/84, 4/13/84, 
4/12/84, 4/26/84, 5/3/84, 5/10/84, 5/12/84, 5/18/84, 
5/24/84, 6/1/84, 6/14/84, 6/16/84, 9/20/84, 10/25/84, 
12/13/84, 2/14/85, 2/28/85, 3/14/85, 5/5/85, 5/7/85, 
6/6/85, 7/11/85, 9/12/85, 9/26/ 85, 11/14/85, 2/26/89. 
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and again in the following decade. Rapid growth in 

district population brought about rapid change. At first 

the suburban students were bused to Quintero, but the 

elementary school swelled in size to over one thousand 

students. First one elementary school and then another 

were constructed in the suburban area. District offices 

remained in Quintero. This meant that the center of 

district operations was located on the side of the district 

farthest from the city, over ten miles from the suburban 

center of population growth. 4 

Growth and Change 

Given the above conditions, growth and change were 

themes which came up repeatedly in interviews with Quintero 

administrators, principals, and teachers, and in news 

stories about the district. They recounted the continuous 

rearrangement of school attendance boundaries, grade 

configurations, and staffing over the past fifteen years. 

For several years, secondary students from the suburban 

area were bused to Quintero for junior high and high 

school. In 1975, a new high school was built in an 

isolated area at the geographic center of the district, and 

4 One resident of the suburban area told me that when 
her family moved into their new home, they were surprised 
to learn that the school district their children would 
attend was so rural in character, dominated by the "good 
old boys" in Quintero. 
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when the school opened all high school students were bused 

there. Eventually, a new junior high school and high 

school were built in the suburban area. Along with new 

elementary schools in the suburban area, two new elementary 

schools were also built in remote rural regions where small 

settlements had grown up. In 1988-89 the district had two 

high schools, two junior high schools, and seven elementary 

schools (four suburban, three rural). 

The Two Sides of the District 

The second major theme was diversity within the 

district. By 1988-89 Quintero was what one administrator 

called a "district of contrasts." The suburban and rural 

sections of the district were different geographically, 

demographically, economically and culturally. The people 

in the district referred to these sections as the "two 

sides," because the interstate highway marked the boundary 

between them. Table 10 summarizes the demographics of 

Quintero schools (see Appendix E). Schools on the rural 

side, especially the elementary and junior high school in 

Quintero, enrolled the majority of the poor and minority 

students in the district. 

For example, at the old Quintero elementary school 

(School G) 43% of the students were minorities (26% 

Hispanic, 8% Black, and 7% American Indian), and 70% 
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qualified for the federally-funded free/reduced lunch 

program (FRL), an indicator of low socioeconomic status. 

In the other two rural elementary schools, students were 

predominantly Anglo, but substantial numbers (41% and 63%) 

qualified for the lunch program. At one of the newest 

suburban elementary schools, 92% of the students were 

Anglos, and only 8% qualified for free/reduced lunch. 

Table 10 also shows how suburban school enrollment was 

outstripping that in the rural schools, resulting in a 

situation in which minority students were becoming much 

more of a minority than they had been in the past. 

The suburban side was a dense bedroom community for 

middle and upper middle class people who worked in the 

city, with a few remaining ranches and mobile home 

settlements on the outskirts. Shopping areas, restaurants, 

and services were readily available along a major 

thoroughfare. Neighborhoods of look-alike housing, often 

with swimming pools, had paved winding streets and neatly 

landscaped yards. In each neighborhood there seemed to be a 

commercial day care center, evidence of the dual-career 

family. The area was not part of any incorporated 

municipality, and came under the jurisdiction of the 

county's land use planners, who were allowing continued 

growth. 
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The rural side was made up of small scattered 

settlements, farms and ranches, with vast stretches of open 

land and fields. The community surrounding the most remote 

rural school lived almost entirely in mobile homes. In 

1988, the town of Quintero itself still had less than 3000 

people. There was really no dense settlement or city 

center there, only a small business district near the 

interstate exit and roads lined with modest houses and 

local businesses surrounding cotton fields. The Quintero 

town hall was a small weather-beaten house with .an unpaved 

parking lot; the police department was in a small portable 

building. In fact, aside from the cotton gins and storage 

barns, the Quintero school buildings and a sheriff's 

department outpost stood out as the largest and most 

impressive structures in the town. Because of the level of 

rural poverty in the area, a federally-funded county rural 

development program had a branch office in Quintero. This 

agency had helped residents establish a clinic, had 

received a grant to build low-income public housing, and 

secured financing for the Yaqui pueblo to upgrade homes in 

their pueblo. Billboards, Chamber of Commerce publications 

and news stories, however, told of impending boom times for 

Quintero, when the developers would begin work on large 

planned communities on the rural side. 
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The teachers at the rural high school and junior high 

described their school population as "culturally different" 

from those on the suburban side. Most of the Mexican 

American, Black and American Indian students lived on the 

rural side. The students most often mentioned as different 

were "the Indians." A small Yaqui pueblo was located along 

one of the main roads of Quintero. A 1985 news story 

(Arizona Daily star, 11/28/85) reported that the pueblo was 

very poor, because most adults held only temporary farm

related jobs. Most Yaqui children still left school after 

eighth grade, though some were beginning to pursue further 

education. One of these was a man in his twenties who 

worked as an Indian Education aide in the Quintero schools. 

He told me that when he had attended school in the 

district, there was no help provided to Indian students and 

most failed. There was a wide gap between Yaqui parents 

and the school. Few Yaqui homes had telephones, and if the 

teachers came to their homes parents were ashamed and 

afraid to speak. He and another Indian Aide were acting as 

liaisons between home and school, as academic tutors, and 

as cultural leaders. They followed up on absent students, 

helped them with their assigned schoolwork, and gathered 

them together for activities related to Indian culture. 

The district paid for half of this program, and the federal 

government funded the other half. The veteran teacher also 



283 

reported that a Black teacher aide acted as a mentor to 

Black elementary students in the oldest Quintero school. 

She remarked as well that more and more students coming to 

this school spoke only Spanish, but the district 

administrators did not think the numbers of LEP students 

were high, and provided only itinerant ESL instruction in 

the rural schools. 

For some interviewees, making comparisons between the 

two sides of the district seemed to be a sensitive issue. 

They emphasized that neither side was better or worse: the 

sides were simply "different." People on each side had 

made choices to live different lifestyles, because of 

different values. On the suburban side, people were 

described as being more ambitious, less traditional, more 

pushy about education for their children, and more 

impressed by houses and cars. On the rural side, the 

population was described as wanting to avoid the pressure 

of urban life and tending to be more conservative, less 

committed to the importance of education, and more 

interested in land and horses than showy possessions. 

Principals and teachers on the rural side did say that they 

had more students who suffered from the effects of poverty 

and neglect: the objection was to a simplistic 

characterization of the entire rural side of the district 

in negative terms. 
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Conflict 

Conflict was another theme in talk and news stories 

about Quintero District. Much of this conflict revolved 

around the stresses of district growth. Rapid growth 

brought the need for more sophisticated financial planning 

than the district had ever needed before. A former 

Quintero principal reported to me that it was only 

recently that the district converted from "shoeboxes" to 

computers as a way of organizing their recordkeeping. The 

first suburban school, and then the second, became 

overcrowded within a very short time. The new high 

school's facilities soon become taxed. Bus transportation 

made up an ever-increasing proportion of the budget. 

Expansion required more capital, which was raised in the 

form of bond elections and budget overrides. 

District residents disagreed about whether the board 

was managing the growth issue soundly and also maintaining 

the "quality of education." On three different occasions 

groups took out recall petitions against various board 

members, and in 1984 the superintendent was fired after 

allegations of financial mismanagement. The platforms of 

board candidates often mentioned growth, finances, and the 

need for improved planning and management as the issues 

they would concentrate on if elected. 
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Voters on the rural side of the district objected to 

paying higher taxes to accommodate urban growth, and tended 

to oppose budget overrides to expand the suburban schools. 

In 1977 some parents and a school board member from the 

suburban side went to a neighboring city district and 

requested to be annexed. The small, stable district 

declined, however, because its leaders did not want to take 

on the problems of rapid suburban growth. A few years 

later, another proposal to unload the suburban part of the 

district came up at a school board meeting; but it did not 

succeed. The suburban side, while it appeared prosperous, 

had no industrial tax base. Property taxes from housing 

alone (unless they are very high) cannot easily support the 

costs of education, much less an extensive building 

program. The suburban schools needed the subsidization of 

taxes from the industrial, mining and agricultural economy 

of Quintero. 

other conflicts occurred among district 

administrators, the school board, and district teachers. A 

sore point for Quintero teachers was that they were among 

the lowest paid in the county, but had to work under 

conditions of constant growth and change. The board was 

reported to be unwilling to negotiate with teachers for 

improvements in working conditions, because they considered 

these conditions to be their prerogative. Consequently, 
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the Quintero Education Association (QEA) and the board were 

at odds over each contract negotiation. The teachers never 

went on strike, but they did call for job actions during 

which they refused to do any work not specifically named in 

their written contract. QEA also used the strategies of 

organizing parents in support of their cause and of backing 

certain candidates for the board. After three of their 

preferred candidates were elected in 1981, and negotiations 

turned in QEA's favor, conservative parents protested that 

the board was giving teachers too much discretion in the 

classroom. A group organized in 1982 to recall the three 

board members, and QEA rose to their defense. 

Money Troubles 

Financial problems were another recurring theme in 

Quintero's recent history. In particular, interviewees 

referred to having "gone bankrupt!! in 1984. In 1978 and 

again in 1981 voters approved bond elections to allow for 

construction of several new schools, including a second 

junior high and high school. The district seemed to be 

planning ahead this time, rather than merely responding to 

sudden growth. Plans for the new buildings proceeded 

slowly and cautiously. Then in 1984 the news came out that 

the district was in very serious financial trouble. The 

newspaper reported that a retired district financial 
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officer had not kept abreast of changes in state education 

regulations about the use of interest income. His 

replacement had discovered that the district was heading 

for an $800,000 deficit. The superintendent also announced 

that administrators had failed to budget adequately for 

substitute teachers and utility bills the previous year, 

which had contributed to the deficit. These revelations 

further sealed the superintendent's fate, and he was 

demoted to principal for the remainder of his contract. 

The current superintendent was appointed under these 

uncomfortable circumstances. 

Dealing with the shortfall took months of negotiations 

with teachers and preoccupation with budget-cutting 

measures. Teacher-board relationships again turned sour as 

their promised salary increases were jeopardized. They 

threatened to sue if their contract was not honored, but 

the board froze their wages. Under provisions of Arizona 

school finance law, the board had gone to court for 

permission to continue operation by exceeding the budget, 

and claimed they simply could not honor the contract. QEA 

took the issue to court and lost. Under these conditions, 

needless to say, new building was put on hold. 

Construction of the new high school did not begin until 

1985, and when it was completed in 1986 the district could 



afford to open it only partially, with ninth and tenth 

grades. 

Educational Philosophy 

statements of the district's educational philosophy 

placed it on the conservative side. The district motto, 
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"Excellence, with quality education for all" was posted on 

every desk and in front of every board member at board 

meetings, along with a statement of district philosophy: 

Quintero District recognizes that all children 
are special and unique, differing in abilities, 
capabilities, patterns of learning and cultural 
backgrounds. 

All students shall be provided the guidance and 
direction appropriate for their academic, social 
and personal development, preparing them for a 
lifetime of learning experiences. 

The home, community, and school share the 
responsibility for fostering positive self images 
that allow all children to become productive and 
responsible citizens (Quintero Philosophy 
statement). 

The motto clearly reflected the influence of the 

"excellence" reform wave on Quintero District, with the 

"for all" providing a nod to equity. The philosophy 

statement stressed the importance of individual differences 

and channeling individuals toward what is deemed 

appropriate for them to learn, given these built-in 

differences. Another theme was that schools should not 

assume total responsibility for student success, because 
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the home and community are also responsible. In other 

words, the individual child arrives at school already 

possessing certain capacities and cultural characteristics. 

The school responds by simply guiding the child in a 

direction consistent with these characteristics. The goals 

of the system are to promote lifelong learning experiences, 

productivity, responsibility and citizenship. 

A public relations brochure on the district said that 

the districtwide curriculum was "clearly articulated," with 

goals and objectives for every level established by a 

committee of teachers, parents and administrators. It 

described how the curriculum was clear and concise enough 

to be used easily by all teachers, and was constantly 

monitored, revised and evaluated through a districtwide 

system of comprehensive examinations. These descriptions 

conveyed the impression that in Quintero, education was 

considered to be a clearcut, efficient, technical activity 

that could be planned in advance and carried out by 

teachers according to plan. Under Staff Development, the 

brochure listed classroom management, cooperative learning, 

and the Essential Elements of Instruction (EEl) as three 

areas of concentration for teacher inservices. Programs 

for students given special notice were special education, 

remedial programs, counseling, computer education and 

sports. 
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Despite the conservative public image projected by the 

district, my informants espoused a wide variety of 

different and sometimes opposing educational theories, 

using jargon such as "whole language" and "systematic 

phonics," "meeting needs," "cognitive functions," "drill 

and practice," "developmental," "experiential," "outcomes 

based education," and "effective schools." Many 

participants talked about school improvement, but the ends 

of such improvement were not clearly defined, except that 

they were to be consistent with the findings of "effective 

schools" research. 

There was a consistent emphasis on academic 

achievement, but also consistent concerns about the 

behavioral and psychological characteristics of students. 

These concerns found their strongest expression in the 

phrase "caring about kids," which was the single most 

frequent position on education articulated in the district. 

Interviewees described themselves, and people in the 

district they admired, as "really caring about kids." 

There seemed to be an assumption that I would know what 

this meant, without further explanation--that "care" just 

naturally occurs in certain forms. In a full-blown 

ethnographic study of Quintero District, the idea of "care" 

would be the theme to pursue further. In this very focused 

study, unfortunately, there was not time to probe the 
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participants further about it. In summary, Quintero 

District educators described themselves as hard-working 

people who wanted their schools to be academically 

excellent, but who would also go out of their way to help 

any student who was not succeeding in their system of 

education or in their particular school. 

Another phrase which came up often was "doing a good 

job. II Quintero District administrators presented an 

appearance of competence and certainty that they were 

delivering a high quality education through the efficient 

use of limited resources. Quintero administrators felt 

unrecognized by the state for this accomplishment, in 

comparison with other districts which received more outside 

funding but continued to evidence low student achievement. 

Looking at the district as a whole, Quintero did appear to 

be doing a better and better job over the years, but 

improvements in achievement could also be attributed to 

rapid growth in the proportion of suburban, Anglo middle 

class students in the population. The principal in the 

oldest and lowest achieving Quintero school, School G, 

continued to battle a pattern of very low achievement in 

the original Quintero neighborhood. 

District public relations materials, and the study 

participants, mentioned the district's staff development 

program as one of its outstanding features. The Staff 
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Development Coordinator arranged each year for a series of 

classes for staff on educational issues the district 

considered important. For some classes, there was college 

credit offered; and all classes rewarded teacher 

participants with "professional growth credits" toward 

stepwise salary increases. The classes for 1988-89 were on 

integrating math and science, early childhood education, 

evaluating classified employees, computer awareness, 

cooperative learning, Essential Elements of Instruction 

(EEI)5, increasing human effectiveness, teaching skillful 

thinking, and alternative models of teaching. Consistent 

with the content of this list, the Staff Development 

Coordinator said that improvement in instruction was the 

most likely topic of the classes. cooperative instruction 

and Essential Elements of Instruction were the two areas 

that the superintendent said the district was "hammering." 

Both the Superintendent and the Staff Development 

Coordinator said that they were trying to avoid promoting 

"trendy" quick-fix programs. The two Assistant 

Superintendents emphasized that improvements were being 

5 The EEl program involves instructing teachers in the 
use of a standardized sequence of instruction. In 
districts which have adopted this approach, its correct use 
often becomes the basis of teacher evaluation. For a 
description of EEl, see Hunter, 1976. 
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based on research on effective schools and outcomes-Based 

Education. 6 

District Governance 

Quintero District could never be accused of having a 

top-heavy administrative staff. One principal reported 

that until just a few years before this study, the Quintero 

superintendent had operated without assistants. There was 

a small core of central-office administrators, all of whom 

performed multiple functions which would have been separate 

positions in larger districts. The two Assistant 

Superintendents were mentioned in many principal interviews 

as both workhorses and leaders of district change. The 

five-member board was reported to be stable, competent, 

more educated than at some times in the past (two members, 

in fact, were teachers in other districts), and to include 

representation from both sides of the district. A major 

policy issue was to keep the interests of the two sides in 

balance and relative harmony. The central office 

6 Outcomes Based Education (see Rubin and Spady, 
1984) is a system in which variability in stUdent 
achievement is accommodated through flexible grouping, with 
lessons for each group targeted toward development of 
specific skills. The curriculum is sequenced into a 
hierarchy of skills and concepts, and is to be delivered in 
this order. Student evaluations are directly related to 
s)cills specified in the curriCUlum. 
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administration, the board and all but one of the principals 

were Anglos. 

As will be made abundantly clear in their discussions 

of state policies for at-risk students, the central office 

administrators in Quintero favored local control of 

district functions over interference by the federal or 

state government or the university. They wanted adequate 

funding to run their idea of a high-quality district, 

without a great deal of bureaucratic paperwork or 

interference attached. As far as district-school 

relationships, district administrators said that they gave 

each principal a great deal of autonomy in deciding how to 

deliver the district curriculum, and the principals bore 

this out: 

I feel like there's a real trust in me, that they 
leave it up to me. There's a lot of, from the 
superintendent, "You're responsible for whatever 
happens and doesn't happen at your building." 
There's a lot of confidence in the site manager. 
(Principal D, p. 4). 

So far we've not been stifled in any way that 
isn't by money. As far as the attitude and the 
philosophy is concerned, we can pretty much do 
what we want. We have a lot of autonomy at the 
school. (Principal K, p. 19) 

Some teachers reported that recently, since teacher 

conflicts with the administration and board had cooled, 

they felt more respect for their professional judgment and 

less pressure to adhere to strict district-mandated 

guidelines. In addition, decisionmaking in the district 



295 

'IIlaS portrayed as evolving toward a more participative, 

bottom-up process consistent with the findings of effective 

schools research. The district administrators and 

principals met regularly to set goals, and those who 

commented on this topic said that their positions were 

taken seriously by those at the top. The Special Education 

Director said that a change she noticed when she came into 

Quintero from another district was that the board always 

asked her if she had consulted "the community" about 

proposed changes. She said that in this district, 

administrators and the board rarely mandated policy or made 

unilateral decisions. They asked for reactions to a 

proposed change before they moved ahead. 

Quintero District, therefore, was a far cry from the 

inner city districts which have received most of the 

attention of the national at-risk movement. But the 

district did represent many of the strongest trends in 

Arizona history: the independence and difficulty of living 

in an open, beautiful and sometimes harsh desert 

environment versus the conformity and security of 

burgeoning, generically middle American suburbia; Anglo 

dominance and avoidance of responsibility for the school 

success of minority populations; stubborn local control and 

ambivalence toward the state and federal governments. 
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Quintero District At-Risk Policies 

The history of at-risk programs in Quintero District 

is closely related to the state policies described in the 

previous chapter and to the social context of Quintero 

District. In 1987 the Arizona state Legislature passed a 

bill funding Dropout Prevention Programs (SB 1424; see 

Arizona Legis. Servo 1987, 1197). The bill was designed to 

temporarily relieve financial pressures on districts with 

declining enrollments. These districts could keep the 

state per-pupil funding they would have lost due to 

shrinking enrollment if they channeled it into dropout 

prevention (i.e., maintaining their enrollment by keeping 

potential dropouts in school). According to Department of 

Education staffer Trudy Rogers, the bill was a political 

response to lobbying by large urban districts, and was 

never intended to be a comprehensive or longterm attempt to 

cope with the dropout issue statewide. In fact, growing 

districts with both high dropout rates and a higher influx 

of new students did not qualify for the funds at all, 

because their growth in enrollment cancelled out their 

losses. Such districts were "quite upset" that the 

legislature had linked these two issues in the bill (Rogers 

3/89b, p. 11). Another problem with the legislation was 

that districts had to requalify for the dropout prevention 

funds each year. Some districts qualified the first year, 



but due to a spurt in enrollment were disqualified the 

second (Rogers 3/89a; 3/89b). 
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The two Assistant Superintendents in Quintero District 

wrote a proposal for and received a grant this bill for 

1987-88, the first year of the program. Though the bill's 

language did not include the term at risk, they used their 

grant funds to hire what they called an "At-Risk 

Coordinator." I interviewed the former At-Risk 

Coordinator, who in 1988-89 was a counselor at Quintero's 

suburban high school, about the at-risk program. She was 

often mentioned in interviews w:th principals and teachers 

as the district's resident "at-risk expert." 

The At-Risk Coordinator had worked as a counselor for 

13 years before taking on the task of implementing 

Quintero's dropout prevention grant. She explained that 

the only reason Quintero qualified for the dropout 

prevention funds was through a "real fluke of numbers." 

The dropout prevention bill was targeted, as she understood 

it, toward inner city districts; but because Quintero had 

opened up a second high school, somehow it appeared on 

paper for a brief time that their high school enrollment 

had declined. "A district of this style and nature" 

generally would not qualify for such funding, she said. 

For example, one of her duties under the grant was to 
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calculate the district's dropout rate. No matter how she 

figured it, 

••• you can't make our district look real 
lousy, because it isn't real lousy. We have a 
real fortunate population, in that the big bulk 
of our population is real middle class, and comes 
from a background where there is less likelihood 
of being dramatic dropout rates. We don't have a 
real high Hispanic population, we don't have a 
real high Black population, we don't have a high 
low-income population. We have some, but 
statistically, we don't come out looking real 
bad. Our rate, no matter how you figure it, 
comes out somewhere around ten percent. (At-Risk 
Coord. 4/89, p. 1) 

In the second year, these numbers, as well as figures 

showing population growth rather than decline, caught up 

with Quintero; and the district lost its dropout prevention 

funding. The district could not afford to pick up the cost 

of the At-Risk Coordinator's salary, and her job was 

discontinued. 

While the program was in operation, the At-Risk 

Coordinator focused on identification of at-risk students, 

which was the first step in a planned identification-

intervention sequence. First, she said, "What we did was 

look at the kinds of kids that we thought were dropping 

out." She consulted registrars, counselors and school 

psychologists about the characteristics of students who 

dropped out of Quintero's high schools. She also consulted 

with staff at the junior high and even elementary levels, 

because "one of the things that came up was that elementary 
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teachers are probably the best predictors of students who 

will have trouble in school" (At-Risk Coord. 4/89, p. 2). 

The plan was to make early identification part of the 

program, with teachers as the key diagnosticians, based on 

their well-known but little-understood predictive powers. 

From criteria the staff identified, she developed three 

checklists, for elementary, junior high, and high schools. 

The forms were almost identical; a composite form 

indicating variations for each level is shown in Figure 4. 

The At-Risk Coordinator called the system "triadic," 

because it relied on subjective identifications by teachers 

or other staff, standardized assessments of aChievement, 

and administrative records on attendance, mobility, 

discipline, placement in remedial classes and retention. 

In addition, she said, they were on the lookout for 

students who "were going through a crisis that made them 

high risk at the time," who might not be identified by the 

checklists. The criteria on the checklists said nothing 

directly about income or ethnicity. I asked if the 

criteria tended to turn up more minority or low-income 

students, and she said that while there were numbers of 

Hispanic, Black and Native Americans among those 

identified, she "didn't see a dramatic trend." In her 

opinion, lack of stability and support at home "transcends 

the issues of race and color in this district" as causes of 



school failure and dropping out (At-Risk Coord. 4/89, p. 

6). Another major problem identified by the coordinator 

was high mobility, students moving frequently between 
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schools and districts and losing a sense of continuity in 

their schooling. Home support and mobility were related: 

It's the less aware parent that will allow that 
pattern to occur for their kid. I think parents 
who are real sensitive and more concerned about 
academic success, generally are not likely to 
pull kids in and out of schools during the school 
year. They're more likely to see that as a 
difficulty and try and plan around that. (At-Risk 
Coord. 4/89, p. 7) 

The At-Risk Coordinator conducted workshops in each school 

on how to identify at-risk students. Using the same 

criteria, different schools tended to identify somewhat 

different at-risk populations, but in her view this related 

as much to the kinds of programs offered as to the 

categories of students attending a school: "There will be 

different holes for students to fall into on different 

campuses, because different campuses will do things 

differently and better in some ways than others, so you'll 

come up with different population problems" (At-Risk Coord. 

4/89, p. 7). 

The criteria in Figure 4 identify the kinds of student 

behavior considered deviant enough in Quintero District to 

have been labelled at-risk. They also represent this 

district staff's definition of the problem of at-risk 

students, on which policy solutions would be based. The 
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criteria in category 2, problems with academic achievement, 

indicate that in this district it is important for students 

to fit the standardized norms for membership in a grade: 

age, reading placement, test scores, and pace of academic 

production. "Falling behind" in such a system is the 

greatest risk. In addition, being tested for special 

education but not qualifying puts a student in a dangerous 

in-between state--neither "regular" nor "special." This 

student's deviance from the norm is unresolved. The 

regular teacher has not had success with the student, but 

cannot calIon assistance from special programs.? 

In category 3, the concern is with norms of 

attendance, punctuality, and health. Frequent visits to 

doctors an.d nurses are suspect. By the high school level, 

the consequences for such behaviors become more severe. 

Chronic avoidance of school responsibilities in a near-

adult is a serious form of nonconformity. In category 4, 

the student fails to comply with the norms of appropriate 

behavior, to the point of being reported to school or legal 

? In another area district included in the Richardson 
et al. (1989) study, these students were referred to as 
"gray area" students, and there was a "gray area committee" 
which met regularly to discuss what to do for these children. 
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authorities. Again, by junior high and high school the 

consequences of these behaviors become more severe. 8 

Finally, category 5 includes characteristics of the 

student's family and personality. At-risk students may not 

come from what Quintero District staff consider to be "good 

homes." Parents of at-risk students do not communicate 

with the school, do not value education enough to graduate 

from high school, change their residence too often, and do 

not adequately care for their children. At-risk students 

themselves may be unpopular or withdrawn, and by junior 

high and high school they associate with the wrong friends. 

This view of the at-risk student was constructed from 

the point of view of Quintero school personnel, and 

therefore contrasts with the views of national and state 

education policymakers. The kinds of students educators in 

Quintero want, who are not at-risk, match their school 

norms and comply with school rules. Their parents take 

good care of them, remain in the school neighborhood, 

communicate with school people and support education. 

Interventions based on this way of defining the problem of 

at-risk students seem likely to focus on bringing students 

and their families closer to the cultural norms shared by 

school personnel. These criteria are also administratively 

8 Neo-Marxist school researchers will be interested to 
note that school people do recognize such behaviors as 
"resistance;" something of which they do not approve. 
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convenient, and easy to compare across students, because 

for the most part they are based on information that is 

routinely recorded in schools. However, such information 

is not routinely made available to the state Department of 

Education. 

There was little time in the one year of the at-risk 

program's existence to do more than complete the 

identification process and collect research on practices 

shown to be effective with at-risk students. In addition, 

each school "was asked to come up with a team to decide 

what way they were going to address that issue in their 

school," and some implemented the beginnings of an 

intervention phase. The emphasis, from what the At-Risk 

Coordinator reported, was on implementing programs which 

involved at-risk students in "peer to peer contact." One 

example was peer counseling, in which some students were 

trained in counseling techniques and assigned to help other 

students; another was cross-age tutoring, in which older 

at-risk students were sent to tutor at-risk students in 

lower grades. The At-Risk Coordinator also worked with 

teachers in elementary schools to implement positive 

Action, a prepackaged "preventative self-esteem" program. 

Figure 5 shows that there had been much more planned 

if the program had continued, including development of the 

district's own at-risk alternative program. The treatment 
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of identified at-risk students would be based on 

"psychosocial" research; Le., it would concentrate on more 

than just academic failure. The At-Risk Coordinator showed 

me copious files of research and information on at-risk 

practices and programs she had collected, and the Secondary 

Assistant superintendent also showed me an overstuffed file 

of program descriptions he had received from other 

districts. The district requested a university-based drug 

prevention project to design a minicourse on at-risk 

students for college credit, in which some district 

teachers enrolled. 9 But this was all for nought. When the 

dropout prevention program ended, the At-Risk Coordinator 

said, one of her conditions for taking a high school 

counseling position was that she would not continue 

development of the at-risk program. Being one of two 

counselors in a high school of 800 students would not allow 

her time to do at-risk work as well. If at-risk activities 

were to continue, it would have to be under the leadership 

of people at the school level, without additional funding. 

In the end, the Elementary Assistant Superintendent said 

that the at-risk program was "pretty much a tempest in a 

9 This m1n1course did go forward, since there was 
SUfficient interest from other educators in the community. 
In 1988-89 it was repeated and video broadcasted to another 
community in Arizona. Virginia Richardson was an invited 
presenter both years, but she was not sure how her social 
constructionist message about at-risk was received. 



305 

teapot" which did not have much lasting effect because of 

its short duration. When I interviewed the principals, 

some of them knew what had happened to the At-Risk 

Coordinator and some did not. The teachers were most in 

the dark, confused about why they had been asked to 

identify and submit lists of their at-risk students and 

then nothing had happened. 

In the fall of 1988, Quintero District tried again to 

board the at-risk bandwagon. District administrators 

applied for funds under the grades 7-12 provisions of HB 

2217, the At-Risk Pilot Projects bill (Ariz. Legis. Servo 

1988, 1264). The previous chapter described how Quintero 

was cut out of the running for these funds by the state's 

process of defining at risk. The proposal written by the 

Secondary Assistant superintendent and another district 

administrator asked for $140,000 to expand the services of 

the alternative high school program already in operation 

under the shared supervision of the district and a local 

nonprofit job training corporation receiving federal Job 

Training Partnership Act (JTPA) funds. 10 In other words, 

10 JTPA, some readers may remember, was often cited by 
now-Vice President Dan Quayle during the 1988 presidential 
campaign as one of his major accomplishments in Congress. 
The Job Training Partnership Act Amendments of 1986 (29 
U.S.C.A. section 1501, 1533) was designed to assist state 
and local education agencies in providing job-related 
training for economically disadvantaged persons. The 
"Partnership" was between federal and state governments, 
and between training providers and business. One portion of 
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the district administrators were going to re-label an 

existing program as an "at-risk pilot project." The 

proposal explained that under JTPA, only "at-risk students 

who meet the economically disadvantaged guidelines" were 

eligible for the alternative program. Unfortunately, the 

writers went on, over 85% of what the district considered 

to be at-risk students could not meet these guidelines. 

The district administrators' definition of at risk, in 

other words, was broader than "disadvantaged" or "low-

income." They listed 

• a vast variety of students [who] will be 
served, including: students with children, 
disadvantaged, handicapped, slow learners, and 
students with average and above skills (gifted) 
that are unable to function in the traditional 
setting. (AR proposal, p. 1) 

The commonality among these students was that they were 

presumably at risk of dropping out of school. The 

procedures outlined for identifying at-risk students were 

essentially the same as those developed for junior high and 

high school students under the defunct dropout prevention 

program, shown in Figure 4. Identifiers could be 

"teachers, counselors, attendance clerks, registrars, 

psychologists, nurses, speech clinicians, administrators or 

the funds was designated for education and training of 
"youth who are at risk of becoming dropouts," so there was 
a link between at risk and JTPA. 



other personnel who may observe students out of the 

mainstream" (AR proposal, p. 1). 
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Once a student was identified, a "staffing" would be 

held, including the referring staff person, teachers, 

support personnel, administrators, and the student's 

parents (for students under the age of consent). If the 

group decided that placement in the alternative program 

were appropriate, another meeting would be called with the 

student's counselor, alternative program staff, an 

administrator, parents (for underage students) and the 

student, to develop an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) 

and an Individualized Vocational Education Plan (IVEP). 

This entire sequence is strikingly similar to the format of 

special education decisionmaking in most districts. 

The program would pull the student out of the 

mainstream school for a half-day of computerized academic 

"basic skills" work designed to fulfill district and state 

graduation requirements, along with personal counseling, 

career counseling, labor market information, employability 

skills training, and specialized services for 

psychological, legal, and substance abuse problems. For 

the other half of the school day, students would attend 

vocational classes in a regular school setting. The 

importance of the link between schooling and employment was 

made abundantly clear in this program description. The 



emphasis was on academic graduation requirements, which 

were reduced to "basic skills" quickly completed via 

computer-assisted instruction, and moving on to a job. 

Through a variety of assessments, students were to be 

matched up with the vocational aspirations and training 

which suited their skill levels and abilities. 
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Elements of this proposal were so congruent with the 

state policy culture described in Chapter 6 that it is 

little wonder state evaluators rated it high in "quality." 

The proposal writers emphasized that the district would 

closely and continuously monitor and evaluate the program, 

and that the district would furnish this data to the state 

Department regularly. Achievement and criterion-referenced 

tests would be the primary criteria for student evaluation. 

At the end of the four year pilot, the district pledged to 

continue to fund the entire program. These elements 

addressed district accountability and responsibility. The 

emphasis on vocational education linked the program to 

employment and economic development. 

Under the heading "Provide information on why the 

district will make a good demonstration site," the proposal 

writers presented the district as innovative, successful, 

and research-based--everything the Senate Education Analyst 

had said the state legislators were looking for in an ideal 

district. They cited programs such as their counseling 
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curriculum, teacher mentoring, and staff development that 

had won "state and national recognition." In addition, 

they used the fact that parts of the program were already 

in place as a strong point: 

Previous work has been completed that has tested 
many of the program components and concepts. • • 
Significant gains have been realized by students 
that possessed various disadvantages. Therefore, 
the potential success of the program is assured. 
(At-Risk proposal, p. 4) 

The argument was that Quintero would be a sound place to 

invest state money. What they had not counted on was that 

the state would make the severity of district problems, not 

a successful record, one basis of the funding decision. 

While Quintero was arguing in favor of extending at-risk 

funding to the advantaged, the State Department was moving 

in the opposite direction, deciding to target state funds 

toward the disadvantaged. On this basis, Quintero lost. 

Therefore, when my study began in February of 1989, 

Quintero district administrators were looking back on a 

year in which they had experienced two rejections by the 

State Department of Education related to at-risk programs, 

in spite of the fact that in their opinion they had done 

and would do successful things with state at-risk funding. 

They expressed very negative views of state at-risk 

policies. On the cancellation of the dropout prevention 

program: 



Placier: Of course you had the state-funded at
risk program-
superintendent: But we didn't get funded. We had 
the funding here but because of our sudden 
growth, we were no longer funded. We don't have 
an at-risk problem according to the state. We 
solved it. We don't have anybody dropping out, 
because the way their formula was set up for 
funding, our sudden growth, our steady growth, 
eliminated any dropouts. And we wrote the 
legislature and told them about it. And, 'Oh, 
well, sorry, we'll have to do something about 
that sometime.' But I don't see anything being 
done about it. (supt. 4/89, p. 4) 

Placier: I know you had the At-Risk Coordinator 
through the state-
Secondary Assistant superintendent: We don't have 
an At-Risk Coordinator from the state any more. 
Are you going to ask me to comment on the state? 
I'm not going to loosen my tie and I~m not going 
to get upset. (Sec. Supt. 4/89, p. 7) 

Placier: How do you evaluate the state response? 
They had the dropout prevention money, and then 
another bill, the at-risk bill • • • 
Elementary Assistant Superintendent: Their 
funding has not done us much good, because it's 
weighted toward the biggest districts, and the 
districts that tend to be failing miserably right 
now are the ones that have the highest potential 
for funding •••• Our dropout rate isn't high 
enough for us to get ahold of any of the funds. 
You know, we show a lot of kids identified as at
risk. It doesn't make any sense. (Elem. Supt. 
4/89, pp. 8-9) 

The Special Education Director, who was new to the 

district, said that the story she heard from the other 

administrators when she came was 

• • • that we were doing a lot and we had money 
for at-risk kids and for kids that were not 
attending school and that kind of thing, and that 
our dropout rate declined and we lost the money. 
Now that just makes a lot of sense. As soon as 
you start doing something that makes sense for 
kids, you no longer have a problem and so you 
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don't qualify for the money. (Spec. Ed. Dir. 
4/89, pp. 9-10) 
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When their highly-ranked proposal for an at-risk pilot 

project was rejected in favor of "more at-risk" districts, 

the reaction was summed up by the Secondary Assistant 

superintendent, one of the proposal writers: 

It was ranked number three in the state of 
Arizona, number three, based on pure merit. And 
I don't know how they do that, but it was 
committees, and they dissected it and they did 
all that, and I have the rankings, and we were 
number three on total raw score. And then they 
took a z score based on attendance, dropout, and 
all those other kinds of things, and threw that 
in, and that knocked us down to about 12 or 15, 
somewhere in that area. They funded only 10 or 
11. I think we were one step away. But what the 
message they sent to us is that if you're busting 
your butt to do a good job, we're not going to 
give you more money. We're going to give the 
money to the places that screwed up. That's the 
message they sent me. I know that's not what 
their intent was. Their intent was to send the 
money where it's most needed, but the government 
has been accused of throwing good money after 
bad, and to me if they were looking for model 
sites to have as demonstration sites, why 
wouldn't they do it with the best proposals in a 
place where it appeared to have this success? 
They sent me a real bad message. I was hot. 
They took the merit right out of the system. 
(Sec. Supt. 4/89, p. 7) 

The Elementary Assistant superintendent said that the state 

funding formulas meant that they were being "punished for 

doing a good job." I heard this same complaint from 

several of the school principals in relation to state 

policies. 
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I recounted the argument of state policymakers that 

"there was a limited amount of funding and they had to put 

it in the places where there was the most desperate need, 

according to their formula" to the Secondary Assistant 

superintendent, and he replied: 

That's a dangerous assumption to make. The 
assumption is that those people have been doing 
everything that they could to improve their 
program up to this point, and the extra money 
would make the difference. I would hesitate to 
say that that's what you'll actually find. (Sec. 
Supt. 4/89, p. 8) 

In other words, low-achieving districts such as Raintree 

could not use the excuse that they had large numbers of 

low-income and minority students. The truth was, they had 

probably not been "doing a good job." 

In the absence of a state grant to expand the 

alternative high school, the school board subsequently 

allocated limited district funds to allow some students who 

did not meet JTPA income criteria to attend the program. 

The alternative high school was the district program most 

identified with at-risk students in interviews conducted 

for this study, and it will be described in more detail 

later in this chapter. 

The above context is necessary to interpreting the 

interview responses of the Quintero District administrators 

who participated in this study, particularly the central 

office administrators who tended to have more contact with 
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the state: the Superintendent, the two Assistant 

superintendents (for elementary and secondary schools), and 

the Director of Special Education. In the following 

section, I will examine the meanings of at risk among these 

administrators, and consider whether their ways of framing 

the problem of at-risk students had shaped their policy 

decisions. 

The Sources of New Student Descriptors 

Asked to talk about where they first heard about at-

risk students, the four central office administrators all 

said that the term itself was recent, but the concept 

behind it had long been familiar to them. The students now 

called at-risk had previously been labelled with other 

terms. However, the administrators did not exactly agree 

on either the concept or the previous terms: 

The at-risk students used to be called dropouts. 
I think that's one thing in education, we keep 
changing the names of all the things. There's 
very little that's new •••• I guess we've 
always had them since the beginning of education, 
I would suppose. (Supt. 4/89, p. 1) 

The at-risk concept- we had been, had begun to 
identify those kids twelve, fifteen years ago 
when I worked with the federal programs in (a 
small town) •••• But I don't think anybody had 
coined the name at-risk. We called them kids 
with high potential for failure at that point in 
time. (Elem. Supt. 4/89, p. 1) 

We've always had kids that didn't fare well in 
the traditional school setting, before my time. 



314 

• • • At least when I was in high school, we had at
risk kids. They were expected to be more in the 
traditional mold than we expect kids now. (Sec. Supt. 
4/89, p. 1) 

Well, since I've been in education over twenty 
years, I'd say it has probably been about that 
amount of time, although they weren't necessarily 
called at-risk • • • disadvantaged and all other 
kinds of names have been used throughout the 
years. (Spec. Ed. Dir. 4/89, p. 1) 

These four administrators were also diverse in their 

opinions about who had promoted the term at risk and the 

recent wave of concern about at-risk students. However, 

they all tended to identify the term with various "outside 

sources" or "theysll: 

It's just somebody comes along and needs to 
publish an article in order to keep a job on the 
university level or something, so they come up 
with a new term, whether it be at-risk, dropout, 
or what have you. (Supt. 4/89, pp. 1-2) 

That's a really good question. I think it's 
drawn media attention. I think probably an 
increase in the crime rate might have something 
to do with it. The Nation at Risk report 
probably had something to do with that, and 
perhaps the unemployment rate. • • • So, I think 
there's all kinds of different reasons, most of 
them social, because educationally speaking 
there's not much that's different. (Sec. Supt. 
4/89, p. 1) 

And then the school reform movement had a lot to 
do with that, all of society's problems, too, and 
when they were looking at categories of students 
who were having problems, then this one obviously 
was a large one, of kids who they didn't feel 
would make it all the way to a successful 
graduation from high school. (Spec. Ed. Dir. 
4/89, p. 2) 
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In the opinion of the Elementa~y Assistant Superintendent, 

use of at risk did not spread in education until there was 

some funding for at-risk programs, and "they gave us a name 

that they wanted us to use" (Elem. supt. 4/89). That is, 

he identified the term with the government funding agencies 

above the district leval. 

Given these analyses, there was a tendency to relate 

the use of at risk to communication with people outside of 

the district. The Superintendent said "you've got to know 

the buzzwords" to communicate with outside funding sources. 

He said that the only reason some other districts had at

risk programs, and Quintero did not, was the funding they 

received under that name. He also referred to university 

researchers as a group which foists the use of new terms on 

educators in the field. The Elementary Assistant 

superintendent, too, called at risk a "buzzword" and said 

he did not "like [it] because it's got such a negative 

connotation. I always kind of equate it with 'in harm's 

way.'" But in some cases he was forced to use the term 

against his own preferences: 

I don't use it unless I can find no way to avoid 
it, and the only time I can find no way to avoid 
it is when we're talking about one of the 
specific funding programs, where you have to talk 
about them (students) being at-risk. (Elem. supt. 
4/89, pp. 2-3) 

The special Education Director said that in her former 

position as a school principal in another district, she 
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would not have used the term at risk, because she 

considered nearly all of the students in her school, in a 

low-income, high mobility neighborhood, to be at-risk. Her 

argument was that at risk is most useful when it marks off 

a small group from the majority. In Quintero District, she 

estimated that she might use at risk more, because "it is 

such a district of contrasts" (Spec. Ed. Dir. 4/89). I 

neglected to ask the Secondary Assistant Superintendent 

about his use or non-use of at risk, perhaps carried along 

by his apparent familiarity with and comfortable use of the 

term. He had been the central office administrator most 

instrumental in applying for at-risk funding from the 

state. As will be described below, he also tended to place 

educators, rather than outsiders, in a leadership role in 

his analysis of the at-risk student problem. 

I asked if at risk were a term that the school board 

ever used in its discussions, since I had not heard it in 

my few observations of board meetings. The administrators 

agreed that this was not something they had observed, 

except perhaps when the board had been asked to approve the 

At-Risk Coordinator's program. In fact, the board member 

who had been the strongest backer of the alternative high 

school program was very unlikely to use the term at risk, 

according to the Elementary Assistant Superintendent. The 

Secondary Assistant superintendent said that the board was 
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quite interested in services for at-risk students, but if 

he went to them he would not use the term at risk--instead, 

he would use "potential dropouts," because "they do 

understand that. People will know what a dropout is" (Sec. 

supt. 4/89, pp. 10-11). 

The Special Education Director, who had worked in two 

other districts, had this analysis: 

I think the way the board reacts to those kinds 
of things depends on the superintendent. If the 
superintendent gives the board a lot of research 
to read, and they work on those kinds of trendy 
things, and the mandates are coming and so forth, 
then you're going to hear that language from the 
board. If the superintendent feels that the 
board should react in their own way, and does not 
take as centralized a focus, you're going to hear 
that from some of the board members, but those 
are the ones who have picked up on those trendy 
kinds of things. Because I've been in districts 
where, like you say, it could, whatever the words 
were for the year, that's what everybody says, 
including the board. (Spec. Ed. Dir. 4/89, p. 8) 

Quintero's superintendent, this administrator said, was 

less likely to impose "trendy" new language and programs on 

the board than some other local superintendents. 11 In sum, 

at risk was identified by these administrators as being 

part of the discourse of professional educators, 

11 Though she did not name names, she might have 
named the superintendent of Raintree District, who was 
very likely to adopt the latest buzzwords and programs. In 
addition, I had attended a class with a Raintree board 
member, who talked extensively about his district's at-risk 
programs. 
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researchers, state policymakers, and funding agencies, but 

not the discourse of laypeople. 

In his interview, the superintendent reinforced the 

Special Education Director's description of him as 

"nontrendy." In fact, he seemed to make it a point to be 

emphatically "anti-trendy," describing himself as "just an 

old country boy trying to get a job done out here." He 

said that what the district needed to concentrate on was 

the basic "work of the profession," even though "it's 

awfully easy to, it's fun to discover something different, 

or you're going to implement a new program and you get all 

this big hullabaloo going and this type of thing •• " 
He made an analogy between education and football. In 

football, the bulk of a team's practice goes into "blocking 

and tackling," the basic elements of the game. He went on: 

If we'd pay more attention to that and get funded 
more on that, instead of full blown programs, and 
inventing new names for things. If we took that 
analogy, what would you call blocking? What do 
you think some professor sitting in an ivory 
tower, [so] that he could write a paper, what 
would he call it? Blocking. I mean, that's been 
with us a long time. Let's come up with a new 
term. You know, kind of like dropout, that's 
been- At-risk. Doesn't that sound neater? 
Okay, let's talk about blocking. What would we 
call it? A calculated collision, or what? (Supt. 
4/89, p. 13) 

In other words, education professors continually replace 

educational terms to advance their own self-interest, not 

to improve the fundamentals of the practice of education. 
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Therefore, there was some resistance to the term at 

risk among Quintero District administrators, particularly 

the superintendent and the Elementary Assistant 

Superintendent. This resistance derived in part from 

concerns about labelling students, but also from skepticism 

about terms and reforms imposed by outsiders such as 

university researchers and government agencies, and perhaps 

from negative experiences with state at-risk policies. l2 I 

wondered if I would have found the same skepticism if 

Quintero's state at-risk grants had been approved and the 

at-risk program were up and successfully running. 

I asked the district administrators to give their own 

analyses of why there was so much recent concern about at-

risk students in the national policy context. Three out of 

four gave reasons similar to those in the at-risk reform 

reports, related to macro-level social problems or the 

changing role of education in society. According to the 

Superintendent, the link between schooling and employment 

was the impetus for at-risk reforms. Dropouts can no 

longer find employment, since employers use the high school 

12 The Assistant Secondary Superintendent also 
talked at length about how he disagreed with the 
educational theories presented by the university professors 
participating in a School-University Partnership program. 
One of these university professors had been active in 
promoting at-risk reforms through an Exxon Foundation 
grant, but he was not specifically mentioned by name as a 
person with whom this administrator disagreed. 
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diploma as a screening device. The schools have to take 

responsibility for trying to "pick up these kids" again or 

"keep them from dropping out to begin with." At-risk 

students, he said, were primarily a big city concern. In 

"big places like Chicago and New York that you read about" 

unemployed dropouts were "hanging out and causing problems 

for society. So when you have a problem, the squeaky wheel 

gets the grease" (Supt. 4/89, p. 2). The impetus for 

analyzing the causes of dropping out came from the 

"university level where somebody needs some research for 

something ••• and there's so many studies that I think 

we're drowning in studies, really." The "bottom line," he 

said, was very simple: 

What does it cost? Over $20,000 a year to keep 
somebody in prison, and they give us $3000 a year 
to educate them. And 85% of those in prison are 
school dropouts. What else do you need to know? 
Next case. It breaks out rather simple, doesn't 
it? (P: It sure does.) It doesn't take a college 
study to figure that out. (Supt. 4/89, pp. 4-5) 

The special Education Director also traced the at-risk 

movement to concerns about unemployment and crime, and the 

expectation that education could somehow prevent these 

social problems: 

Our prison systems are filling up • • • more 
people who are out of jobs and homeless, and, you 
know, just society's problems. They will always 
turn to education as the scapegoat. And so 
obviously we haven't been doing our job if those 
people are not being successful in life. (Spec. 
Ed. Dir. 4/89, p. 2) 
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Likewise, the Secondary Assistant Superintendent mentioned 

crime and unemployment as causes of the current at-risk 

furor, but he also saw an internal motivation for at-risk 

activities, in the changing attitudes of educators toward 

their public responsibilities: 

In the old days we weren't concerned with the at
risk kids. We kicked them out of school. They 
were no longer the school's problem. They were a 
community problem. That was a mistake, but 
there's been an evolution in our philosophy, too. 
We're more global in the way we look at things 
now--the responsibility to take care of the 
community as opposed to just the school • • • 
that's the answer to why people are working with 
the at-risk kids. It's more of a global concept, 
a national responsibility, and it's not focusing 
on the school as much as they are to what they 
have to do to improve the community. (Sec. Supt. 
4/89, pp. 2-3) 

This administrator said that educators were extending 

themselves more to accommodate rather than reject students 

who did not fit into the traditional classroom. He also 

said it was important to work with teachers, especially 

secondary teachers, to convince them to be more flexible in 

response to their at-risk students. 

The Elementary Assistant Superintendent, on the other 

hand, had a less dramatic explanation based on the self

interest of educators. He expressed the opinion that the 

only reason educators were suddenly so interested in at

risk students was that there was new money for at-risk 

programs. At-risk students had always been a concern of 

the special support programs in which he had worked, he 
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said: but now the regular educators had adopted these 

students as their latest "pendulum cause" because funding 

was available. This was similar to his analysis of the use 

of at risk, that the only incentive to adopt a new student 

label is to communicate with agencies offering categorical 

funding under that title. He admitted that, in spite of 

his dislike for the term at risk and for the paperwork new 

programs entailed, he too would apply for any available at-

risk funds, because "we'll take any money we can get ••• 

anything is still better than nothing" (Elem. supt. 4/89, 

p. 9) .13 

semantics of At Risk 

What did at risk mean to these administrators? The 

Superintendent would not elaborate on his definition, 

beyond the meaning of "potential dropout:" "Any person 

that believes that they ought to be doing something other 

than going to school is potentially at-risk" (Supt. 4/89, 

p. 3). He would not talk about other at-risk criteria, 

such as the sociometric characteristics used by the state 

and emphasized in many at-risk reports, because, he said, 

he did not want to "belittle" certain groups. There were 

always people with such characteristics who might "turn 

13 Of course, his response does not explain why such 
funding is now available, which may have more to do with 
the other administrators' analyses. 
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around and prove you wrong" (Supt. 4/89). Besides, he 

explained, he had been a potential dropout himself in high 

school, and he was not a poor or minority student. At the 

time he simply could not perceive the importance of 

education to his vocational aspiration--to be a hay baler. 

The Secondary Assistant Superintendent also defined an 

at-risk student as a potential dropout: "A student who 

isn't functioning well in the traditional school setting 

and there is a possibility that that student will not 

remain in school" (Sec, Supt. 4/89, p. 3). This 

administrator also did not think social class or ethnicity 

had anything to do with being at-risk, though most programs 

for at-risk students did have such qualifications. For 

instance, to receive federally-funded services at the 

alternative high school, a potential dropout's family 

income had to fall below a certain level. In addition, the 

district had federal funds for special programs for Indian 

students, which were closed off to "the Mexican kid who 

lives next door to the Indian." According to this 

administrator, there could be potential dropouts who were 

just as "screwed up" who did not fit the criteria of funded 

programs. In particular, there were students from the 

affluent, predominantly Anglo part of the district who 

needed special attention because their parents were 

preoccupied with their careers and so permissive that they 
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bordered on being neglectful. He preferred to leave the 

identification of at-risk students up to school-level 

staff, based on their own criteria and predictions about 

whether a student could succeed in the alternative program. 

That is, he would opt for locally constructed and variable 

definitions of at ris~, treating at risk as an evaluative 

term in Lehrer's (1983) classification, if given a choice. 

Factors he saw as related to being at-risk were family 

characteristics ("expectations," "philosophy," "support," 

"education"), drug and alcohol abuse, and the influence of 

the media. 

The Elementary Assistant Superintendent said 

definitions of at risk with which he was familiar included 

"socioeconomic status, [and] some cultural things thrown 

in" (Elem. Supt. 4/89). I asked directly if he thought 

that culture, race or language were significant in making a 

student at-risk, and he replied that 

••• I think they're indicators, but ••• I 
don't think that those should be the criteria 
used, I guess is the best way to say it. You're 
dealing more with psychological profiles, I 
think, if you really want to find the kids that 
are genuinely at-risk. Whereas if you let 
yourself get bogged down in the sociometric 
stuff, there's no hope. And I think there is 
hope. (Elem. Supt. 4/89, p. 4) 

The numbers of children in Quintero district that could be 

identified through "sociometric" criteria were shrinking in 

proportion to the total, with the suburbanization of the 



325 

area. This made the district appear less and less at-risk 

according to such criteria. However, he said, according to 

the findings of the identification phase of the defunct at-

risk program many students, even in the suburban areas of 

the district, had been identified by their teachers as at

risk. The state's definition of at risk through macro-

level correlations, therefore, identified one group of 

students as at-risk; teachers' micro-level definitions 

identified a larger group. 

However, this administrator complained that some of 

the definitions of at risk now in use are so broad, 

including so many criteria, that they "make such a huge 

percentage of kids qualify as at-risk that I think it's 

almost ludicrous to undertake the attempt." According to 

the criteria adopted for the at-risk program, a third to a 

half of the students at one of their "top schools, with our 

most able kids," were identified as at-risk. This school 

had won awards for academic excellence. Using criteria 

that emphasize characteristics of students' home lives, 

such as single parent families and childcare arrangements, 

he said, can overestimate the numbers of at-risk students: 

If the definition is so broad, and the formula is 
so all-encompassing, given the society that we 
have now, I don't think it makes any sense. 
Because the only way that a definition of at-risk 
kids tends to have any real validity is if it 
limits your group to the point where you can 
really focus on them and help them. (Elem. Supt. 
4/89, p. 3) 
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A broad way of defining the term, then, entails a broad 

policy response, rather than a narrow response targeted at 

a specific small group.14 This analysis suggests that 

policymakers may formulate their definitions of target 

groups to match their capacity to respond. That is, rather 

than defining the problem and then the solution (Schon's 

argument), policymakers may decide which solutions are 

feasible and then define the problem to match. Looking 

back, this was what the State Legislature had done with the 

at-risk pilot project grants. They allocated a limited 

amount of money for the solution, which forced the 

Department into a triage situation, of defining the problem 

of at-risk narrowly. This was exactly what the state 

policymakers had decided. However, the way this 

administrator would target would be through developing a 

psychological, not sociological, definition of at risk. At 

risk would be a gradable adjective (Lehrer, 1983), but a 

different group of experts would determine its meanings. 

14 This analysis suggests that policymakers may 
formulate their definitions of target groups to match 
their capacity to respond. That is, rather than defining 
the problem and then the solution (Schon's argument), 
policymakers may decide which solutions are feasible and 
then define the problem to match. Looking back, this was 
what the State Legislature had done with the at-risk pilot 
project grants. They allocated a limited amount of money 
for the solution, which forced the Department into a triage 
situation, of defining the problem of at-risk narrowly. 
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The Special Education Director said she had originally 

taken up special education because she had trouble with 

certain students in the regular classroom--students she 

would now label at-risk. She defined at-risk students in 

terms characteristic of her specialization, as "kids who 

were not making it in the mainstream" and "students who 

have some sort of disability, whether it's their own 

handicapping condition or whether it's an educational one 

or an environmental one, some'thing that really is blocking 

their ability to be successful" (Spec. Ed. Dir. 4/89, p. 

1). For her the "biggest indicator" of at-risk status was 

"low socioeconomics." Ethnicity was not a good indicator 

to use in Quintero District, she said, because many of 

their minority families were not low-income. There were 

well-paying jobs for them in local plants and mines. 

For examples of how socioeconomics (i.e., poverty) is 

associated with at-riskness, this administrator called on 

her experiences in two other districts. In an urban, 

mostly Anglo, school where she was principal "every family 

in that particular area has problems and the cycle of 

poverty is there and all of the lack of education and all 

of the things that society is having problems with are 

really at that school." In a predominantly Mexican 

American school in a rural mining area, a sudden mine 

closing led to "just an enormous population of at-risk kids 
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• • • a large alcohol level, because the self-esteem of the 

adults was demolished" (Spec. Ed. Dir. 4/89, pp. 2, 4). 

Economics made these two dissimilar groups both at-risk. 

Therefore, this administrator could support the use of both 

academic and socioeconomic criteria in a definition of at 

risk. 

The At Risk Problem 

Given their diverse definitions of at risk, I asked 

the administrators to talk about how they would assess the 

"at-risk problem" in their own district. They agreed both 

that the problem was smaller in Quintero District than in 

some other districts and that their district had the 

problem well under control with existing programs. 

According to the criteria used by the state, a minority of 

Quintero's students were at-risk; for example, the dropout 

rate was low at 7-10%, according to district figures. This 

was in comparison with some districts which had large 

numbers of poor or LEP children and dropout rates over 30%. 

This was hardly a crisis scenario. 

I was interested in district administrators' ideas 

about the cultural and economic diversity within the 

district in relation to their assessment of the at-risk 

problem, especially since according to the state's 

criteria, the rural side of the district would rate much 
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higher in at-risk status than the suburban side. However, 

the superintendent had not heard about the state 

Department's at-risk ratings or the EdStat report, and when 

I informed him about these events, he was unimpressed: "I 

wonder why they did that? Did that help them out a little 

bit up there? I mean, did they give someone something to 

do?" He would not "classify" people by talking about 

differences in at-riskness among schools or areas in the 

district. The Secondary Assistant Superintendent also did 

not want to label the rural side as more at-risk: "There 

are just as many, if not more, at-risk kids in the suburban 

high school as in the rural high school." Both he and 

Superintendent, in fact, made it a point to be more 

critical of parents on the suburban side of the district, 

where " ••• [some] people may be a little bit too busy 

trying to keep up with their own lives and their standard 

of living than to pay that much attention to their own 

kids" (Supt. 4/89): and " ••• [some parents] have let the 

rope out too far" (Sec. Supt. 4/89). 

The Elementary Assistant Superintendent and the 

Special Education Director did rate the rural schools more 

at-risk than the suburban ones, based on socioeconomics. 

But the Elementary Assistant Superintendent noted that that 

situation could change swiftly with the construction of new 

developments on the rural side, in which case the 



proportion of "sociometrically" at-risk students would 

shrink steadily in comparison with a growing suburban 

majority. 

The Special Education Director rated the district 

about II average II for its size overall, though within the 

district she observed a high level of diversity and 

contrast in at-riskness. On the rural side, there were 

poor students placed in special programs to remediate 
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deficits they brought from home. On the suburban side, the 

students were "educationally sound when they start school," 

but they were both neglected and pressured by their dual-

career parents. These two kinds of at-risk students 

required different treatment. She said that her 

definitions of at risk would also vary depending on whether 

she were talking about elementary or secondary students. 

In essence, she saw that the definition of at risk might 

vary depending on the context. 

In summary, the primary ways of defining the problem 

of at-risk students among central-office administrators in 

this district were: 

1. Potential or returning dropouts who do not 
function well in the traditional school setting 
but cannot find jobs on the outside. (Supt., 
Sec. Supt. and Spec. Ed. Dir.) 

2. Students with socioeconomic and cultural 
characteristics that keep them from succeeding 
in school (Elem. Supt.--though he did not 
prefer to use such criteria; Spec. Ed. Dir.-
income but not ethnicity; the other two 



district administrators opposed using such 
criteria in this district, since they would 
then label one side of the district or one 
group as more at-risk than the other. They 
were also negative toward "special" programs 
with such entrance qualifications). 

3. Students with a "disability," handicapping or 
educational or environmental, "something that 
is blocking their ability to succeed." (Spec. 
Ed. Dir.) 

4. Students with "psychological profiles" that 
make them "high potential for failure." (Elem. 
Supt. ) 

There was most consensus on the first meaning, and most 

disagreement on the second. The idea of classifying 

students as at-risk by income, and particularly by 

ethnicity, was not a comfortable one. 
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According to Schon (1979), policy solutions for at

risk students in Quintero district should follow from the 

above ways of defining and assessing the problem of at-risk 

students. 

Approaches to At-Risk Students 

As explained in the introductory sections of this 

chapter, Quintero District did not have any special 

programs officially labelled "at risk" in 1988-89, and the 

administrators attributed this to state funding policies, 

not their own decisions. The at-risk program they had 

tried to establish relied on an early identification and 

treatment model, with identification based on a range of 
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academic, behavioral, psychological and familial criteria. 

Though large numbers of students reportedly matched these 

criteria, district policymakers could not or would not 

commit the funds to continue this special program when 

state funding was withdrawn. 

In the absence of specific at-risk programs, however, 

they argued that Quintero was doing or hoped to do a great 

number of things for their at-risk students. When I began 

the study, and informed him that I wanted to look at 

responses to at-risk students, the Elementary Assistant 

Superintendent gave me two brochures distributed to 

students and parents. One described the alternative high 

school program. The other described "Academic Assistance 

Programs for Students," including English as a Second 

Language, Developmental First Grade, District Remedial 

Reading and Math, Writing to Read, Chapter I, the Indian 

Education and Johnson-O'Malley (summer Indian education) 

programs, and Special Education. This brochure even 

included the term at risk, to describe students in the 

Writing to Read and Chapter I developmental second grade 

programs in rural elementary schools. It appeared from 

these brochures that programs for what the Elementary 

Assistant Superintendent would consider "at-risk students" 

in Quintero primarily included Indian and language minority 

students, low-income students (Chapter I), students having 
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academic problems (Chapter I, remedial programs and special 

education) and potential dropouts. Most of these students, 

and most of these programs, were concentrated on th~ rural 

side of the district. 

The district administrators identified this same array 

of programs in their interviews, with some individual 

differences. The only district program the Superintendent 

specifically identified as being for at-risk students was 

the alternative high school, but he also remarked that 

state K-3 funds were benefiting younger at-risk students. 

The Secondary Assistant superintendent identified the 

alternative high school, Chapter I, Indian education, 

vocational education, and programs for the handicapped. He 

said that Chapter I students are "your at-risk population 

because they're two years behind in their grade level. You 

get much lower than that, you're not going to finish" (Sec. 

Supt. 4/89, p. 11). Programs the Elementary Assistant 

superintendent identified as being for at-risk students 

were Chapter I, remedial programs, ESL programs, and Indian 

education ("probably our most at-rislc population because of 

the sociometrics that are involved there"). The special 

Education Director mentioned the alternative high school 

and federal remedial and special programs concentrated on 

the rural side. 
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Nearly all of these programs represented one side of 

the "dilemma of difference" (Minow, 1985): identifying 

eligible students, placing them in the program, designing 

an individual education plan (IEP), and pulling them out 

for special treatment designed to improve their success in 

the regular program. There was also a clear emphasis on 

academic achievement in the program descriptions. In 

addition, all of these programs except the alternative high 

school had originated before the current at-risk reform 

movement, so that calling them "at-risk programs" would be 

a matter of attaching a new label to old goods. In other 

words, at risk among these administrators was a new label 

for students who were already marked as "different" from 

the mainstream, especially those who qualified for 

categorical federal programs. 

All of the district administrators had at least some 

negative responses to these "special" programs that spilled 

over into their reactions to state at-risk policies. The 

superintendent argued that 

• • • part of the problem with the funding 
formula is that you have money that goes for at
risk, you have money that goes for K-3 education, 
you have money that goes for Chapter programs, 
you have money that goes here. It's a piecemeal 
funding formula. What you need is a program that 
gives you the money that you need to run a school 
district. At-risk would be just part of it, no 
different than offering algebra or English or 
whathaveyou. You run the program. Can you 
imagine if you had proper funding what kind of a 
program you could put together? Have you ever 



given any thought to that? It would be 
interesting, wouldn't it? (Supt. 4/89, p. 5) 

Rather than a series of small, separate programs, "your 
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program is education, period. That's what you fund, and 

then you have people in there who develop the program for 

the area that they're serving" (Supt. 4/89, p. 5). The 

only state education policy that met with his approval was 

the K-3 funding, which targeted only certain grade levels, 

had no student eligibility requirements, and gave districts 

broad discretion over plans for spending the funds. That 

is, the policies that state policymakers were turning away 

from, he preferred. He supported the concept of working 

with younger children to prevent later school difficulties. 

But in general, he said, "I think education as a whole has 

to be funded properly and let the individual school 

districts determine what they need. • • • Let the people 

who are supposed to be trained in that do it," rather than 

people in government (Supt. 4/89, p. 11). At-risk students 

would benefit most from overall school improvements, not 

programs which entailed more "bureaucratic red tape." 

The Elementary Assistant Superintendent objected to 

the idea that with some state-funded programs "if you 

succeed you fail, because they take your money away." 

Districts who were "failing miserably" tended to be 

rewarded with more funding under state education policies. 

Special programs also meant more paperwork, which took away 
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from "what we can actually do with kids" (Elem Supt. 4/89). 

They had enough of these programs in the district, he said, 

and were already "yanking kids out" of the classroom too 

often. In fact, there were more places in such programs 

than enrolled students, because some parents of eligible 

students in this district did not want their children to be 

labelled and pulled out of the regular classroom. The 

district had made its own efforts to expand remedial 

services to more students, to supplement the funding of 

Indian programs, and to pay for ESL services, because "we 

really are concerned about the kids." But the overall 

district emphasis was on serving kids in general, not at

risk kids or any other special group in particular. 

The Secondary Assistant Superintendent's objections to 

categorical programs were reported earlier. Though he had 

been a leader in applying for at-risk funding, he too 

thought that the district's policy emphasis should be on 

overall school improvement, giving school administrators 

and teachers autonomy to decide how they could become more 

effective. He proposed lumping funding for all "at-risk 

populations" together in one big funding package, rather 

than separating funding for Indians, Hispanics, and other 

groups. 

On the other hand, there was consensus that the 

alternative high school program was one special program 
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that worked as a policy response to at-risk students. The 

alternative high school also had grassroots support from 

board members; and though it was federally funded, did not 

seem to evoke the negative reactions of other government 

programs. It served a function that all district 

administrators recognized as legitimate: holding potential 

dropouts in school until they complete their graduation 

requirements. 

The Alternative High School15 

The Secondary Assistant Superintendent recounted how 

• the governing board told me three or four 
years ago to start an alternative school with no 
money. Not one budget dollar. And we did. We 
got people to agree to some things and begged 
some things and got some government money--JTPA 
money. • • • (Sec. supt. 4/89, p. 5) 

JTPA money was sent to the county, and then a "private 

industry council in our community is responsible for 

deciding who gets what, and that's a group of businessmen. 

• They decide on the kinds of programs that they think 

are good and then they send out for proposals" (Sec. Supt. 

4/89, p. 9). A nonprofit Manpower Development corporation 

received a grant to run summer programs for high school 

students combining job placement and academic work. 

15 The Secondary Assistant Superintendent, the former 
At-risk Coordinator, and the staff of the alternative high 
school all contributed toward this description of the 
alternative program. 
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Quintero District had been one of the sites for this 

program, and Quintero students had consistently proven to 

be more successful than those at the other county sites, 

even though they were 

••• the same kind of kids. We're talking about 
low-income. They're almos·t all minorities. 
They're either Hispanic or Indian out in this 
area, who are in the program, or your poor white 
trash. You know, those kids are making 
unbelievable gains. (Sec. Supt. 4/89, p. 10) 

The program used computer-assisted instruction through two 

nationwide computer networks to teach basic academic 

skills. Over three years' time, the district gradually 

increased its role in the program. In 1987-88, the program 

was moved onto district property and subsidized through 

provision of this space and basic classroom equipment, 

though the staff and computer equipment were still funded 

by Manpower Development. At least this move got the 

district's "foot in the door, in terms of making it our own 

program" (At-Risk Coord. 4/89). The program continued to 

be successful at producing achievement gains and successful 

high school completions. The incentive for staff for 

producing such results was high, since in order to receive 

JTPA funding for a student they had to demonstrate a 

certain amount of academic progress or progress toward 

completion of high school graduation requirements. 

The former At-Risk Coordinator explained that Quintero 

District leaders were more "comfortable" with an emphasis 



339 

on academic skills in their alternative program. 

Production of quantitative gains in basic skills or course 

completions was more acceptable here than the "therapeutic 

focus" found in other local alternative programs with which 

she was familiar. There were also financial 

considerations; counseling-based programs do not pay their 

own way, and the district was strapped for money. The 

Secondary Assistant Superintendent said that they had 

looked at the other alternative high schools, and this kind 

of program happened to be something they could get money 

for. 

As long as funding for the program was provided 

exclusively by JTPA, students had to qualify as low-income 

under federal guidelines. A small number of students who 

did not meet the income requirement could be admitted, but 

they had to match other criteria. They had to be 

dropouts, enrolled in drug treatment, teen parents, or 

involved in the juvenile justice system. The problem was 

that there were students in the district who were behind in 

their progress toward graduation and who were not doing 

well in the traditional classroom who did not qualify under 

these JTPA criteria. According to the Secondary Assistant 

Superintendent: 

When we first started the alternative school with 
the JTPA funds, we had some middle class people 
come unglued because we had, "You mean if I was 
poor, my kids would get in, but because I go out 



and work for a living, my kid can't get in the 
program?" "Yes, ma'am." That's hard to explain. 
They were hot. I mean I had some people just 
ripping me apart. (Sec. Supt. 4/89, p. 13) 
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In his view, income had nothing to do with a student's need 

for the program: 

Well, if you have an at-risk kid that lives over 
in the suburban area and the parents are making 
$80,000 a year. He's a mess. I can't put him in 
the program over here in the morning with JTPA 
funds. Only a poor kid out here that has the 
same kind of mess. Kids are kids. Why should it 
matter if daddy makes $80,000? The kid's screwed 
up. He's not getting the services he needs from 
his family. He's being in essence discriminated 
against because of his father's income, which he 
may never see. That kid could end up dropping 
out 'of school and robbing your house while you're 
out here sitting with me. (Sec. Supt. 4/89, p. 
12) 

In 1988-89, after being rejected by the state for at-risk 

funding for the same purposes, the district funded some 

slots in the program for students who did not qualify under 

JTPA income guidelines, and expanded the program schedule. 

The Secondary Assistant Superintendent said that filling 

these slots was left to the discretion of the staff at each 

school. He explained that he told them to "set their own 

priorities ••• I don't want to sit here just like the 

federal people do and give you a list of criteria." They 

were the ones to decide which students were likely to 

succeed in this type of program. 

The program, according to the former At-Risk 

Coordinator, required students to take a great deal of 
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responsibility for their own learning and progress. The 

students who seemed to work out best were those within a 

few credits of graduation, who had their goal in sight. 

They knew exactly which classes they needed to complete on 

the computer to either return to the high school "online 

for graduation" or to graduate directly from the 

alternative high school. School staff were also sending a 

few younger high school students and even junior high 

school students to try the program, but younger students 

had a harder time staying on task under conditions of 

independent, computer-assisted work. 

I visited the alternative high school twice, to 

observe what was happening there and informally interview 

the staff. It was located in the town of Quintero, near 

district offices and the two original schools, but miles 

from the two high schools. The teachers said that 

sometimes transportation was a problem for students. The 

school, located in an unused home economics building, was 

one large room lined with desks topped with personal 

computers, with worktables in the center for students who 

were working "offline" (in textbooks), as one teacher 

called it. The room was very quiet, as students were all 

working on different individual assignments and only 

occasionally talked quietly with someone nearby. They 

signed in, picked up a packet of assignments, and signed 
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out at the end of the session. Most of the students I saw 

on my visits were male, and all but a couple were Anglo. 

There were two teachers, one hired by the Manpower 

Development corporation with JTPA funds and another 

employed by the district. The JTPA teacher said that she 

had 40 students, while the district teacher had 25 (in 

total, about 4% of the district's high school enrollment), 

plus two groups of junior high school students who were 

attending on an experimental basis. students came in three 

sessions: morning, afternoon and evening. The only 

difference in their students, they said, was the different 

entrance requirements set up by JTPA and the district. In 

addition, JTPA students participated in job training and 

placement in the afternoons. Students were either dropouts 

or so far behind in completing their graduation 

requirements that they might give up if they had to stick 

it out in regular classes. The guidance and counseling 

departments at their high schools decided which courses 

they would need to graduate, and sent this information to 

the alternative school staff. The staff and the student 

then worked out a plan for the completion of credits. Many 

students needed English or Government credits, the teachers 

said, especially since eight semesters of English were now 

required for graduation. Many of the courses were 

available through the nationwide computer network to which 
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they subscribed. However, they would design any course a 

student needed, following the district curriculum. Science 

courses were particularly difficult, they said, since they 

had no way to provide hands-on experiences. 

The teachers, like the former At-Risk Coordinator, 

both referred to the kind of student that seemed to work 

out best in this kind of program. Students had to be able 

to work independently ("That's what employers want," one 

teacher said) and to attend regularly. Students who were 

not suitable would be dropped. For example, one student 

with a history of criminal activity had been too disruptive 

to remain. Other "knuckleheads" were not doing enough work 

and if they continued would lose their place in the 

program. But the JTPA teache~ said that her worst problems 

were with "dingbat" parents; the students were much better 

than their parents in many cases. 

since I did not have human subjects approval to talk 

with students, I talked only with two students who were 

over 18 and living on their own. One reported that he 

could complete an entire course in as little as two days on 

the computer. He compared the program favorably with the 

regular classroom, since he received just the amount of 

attention he needed to keep working and he could "be at 

peace with himself." He was hoping the program would be 

open during the summer so that he could complete even more 
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courses. The other student was working out of a social 

studies textbook at the worktable. He said that he had 

started the course the day before and was up to Chapter 17 

already. He liked the alternative school because he could 

get so much done, without someone constantly pushing him. 

One of the teachers invited me to try a lesson at the 

computer. When she called up the network, the words "Young 

Professionals" came on screen; this was the label she had 

given the program, she said. A message said that there 

were 16,000 lessons available, and the curriculum list 

included a wide range of courses for grades 9-12. I chose 

a lesson from eleventh grade English grammar, on creating 

plural nouns. The directions said that I would need to 

have 85% correct responses to pass this lesson. The 

teacher remarked that she encouraged students to take notes 

and to use the dictionary if they did not succeed the first 

time. 

The lesson was composed of a series of items on making 

tricky plurals such as loaf-loaves, etc. Every time I gave 

a response, the program answered with praise in rather 

outdated slang (e.g., "Mellow!" or "You're really 

together!"), or a direction to try again. These feedback 

statements included my name, to personalize the experience. 

The teacher said that some students entered obscene or 

silly names at the beginning, and then had to see messages 
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like "Way to go, Butthole!" over and over. Once one lesson 

was complete, I was to go on to the next, until an entire 

course was complete. When I finished that lesson, the 

teacher told me to try another one, on Latin roots. This 

lesson was more difficult, and embarrassingly I became 

stuck on the root "asper-." I guessed "aspersions," but 

the program would not accept this response (which actually 

is correct, though I had begun to doubt myself since how 

could a computer err?). 

The teachers gave me a copy of the curriculum they had 

developed for an "American Government I" course, one which 

was not on the computer network. The syllabus closely 

followed the seventeen chapters of a government textbook. 

For each chapter, they had written a series of study 

questions to be answered on paper and approved before a 

student could take the final exam. The questions were 

primarily "What" questions: for example, here are the 

questions for Chapter 1: 

1. What is the basic characteristic of a unitary 
government? 

2. What is the basic characteristic of a 
confederate government? 

3. What is the basic characteristic of a federal 
government? 

4. Does the United states have a presidential or 
a parliamentary government? 

5. What are the basic concepts of a democracy? 
6. Briefly describe socialism as a form of 

government. 
7. Briefly describe communism as a form of 

government. 



8. Why may the American economic system be 
described as a "mixed" one? 

9. List the four characteristics of a state. 
10. List the four theories of the origin of a state. 
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11. Which theory describes the way in which the united 
states came into being? (Alt HS Docs, p. 1) 

Teachers at the rural high school commented to me that they 

did not know how the students at the alternative high 

school could "zip" through their courses so quickly. The 

secret was this curriculum, which reduced even complex 

ideas like "democracy" or "the state" to a list of short-

answer items. without the social aspects of the classroom 

to worry about, the alternative program could boil all 

curriculum content down to a few essential points which 

could be quickly dispensed with. The JTPA teacher said 

that the program could raise achievement scores by two 

years after three months of work. This was impossible in a 

regular classroom, because teachers could not accommodate 

their instruction to individual students. 

The superintendent and Secondary Assistant 

Superintendent praised the staff and the high success rate 

of the alternative high school program. He reported that 

out of 45 students who had participated in the program so 

far, they were expecting forty-four "positive 

terminations," either academic progress or graduation. The 

Manpower people were thrilled, he said, because this rate 

would secure their funding. If the upcoming override 

election passed, the district would be investing more money 
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in the alternative program, for more computers and another 

teacher. The Superintendent remarked, "We don't have any 

at-risk money and we have one of the better programs in the 

county." The alternative program had enabled numbers of 

students to obtain their diploma who "weren't reached by 

the normal method of delivery." A large number of dropouts 

and potential dropouts had received "that piece of paper" 

(the diploma) that shows a prospective employer that they 

"can stick with something and accomplish something, when 

it's all said and done" (Supt. 4/89, p. 1). 

In summary, the alternative high school was one 

"special" program that district administrators did like, 

because it clearly produced something tangible with a 

minimal investment of money and paperwork. While at first 

it had been limited only to income-eligible students, 

district funding had extended it to affluent students as 

well. It no longer had the stigma of a "poverty program." 

Its goals were purely academic, as far as the district was 

concerned, and represented a reductionistic view of 

"academics" at that. Courses such as English and 

Government were reduced to simple multiple-choice lessons 

which could be very quickly completed. Interactions with 

the teacher seemed limited to talk about study and testing 

strategies or appropriate behavior, rather than ideas. 

Interactions among students were very minimal. The 



348 

student's educational goal was only to "get out" by 

chalking up credits. However, this way of conceptualizing 

education seemed popular with students; there was a long 

waiting list to enter the program. 

Would they like to be doing more for at-risk students, 

if they had the resources? The Superintendent simply 

wanted more funding for "education, period," not for any 

more special programs. The Elementary Assistant 

Superintendent and the Special Education Director both 

hoped to add counseling services for elementary schools. 

Psychological problems of younger students were the one 

area where they considered district services to be 

inadequate. Elementary counselors were on a list of new 

services to be added under an override package which came 

up for a vote in May of 1988-89, indicating that this was a 

serious district priority. The Secondary Superintendent 

said that he would direct more attention toward the 

elementary and junior high school levels, where some 

students still seemed to "fall through the cracks." The 

junior high school students sent to the alternative program 

seemed to be doing well, and that might be the route to 

take at that level. If he had his way he would also work 

to change the attitudes of secondary teachers, to convince 

them to assume more responsibility for student learning. In 

the absence of outside incentives, therefore, Quintero 



District administrators did not have any plans for 

establishing any new programs under the label at risk. 

Discussion 
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The responses of Quintero District administrators to 

the at-risk movement, like those of Arizona state 

policymakers, conformed to the prevailing policy norms of 

the district. Due to their conservative rural tradition, 

their perceptions of their student population, their 

preoccupation with simply keeping up with growth, and their 

need for fiscal constraint, Quintero administrators were 

not promoting any "trendy" new programs on their own 

initiative. The at-risk movement was simply not a major 

driving force in this district. Rather, district 

policymakers' stated goal was more aligned with the 

ideology of the first wave of 1980s reform: to deliver a 

solid, basic education to all stUdents. They were 

accomplishing this, they believed, through emphasizing the 

"fundamentals" of education, standardizing the curriculum 

and instructional methods, and convincing teachers that all 

students can learn. 

spring (1981) has called district administrators 

"gatekeepers" who determine how much influence state and 

federal policies will have over a district. This also may 

be true of the influence of national reform movements. The 
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special Education Administrator argued that this 

gatekeeping role on the part of the Superintendent included 

decisions about adopting new educational jargon such as at 

ris}c. In the nearby metropolitan area there were other 

districts where administrators were actively promoting at 

risk and at-risk programs, sometimes even in the absence of 

any extra outside funding. If this study had been 

conducted in one of those districts, my view of the 

influence of the national at-risk movement over local 

policymaking would have been quite different. 

In Quintero, district administrators strove to prevent 

outside control over their operations, resisting recent 

trends which have tended to weaken district-level 

governance in favor of federal and state intervention 

(Tyack and Hansot, 1982). They were extremely critical of 

state policymakers and their educational expertise. They 

were also skeptical of the informal influence of university 

professors and researchers over their decisions. 

Laypersons, in the form of the Board and the "community" 

(certain vocal parents and citizens) were still perceived 

as very powerful influences over decisionmaking. Whether 

by design or necessity, the size and complexity of the 

district bureaucracy was limited. In comparison with 

larger districts, special interest groups within the 

administration, based on connections with externally-funded 
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programs, were absent (Tyack and Hansot, 1982). The 

special Education Administrator, for instance, was a newly

created role for managing all special programs. She 

reported that she had already experienced the force of the 

board's determination to adapt these programs to the 

IIQuintero style" and IIcommunity preferences." 

Administrators maintained the appearance of district 

unity by balancing the interests of both sides of the 

district, minimizing conflict and comparison between the 

very different constituencies represented by the two sides 

(Bacharach, 1981). The district administration's 

philosophy combined the importance of academic excellence 

with their concept of equity in the phrase "excellence for 

all." They distributed district and state funding equally 

to all schools, regardless of student'population, and used 

federal categorical funds to support special programming 

for low-income and minority students on the rural side. 

Though the presence of these programs obviously marked the 

rural side as different, they strove to downplay this 

difference. They defined it not in terms of group 

characteristics such as social class or ethnicity, but in 

terms of individual psychology or lifestyle choices. 

Suburban parents and children, they contended, were just as 

likely to have psychological problems and inappropriate 

lifestyles as rural parents and children. Why single out 
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the rural side for special treatment? Ironically, middle 

class suburban parents in this district seemed more likely 

to complain about "discrimination" than poor ones! As a 

consequence, administrators and the board had elected to 

apply limited district funds to extend their only at-risk 

program, the alternative high school, to middle class 

students. 

The three male administrators said they were not 

impressed by administrators in other local districts such 

as Raintree, who had received state at-risk funds and 

positive publicity for their at-risk programs, and were 

thereby being "rewarded" for doing a poor job with their 

students. There may have been more than a small element of 

sour grapes and inter-district competitiveness behind these 

statements. Quintero administrators had also pursued at

risk funding whenever it became available, but state 

policymaking trends were running against the demographic 

trends in the district. The state's way of defining at 

risk according to the preferences of declining big-city 

districts or the numbers of poor, minority, and low 

achieving students was to them unfair. What had happened 

to the rhetoric of the excellence movement, to notion of 

rewarding excellence? 

Their one successful response to the at-risk movement, 

according to district administrators, was the alternative 
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high school. Like their other attempts, it was initiated 

because of the availability of outside financing, through 

the federal government. In actuality it was a response to 

the first wave of 1980s reform, to state excellence 

legislation following A Nation at Risk which had 

established higher graduation requirements. It provided a 

means for students who had fallen behind schedule under 

these stiffer demands to complete the required number of 

courses quickly and efficiently. There were no special 

accommodations in this program for poor or minority 

students. Only those students who could provide their own 

transportation and conform to the individualistic format of 

the program would be accepted. The emphasis was on speedy 

production of course credits, scores and diplomas. 

In short, Quintero administrators were hardly swept 

away by the force of the second wave of 1980s reform. 

Rather, they would allow it to influence them only to the 

extent they could benefit financially from it and subvert 

any liberal, equity tendencies which may have infiltrated 

it. Rossman, Corbell and Dawson (1986) have termed such 

districts "independent actors." They are more likely to 

change in response to internal initiatives congruent with 

their own definitions of the purposes of education than in 

response to reform demands issuing from national groups or 

the state capitol. 



CHAPTER 8 

QUINTERO PRINCIPAr~ TALK ABOUT AT-RISK STUDENTS 

IN THE SCHOOL 
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The study ends in the setting where the Richardson et 

al. (1989) study began: the school. This chapter and the 

next one consider how principals and teachers in Quintero 

District defined at risk and framed the problems of at-risk 

students, and what policy recommendations they made. From 

this direction, the study of at risk became a way to 

examine the relationship of educators at the school level 

to a widespread educational reform movement. But it also 

tapped into aspects of schooling which are much more 

entrenched, namely the ongoing dilemma of responding to 

students who do not conform to school norms. 

While the ~uperintendent was once the heroic central 

figure in educational reform movements (Tyack and Hansot, 

1982), in the 1980s the principal has been hailed as the 

leader in the movement for "effective schools," schools 

which succeed in improving student achievement (Purkey and 

Smith, 1983). According to currently popular theories of 

decentralized or school-site-based management, reform 

occurs at the school level under the principal's 

leadership, with teacher participation in decisionmaking. 

This process adapts educational change to staff preferences 
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and social conditions at a particular school. District 

administrators in this model set only the broad parameters 

of policy: implementation is what counts, and that is where 

the principal's leadership is crucial. 

In Chapter 7, I reported that central office 

administrators in Quintero espoused this philosophy of 

educational administration. The principals reported that 

they exercised a great deal of autonomy in school-level 

policymaking. But as Wolcott (1973) and Crowson and Morris 

(1985) have pointed out, the autonomous principal is also 

subject to considerable cultural pressure to conform. 

Another side of decentralized management is that principals 

are held more accountable for student achievement in their 

schools, both by the administration and by the community. 

For example, competition among schools in the metropolitan 

area of Quintero District was heightened each year when the 

local newspaper published a chart of school achievement 

scores. Suburban Quintero schools consistently rated high 

in achievement. They were under pressure to maintain their 

ranking among other suburban schools in the area, because 

middle class parents in a mobile society consider "good 

schools" in their homebuying decisions. The suburban 

principals reported more parent involvement, but also more 

parent interference, in their school operations. The rural 

principals reported low parent involvement. Pressure on 
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them to improve low achievement was not coming from parents 

but from comparisons with their peers in more successful 

schools, both in Quintero and in other districts. 

Parents and peers are two groups to whom principals 

respond; teachers are another. Principals are sandwiched 

in the system between district administrators and teachers. 

They are often former teachers who remain more teacher-like 

in their thinking, Lortie (1982) has argued, than central 

office administrators who are further removed from the 

classroom. Principals find evaluation and comparison of 

teachers to be their most difficult responsibility, given 

their understanding of the uncertainties that surround 

teaching. "Supportive principals buffer teachers from 

public pressure and district demands (Lortie, 1981; Fraatz, 

1987). 

Principals are also closer to students than district 

administrators, and as a consequence principals in this 

study were able to talk with some ease about specific 

examples of at-risk students they had encountered. 

However, in schools as large as those in Quintero District 

they are also likely to encounter only certain students 

with any frequency. The ones that came to their attention, 

as several principals mentioned, tended to be those who had 

a problem with which the teacher needed assistance; e.g., 

disciplinary or attendance infractions or severe academic 
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or psychological difficulties. These conditions must be 

kept in mind in interpreting the principals' definitions of 

the at-risk student. 

Tables summarizing the findings from principal 

interviews can be found in Appendix F. 

Semantics of At-Risk Among Quintero Principals 

The 11 principals, like the central office 

administrators, were unanimous in saying that at risk did 

not represent a new concept or group of students. They had 

been encountering students now labelled at-risk throughout 

their educational careers, which ranged from 8 to over 30 

years. They had quite different stories about how they had 

first encountered the term, and associated it with 

different sources, programs, and groups of students: 

ELEMENTARY PRINCIPALS 

Principal A: He first heard about at risk in the 
early 80s in conjunction with the effective 
schools movement, in workshops with Larry Lezotte 
and Madeleine Hunter. One association he had was 
with children having difficulty learning, based 
on experiences with his own brother. 

Principal B: A school psychologist introduced the 
term to him 10 years ago, in relation to setting 
up a developmental first grade program for 
kindergarten children who were not ready for 
regular first grade. 
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Principal C: He was first exposed to the term when the 
At-Risk Coordinator came to his school about 3 years 
before (Note: it must have been 1987-88) to talk about 
identifying at-risk students. He also mentioned the 
national reform reports as sour~es. 

Principal D: When she was a teacher about 4 years 
ago, the principal introduced the term in 
conjunction with setting up a developmental first 
grade program with state K-3 funds. 

Principal E: He first heard the term about 2 and 
a half years ago in a workshop at a Principals 
Academy held by the Arizona School Administrators 
(ASA) organization, and from the at-risk 
coordinator. At the time, he was working at the 
junior high school, and associated the term with 
alternative programs for secondary students. 

Principal F: No specific source, though he did 
mention the At-Risk Coordinator. He associated 
the term with dropouts. His own concept of at 
risk was not something he had read about, but 
something he "felt," he said. 

Principal G: No specific source, but she 
associated the term with students in 
developmental and remedial programs with which 
she had previously worked. She had also seen 
numerous articles on this topic in Association 
for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) 
pUblications. 

SECONDARY PRINCIPALS 

Principal H: No specific source, but associated 
the term with the coming of state at-risk 
funding, the at-risk coordinator and A Nation at 
Risk. He said that he did try to keep up on his 
reading of education publications, especially 
ASCD publications such as Education Leadership. 

Principal I: No specific source, but associated 
the term with "high-powered people" in education, 
especially state legislators and state department 
people, and with a recent concern among educators 
for keeping all students in school. 



Principal J: No specific source, but associated 
the term with alternative programs for poor, 
minority high school students for which she had 
previously worked, and with the At-Risk 
Coordinator. She also mentioned the national 
reports, and articles and workshops on this topic 
(thought she was not attracted by them). 

Principal K: Could not identify a source, but 
guessed the term may have come from national 
reports. He had seen articles on the topic in his 
National Association of Secondary School 
Principals (NASSP) Bulletin. He associated the 
term with students in alternative high school 
programs. 

359 

One discernible pattern here was a difference between 

the elementary and secondary principals. They each 

associated at risk with special programs for problem 

students at their own level of the system. Identification 

of at risk with developmental programs for first graders is 

evidence of the term's lengthy association with early 

identification and prevention in the child development and 

special education. The developmental programs mentioned by 

Principals B, D, and G were funded in this district through 

the state K-3 funding described in Chapter 6 and 7, which 

was closely associated in state education policy with the 

term at risk. The alternative programs mentioned by 

secondary principals J and K, and former secondary 

assistant principal E, were in vogue in the 70s long before 

the current at-risk movement. At that time, many districts 

set up small separate high school programs for students who 

did not fit into the "traditional classroom." It was 
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notable that no principal associated at risk with the 

central-office administrators, but there was an association 

with the former At-Risk Coordinator whose program they had 

planned and promoted. It was also evident that principals 

may be exposed to new educational terminology not through 

top-down mandates, but through their voluntary 

participation in professional meetings or workshops and 

subscriptions to practitioner publications. 

Most of the principals seemed receptive to using the 

term at risk to describe some of their students, but there 

were exceptions. Principal I expressed resistance to new 

terms such as at risk, and the pattern of lexical 

replacement in education: 

••• in education we're awfully good, we're 
coining these new phrases. We relabel the wheel 
over and over. • • we may put another terminology 
on it, but we're never going to be successful in 
my opinion until we make some real major 
adjustments in education. (Principal I, p. 11) 

He also said that ideas like at risk were promoted by state 

legislators, policymakers and curriculum developers who sit 

in the capitol and design new programs to impose on 

districts. Then they make districts accountable by 

measuring and manipulating the results of their policies 

with computers. Principal J said that she was not 

attracted to at risk because it was "one of those bandwagon 

expressions right now." She was "open to new ideas and 

programs," but for all students, not just for students 
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labelled or stereotyped as "at-risk," since "what's good 

for kids is good across the board." Principal D was 

concerned about labelling students with a negative term, 

and about differences of opinion on definitions of the tenn 

--whether all the users of at risk were "on the same 

wavelength." In addition, Principal E said he did not want 

to sound "sarcastic" or appear "cynical," but the popular 

and educational media were promoting at risk as a "hot 

topic" since it was an easy concept for people to 

understand. The cause of at-risk students might be "given 

a lot of lip service" for a while and then dropped in favor 

of the next "bandwagon." He hoped this would not be the 

case, but he had "seen too many things come and go in my 

twelve years in education." 

Asked for their analyses of why there was so much 

concern about at-risk students recently in education, the 

principals referred to various pressures being placed on 

the institution of education today. These pressures were 

coming from both outside and inside the institution, from: 

OUTSIDE OF EDUCATION 

1. Society (B, D, E, F, G) 
2. Reform reports (C, H, J, K) 
3. Revelations of statistical evidence of the 

ineffectiveness of education, e.g., retention 
rates (B), dropout rates (E, I), and U.S. 
achievement compared with other countries (H) 

4. Evidence of high rates of child abuse (F), 
crime and substance abuse (J) 

5. Industry (C) 



362 

INSIDE OF EDUCATION 

6. The grassroots, educators themselves (E, G) 
7. The effective schools movement (A) 

Most of the principals, then, attributed the pressure for 

at-risk reforms to forces outside of education to which 

they were expected to respond. Some of these pressures 

were linked to economic concerns, to financial costs which 

would accrue if educators did not act in time. For 

example, Principal B argued that retaining children costs 

more than "educating them the first time around:" 

therefore, early identification was cost effective. 

Principal C said that industry was "figuring they're going 

to have to spend a great deal of money and time and effort 

to retrain kids that should have gotten a great deal of 

that in the public school system." Principal F said that 

we have to pay attention to these students now because "the 

bottom line is what's scary. It is that these people are 

going to be out there paying for our social security.1I 

Both high school principals (J, K), like the 

Superintendent, talked about how people were waking up to 

the fact of the high costs to the State of keeping people 

in prison ($22,000-plus per year in Arizona) versus paying 

more for their education, which would prevent them from 

becoming criminals (only $2200 per year). According to 

these analyses, at-risk funding, though limited, was 

evidence of such economic realizations. 
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The principals did not seem to doubt the legitimacy of 

the pressures being placed on them. Most agreed that 

society was changing and that educators were obligated to 

respond to social criticism, to extend themselves to "meet 

the needs" of all children. The elementary principals in 

particular expanded on this theme, for example: 

American education went from the point of educate 
a few well, to educate all of them some, to 
education all of them well. And I think there's a 
lot of pressure put upon public schools now, that 
we have to deal with all of the children. We can 
no longer be selective as to who we're going to 
teach. And so we have the at-risk student today, 
and they're encouraging them to stay in school, 
whereas at one time, they found convenient ways 
to cull them out. • • • So I think we have a 
moral obligation as well as a legal obligation to 
deal with all children, and see that all of them 
receive a good education. (Principal A, p. 3) 

A lot of criticism has been placed on education 
that we're responding to, reacting to, trying to 
look at more accountability, trying to, you know, 
affect the final product by looking at it more 
deeply, at what is causing kids to fail ••• we 
can be more effective as educators at meeting 
their needs and overcoming some of the handicaps, 
whatever's causing them to be at risk of not 
reaching their potential. (Principal C, p. 5) 

It's helping us as teachers and principals to 
understand kids a little bit better, to pinpoint 
and search for why things are happening, or why 
they're acting in a certain way or why they're 
having problems in academics. • • • It's just 
given us a need to look beyond what we are 
offering right now and to change our programs. 
They are nowhere where they need to be, I don't 
think. • • • Because of the things that are 
happening in society the schools have to change. 
They can't be the same. We have to offer more to 
kids if they are going to be successful in school 
and if we are going to prepare them to be 
successful in society. • • • (Principal D, p. 14) 



I just hope that this isn't the bandwagon for 
this year or next year. I hope that this is 
something that really takes hold. People do 
understand that, you know, something can happen 
to a kindergartner or first grader. They might 
not even tell anybody, but by the time they go to 
junior high they hate school, and they've got to 
be at-risk both to the education profession and 
society at large, because then what? I just 
hope people realize how important it is to meet 
both academic and psychological needs of the 
elementary school child. (Principal E, p. 22) 

I think the number of at-risk students has grown 
significantly. Society is looking at, they've 
either got it or they don't have it •••• Those 
that can cope with be successful, and we were 
going to throwaway the other half of our 
society. We can't let that happen, and that's 
why we're taking this real close look at it now, 
because the gap has more than doubled. • • • Even 
if we can convince one child to continue on to 
improve themselves, to build on their self
esteem, to make them feel good about themselves, 
may that will be one more child we can save. 
(Principal F, p. 22) 

364 

As a result, the impression the principals conveyed in 

their interactions with me was one of being more responsive 

to at-risk reforms than some of the central-office 

administrators in their district. They attributed the 

reform pressures to "real" causes and legitimate criticisms 

--not the machinations of politicians and researchers. 1 

However, they also said that critics of education need to 

understand that rather than being responsible for negative 

1 Of course, this may have been a case of "audience 
design" (Bell 1984) or "impression management" (cite). As 
a researcher of this topic, perhaps I appeared to be 
identified with it, and therefore they did not want to 
offend. But their arguments seemed almost too practiced 
and consistent to be concocted on the spot. 
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social trends, educators are facing a more difficult 

clientele today as a result of social changes beyond their 

control: 

And in fact, even though we've been criticized a 
lot, I think by comparison, I think that we're 
doing a good job. It's a much more complex world 
that children have to grow up into today, and 
they're bringing that complex personality to our 
schools today. And I think even though we're 
being highly criticized, I think that we're doing 
a very good job about accommodating, or even 
attempting, [to meet] the needs of all of our 
children. • • • The frustrating part of it is, 
for the amount of effort that's being put into 
it, we're not getting the same kinds of results 
as maybe we would have gotten with that same kind 
of effort in the 50s and 60s. • • • The type of 
child that we have today is a more difficult 
child to try to motivate and to teach. (Principal 
A, p. 14) 

I think there's pressure on these kids that 
averts their attention from wanting to be 
responsible, accountable for themselves. I think 
more and more parents are abdicating their 
responsibility to develop responsibility in kids • 
• • • It's just becoming a harder and harder job 
for parents to do that in today's society. 
(Described how teachers want everyone quiet and 
reading) and that's just not how kids are today. 
They'll do that, they'll be forced to do that, 
but they're beginning to develop some negative 
feelings about school. • • • (Principal C, p. 13) 

I think that there's definitely more kids that 
are coming from dysfunctional families or 
families where both parents are working. So 
there the family unit or situation is changing in 
some degree, and just the fact that society is 
changing enough that we need to do more. • • • We 
have a lot of parents that come in and say their 
kids don't behave and their kid has a problem 
••• that's because parents haven't had those skills 
• • • the time available to parents with their kids 
has changed a lot because of the need for both parents 
to be working. • • • (Principal D, p. 14) 



It's become really clear that our society, the 
norms have changed drastically, and we're not 
keeping up with the times. We are still in the 
frame, because we remember so well how we grew 
up, most of us. And I think it's harder on the 
parents than it is on the kids, really, because 
the parents have that expectation of themselves 
to be like their parents were, and yet our world 
isn't like that, at all •••• I think that it's 
forced us to think about the reality that our 
times are different and what is that we need to 
do to help kids survive. (Principal G, p. 10) 

American society has changed, extremely. You 
know, the lack of the respect and responsibility 
we used to expect from students coming to school, 
it's no longer there. Maybe the values that we 
used to expect to be taught at home are no longer 
being taught, for many different reasons, the 
high divorce rate, the families no longer intact 
• • • a lot of them come from families that have 
two people working, that are busy trying to make 
a living for themselves and sometimes don't have 
the quality time they'd like to have for their 
kids. (Principal H, p. 17) 

Therefore, although all of the principals said that the 

concept of at risk was nothing new to them, several also 

thought that they were seeing a qualitatively different 
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kind of child, or at least ~ problem children, because 

of social change. According to their policy arguments, 

educators may not be responsible for cultural change, but 

they are responsible for the children in their care. 

Changes in family patterns cause changes in children, which 

obligate educators to readjust their approaches to continue 

to meet that responsibility. One adjustment is to extend 

themselves more into the social and psychological aspects 



of students' lives, to make up for the lack of time and 

attention parents are providing. 

How did the principals define the term at risk? 

Their definitions were broad and generic, rather than 

narrow and specific, to include a wide variety student 

problems and causes of school failure. Here are their 

explicit definitions, given in response to the topic of 
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"Your own ideas about at-risk students--what at-risk means 

to you:" 

The at-risk child for me is the child who has 
academic skills that are inadequate as well as 
behavioral skills that are not conducive to the 
learning situation. (Principal A, p. 3) 

Let's see, what at-risk means (pause) At-risk 
just means that they're at risk of, to me, of 
failure in the public school system or any school 
system. (Principal B, p. 5) 

I think any child, from whatever reason, whether 
it's from home or physical, emotional, social, 
whatever reason, that is achieving less than what 
their potential learning would have been if they 
didn't have that, you know, whatever kind of 
situation that's causing them to be at-risk. 
(Principal C, p. 5) 

At-risk to me just means- at first I thought at
risk was kids that either didn't have the 
exposure to programs or didn't have the ability. 
And right now, I think it's a lot more than that. 
I think it's, something is impeding their success 
in school in some way or their success at getting 
along with other people in some ways. • • • 
They're just having trouble succeeding in areas 
where they can't live up to expectations that 
others have for them, whether it is academic, 
social or behavioral. (Principal D, p. 6) 

To me it means a child who, for whatever reason, 
is not feeling successful or having success in 



the classroom (lists several categories) It's a 
variety of things. (Principal G, p. 3) 

To me it means the kid is not being successful 
for various reasons (goes on to talk about 
categories). (Principal H, p. 9) 

Anytime people, individuals, aren't having needs 
met, they're at-risk. (Principal J, p. 3) 

As I see it, and from my experience, the at-risk 
student is that student that has a viable option 
to education. (Principal K, p. 7) 
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Principals E and F, rather than defining the term as such, 

listed the categories of students they considered to be at-

risk: 

specifically at the elementary level I have my 
own definition of the at-risk student, and to me 
••• it's any kid from kindergarten on that gets 
turned off to education needlessly •••• The 
kindergarten kid who is the hurried child, is 
rushed into doing academic and intellectual 
things • • • ones that have a specific need that 
is not identified properly • • • kids who are 
thinking about dropping out of school • • • any 
student who is involved with alcohol or substance 
abuse • • • all wrapped up in their own failure 
to successfully be social animals at this level. 
(Principal E, p. 6) 

Well, how I define at-risk. I think there's a 
lot of different children that could be defined 
as at-risk. We have • • • latchkey kids • • • 
they don't have the parental involvement •••• 
And then we have at-risk children because 
there's drugs in the home or alcohol in the home, 
and a lack of care. And then we've got at-risk 
children that have the physical, and the 
emotional abuse ••• and there's also sexual 
abuse. (Principal F, p. 7) 

Principal I was skeptical about the term at risk, but in 

conjunction with it he talked about the students someone 

might call at-risk: 



Some [students] are a little bit different. They 
do it a little bit different or they take a 
little bit longer [and have bad experiences in 
schools]. Then by the time we get them here they 
can't learn if they want to. They have a poor 
self image. They're discipline problems. They 
don't fit the mold. (Principal I, p. 5) 
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Table 11 summarizes the descriptors that appeared in 

the principals' discourse, both in their explicit 

definitions of at risk and in additional remarks they made 

about at-risk students throughout their interviews (see 

Appendix F). The three large categories into which these 

descriptors were divided reflect distinctions made by the 

principals themselves, among academic, behavioral and 

psychological characteristics of students. I created the 

subcategories. 

Academic 

There was complete consensus among the principals that 

academic difficulties are a characteristic of at-risk 

students. Elementary principals especially tended to talk 

about academic concerns, about:he dangers of students 

falling behind at an early age. Improved early 

identification and intervention with academically at-risk 

students, they thought, would prevent their difficulties 

from becoming more serious. There was also an element of 

the "cultural disadvantage" concept of the 1960-70s in the 
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talk of three elementary principals about lack of language 

skills and background experiences among entering students. 

Despite this consensus on an academic definition of at 

risk, three elementary principals argued that this was the 

"old way" of thinking about this concept. While once they 

had been most concerned about academically at-risk 

students, they had lately broadened their definitions: 

We've broadened our perception of what at-risk 
is. It used to be at risk for school failure, 
only in terms of your progress in reading, math 
or whatever. But I don't think we're talking 
about that. I think we're talking about at-risk 
socially. We're talking about kids who don't, 
for some reason, have that feeling that they can 
do things and make an impact in their own lives. 
• • Even though all of it has to do with school 
failure, because those are the kids that 
generally don't do well. We don't think we're 
necessarily having to hit as hard at drill and 
practice and academics, and sometimes we're 
looking for other areas in which to help them 
grow. (Principal G, p. 2) (See also Principal D, 
quoted above.) 

Principal A also said that he was not so concerned at this 

point about academic difficulties. For one thing, most 

students with academic problems were receiving special 

services. More important, there were some "academic 

things" that students might be able to live without, but 

they would never succeed in school or on the job without 

learning appropriate behaviors. In addition, Principal C 

remarked that educators are becoming more aware of the 

"whole child," and that academic difficulties were not his 

top concern. Quintero District was doing a good job with 
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academic achievement, and at this point needed to consider 

other student difficulties. 

Nevertheless, principal unanimity on this point 

reflected the continuing strength of Quintero District's 

commitment to educational excellence. Failing students 

were the only ones who were consistently viewed as in 

danger in such a system. And despite the trend away from 

academics among elementary principals, secondary 

principals were still more likely to express concerns about 

the social and psychological characteristics of at-risk 

students. 2 Most pressure is placed on educators at the 

elementary level to diagnose and treat academic problems 

before it is too late. 

One of the junior high school principals, Principal I, 

attributed academic failure in his school to the policy of 

forcing students he thought were unsuited to academic work 

into academic courses. These students were falling behind 

because of the recent state and district excellence reforms 

mandating more academic coursework. This principal had 

been with the district since the days of academic and 

vocational tracks, and thought that students who would have 

been happy and successful in a vocational track were now 

2 This is notable in light of the opinions expressed 
by the Secondary Assistant Superintendent and two 
principals (F, I) that secondary teachers tend to be more 
subject-matter oriented than child-oriented. This does not 
seem to be true of secondary principals in this case. 



being forced to "fit the mold" of the academic track 

student. 

Behavioral 

372 

Elementary and junior high school principals were 

likely to define students with behavior problems as at

risk. The mild expression of this concern was that 

students did "not get along with others~" the more severe 

expressions reflected worries about nonconformity and 

outright aggression. Part of the role of the elementary 

and junior high school principal is to support teachers by 

solving behavior or discipline problems, and students 

exhibiting these behaviors may be particularly visible to 

K-8 principals. The high school principals, in contrast, 

were more concerned about students who do not become 

involved in high school activities. student commitments to 

schooling at this age may be based on social, rather than 

academic, interests. The high school principals also 

talked about how students who were not involved in high 

school activities could become invisible in these large 

inotitutions. Principal J called such students "ciphers," 

from a melodramatic story called "Cipher in the Snow" which 

is currently popular among educators. The story is about a 

male student whose problems go unnoticed by the school 



staff, until one day he dies in a snowstorm on the way 

home. 

Psychological 
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Psychological descriptors came in the widest variety, 

and I reduced them to two subcategories, negative attitudes 

toward school/schoolwork and psychological problems. 

Psychological meanings of at risk seemed to be somewhat 

more common among the secondary principals (H-J), though 

elementary principals A and C named negative attitudes 

toward school their top concern. Expressions of this 

concern in terms of "feeling hopeless about school" or 

"committed to something other than school" seemed more 

empathetic than descriptors which entailed some kind of 

moral failing or character defect on the part of the 

student, such as "irresponsible." Secondary principals 

named drug and alcohol use as an aspect of at-riskness, 

except for Principal J, who had a generic Maslowian 

definition of at risk which would explain any psychological 

problem: "not having needs met." Again, worries about 

isolated high school students cropped up, this time in 

terms of individual psychology ("withdrawn," "loner"). 

Combining these descriptions results in a "composite 

at-risk student" who is not achieving academically, has 

developed negative attitudes toward school and/or 

him/herself, and is either acting out in school or 
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withdrawing. By secondary school age, such students may at 

risk for drug or alcohol abuse. Identifying this kind of 

student requires the use of multiple criteria, some of 

which would be considered "objective" and other, 

"subjective." To employ Lehrer's (1983) distinctions, 

academic criteria (at least in the narrow sense of test 

scores and grades) are the easiest bases for student 

comparison, because they can be ranked or graded. Based on 

measures of student aptitude and intelligence, principals 

could even claim to say with some certainty when a student 

was not achieving up to his/her "potential." But at risk 

also covered evaluative meaning such as "negative behavior" 

and "poor attitudes." comparisons of students on these 

bases are more difficult. Behavioral and psychological 

criteria important to principals for distinguishing at-risk 

from not at-risk students were not the criteria used by the 

state, because what Superintendent Bishop called "hard 

data" on such characteristics are not consistently 

available. However, these principals argued that there is 

a link between gradeable criteria such as academics and 

evaluative criteria such as behavior and psychology that 

may be impossible to pull apart. 

The complex descriptors reflected differences between 

elementary and secondary principals' definitions of at 

risk, but they were similar in that they all named ways of 
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not fitting into the usual ways of organizing schools. The 

"not ready for school" meaning was related to a theory of 

child development and maturation according to which 

children progress at different rates toward readiness for 

the academic tasks of reading, writing and mathematics. 

Some children need more time, and they are at-risk unless 

they are given time (one year in this district) to catch 

up. Among secondary principals Hand K, one category of 

at-risk students were those who did not fit into the 

"traditional" school and needed something different, such 

as an alternative program. Principal I's "don't fit the 

mold" description referred to his above-mentioned analysis 

of the differences between vocational and academic 

students. 

Much of the principals' talk about at-risk students 

had to do not with the students themselves, but with 

characteristics of their schooling or their lives outside 

of school. One of the items on the topic sheet, "What 

makes them at-risk," invited their analyses of the causes 

of being at-risk. Table 12 lists the factors the 

principals named (see Appendix F). Secondary principals 

were somewhat more likely to talk about in-school factors, 

the characteristics of schools or teachers that cause 

students to become alienated from schooling. That is, 

their problem analyses had something in common with 
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critical interpretations of schooling, though they stopped 

far short of a blanket indictment of schools (as would be 

expected). Some criticisms fell on elementary teachers. 

principal I was particularly critical of teachers who "kill 

students' interests in school" at an early age; and 

Principal C thought that teachers expected children to be 

too quiet and passive, and thereby create the lack of 

enthusiasm about schooling that was his primary concern. 

There was a recognition among several principals that 

educators and schools as mass institutions often lose track 

of individual students, especially at the secondary level, 

placing them at risk of failure or dropping out. 

However, much more prevalent was talk about 

characteristics of homes and parents that cause students to 

fail in school. I divided these descriptors into three 

subcategories: the 80s family, reflecting principals' 

analyses of changes in family patterns in the 1980s; the 

unhealthy family, reflecting their worries about more 

severe home problems; and the poor and/or uneducated 

family, reflecting concerns about students who are 

disadvantaged by the limitations of their home lives. The 

characteristics of the 80s family were changes that 

principals said they would just have to accept and 

accommodate: working parents, divorce, mobility. Families 

of at-risk students might also be poor; yet principals on 
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the suburban side of the district said that they saw at

risk students from affluent homes. Such children could 

have too many material things and not enough parental 

attention. That is, the less-than-ideal 80s family 

according to these principals was not part of the "culture 

of poverty syndrome;" it was becoming a widespread 

phenomenon. principal I attributed this to parents being 

members of the 60s generation. It seemed from these 

analyses that at risk was something more than a replacement 

for the concept of "cultural disadvantage." 

Unhealthy families presented more severe risks for 

students, according to the principals. Again, principals 

from both sides of the district had seen such families, 

though Principal F argued that the rural side had many more 

of them, and did seem to connect these family 

characteristics with poverty. On the other hand, Principal 

G, whose school population at the oldest Quintero School 

might also be described as disadvantaged," said that these 

characteristics were not in any way "indigenous to this 

community." They were a widespread social phenomenon. A 

mild diagnosis presented by two suburban principals was 

that certain parents lacked "parenting skills," and might 

benefit from parent education. Two suburban principals 

also used the psychological jargon "dysfunctional" to 

describe certain families. Other negative descriptors 



referred to parents' moral failings or outright 

victimization of the child. 
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Because none of the principals mentioned ethnicity 

explicitly in their definitions of at-risk students, I 

probed for their analyses of this issue. All but one 

answered that while at-riskness is often socioeconomic, it 

has nothing to do with ethnicity, at least in this 

district. Principal K was the lone exception. He granted 

that Hispanic students were more likely than Anglos to drop 

out of his high school, and suggested these explanations: 

the students had no educated adult role models in the 

school (the Hispanics were all on the custodial staff) or 

at home; and they also perceived that education would not 

improve their chances for jobs (cf. Ogbu 1978). 

Principals also talked about negative relationships 

between home and school in the case of at-risk students; I 

termed these descriptions the Home-School Interface. This 

was where several principals articulated a theory of how 

living in an 80s or unhealthy family could cause a student 

to be at-risk in school. Students from these families are 

so worried about home problems that they cannot concentrate 

on schoolwork, and their achievement is lower than 

expected. In the rural areas in particular, their parents 

are also not involved in their child's education; they are 

either too busy with work or too preoccupied with their own 
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problems to care about their child's schooling. There were 

also comments reflecting the "cultural disadvantage" 

notion, about language and experience deficits children 

brought from home, though not just from the rural side of 

the district. In the rural high school, Principal K said 

that there was still a pattern in some families of parents 

expecting their children to quit school to work. Finally, 

a few principals mentioned that influences other than the 

family, such as peer pressure (especially in junior high 

school) and media images, were shaping students' responses 

to school. 

In summary, Quintero District principals defined at 

risk in terms of categories of student deviance which 

concerned them most. Except for poverty, these were not 

the same characteristics which, according to the state 

Department of Education, correlated most highly with low 

achievement. There ~ consensus that academic failure 

marks the at-risk student: but all principals also cited 

other characteristics, particularly nonconformity to the 

behavioral and attitudinal norms of schools and signs of 

psychological problems. While many did recognize the 

contribution of schools to students' at-riskness, they 

placed most of the onus for this deviance on the parents, 

and had ways of explaining the nexus between the student's 

inadequate home life and school failure. The "bad home" 
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explanation for student deviance seems to occur naturally 

to educators, Davies (1984) has observed. Unless they are 

biological determinists, educators tend to adhere to 

socialization theory, the notion that the child's most 

important learning occurs early, in the home, under 

parents' influence. 

The principals were silent until probed on the issue 

of student ethnicity. only one principal said that a 

student's minority group membership and at-riskness could 

be related. While most agreed that poverty could be a 

contributor, they were more concerned about family 

stability and mental health, and many argued that these 

concerns crossed class lines. Aspects of the notions of a 

"culture of poverty" or "cultural disadvantage" were 

mentioned by some principals, but not to a great enough 

extent that it could be argued that they viewed at risk 

merely as a replacement for these previous descriptors. A 

characteristic of at risk as a descriptor, as Senator 

Steiner remarked, is that it can be defined neutrally, 

without reference to a race, culture, or class. It allows 

speakers to avoid direct reference, at least, to 

politically charged issues. As the principals often put 

it, an at-risk student can be "any student". 

In addition to their definitions of at risk and their 

analyses of what conditions create at-risk students, nine 
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principals agreed to describe the cases of at-risk students 

in their schools. Two secondary principals (I and J) did 

not describe cases; therefore, these findings come 

primarily from the seven elementary principals. Table 13 

shows the numbers of times certain characteristics were 

mentioned in these stories (see Appendix F). The 

characteristics were for the most part consistent with the 

principals' definitions. Low achievement, inappropriate 

behavior, and negative attitudes toward school 

predominated. There were only two mentions of 

psychological problems in these stories. However, there 

was one major characteristic of at-risk students which 

appeared in these stories that was not mentioned explicitly 

by any principal: their gender was almost always male. In 

the Richardson et al. (1989) study, we had also found that 

elementary teachers labelled many more male than female 

students at-risk. When we pursued this in our exit 

interviews, the teachers offered a variety of explanations 

that we took at face value, without further probing. We 

offered no interpretation of this culturally significant 

phenomenon. 

The most likely at-risk student to come to the 

principals' minds immediately was a boy with behavioral 

and/or emotional problems and negative attitudes toward 

school who was not receiving enough or appropriate 
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parenting. There were cases of these boys on both sides of 

the district; i.e., the cases did not seem to be linked to 

ethnicity or class, though the three most extreme cases by 

far came from the three rural elementary schools E, F, and 

G. Here are synopses of their stories: 

Principal E: A fifth grade boy who had been 
retained, so that he was overage and bigger than 
his classmates, had not been attending school. 
The principal made a home visit, and found that 
the boy's illiterate mother was planning to teach 
him at home. He did not meet the father, who 
worked as a miner and had never been to the 
school. The principal called the sheriff, and 
one deputy was willing to go to the home and 
arrest the parents for breaking the compulsory 
attendance laws. They were fined and placed on 
probation, and the student returned to school. 
However, he had become negative and threatening, 
and would not do any work. The principal tried 
in-house suspensions and rewards, but nothing 
seemed to work. The boy boasted that he was going 
to force the principal to expel him. The 
principal was in a dilemma about promoting the 
boy to junior high school for sixth grade, in 
which case he would give a bad message to the 
students who had really worked for their 
promotion; or retaining him again, in which case 
he would be a threat to the safety of the younger 
students. He hoped to have the boy classified as 
"emotionally handicapped" so that he could attend 
a special junior high school program. He was an 
intelligent boy who could learn if he wanted to. 

Principal F: A fourth grade boy had moved in and 
out of the school area repeatedly. His mother 
had many different male companions and was 
rumored to support herself through drug sales. 
She frequented the local bar and took the boy 
there with her. The boy had been introduced to 
sex by an older woman and talked about it at 
school. He had spent some time in a hospital 
psychiatric ward. He was above average 
academically but did not apply himself, since he 
was easily distracted. He was also aggressive, 
and could have been destructive if they did not 



keep him under tight control. He seemed destined 
to drop out and become involved in drugs. 

Principal G: A fifth grade boy who had just 
entered the school this year seemed to be 
unhappy. He was bright and read very well, but 
his achievement was poor because he was not 
interested in school and did not do his work. He 
got into trouble on the playground, and because 
he did not know how to make friends he did not 
have any. His kindergarten-age sister, on the 
other hand, was doing very well in school. Their 
mother was a single parent who worked very long 
hours, struggling to support her family, but who 
thought a lot about herself. When the boy was by 
himself, he tended to devise negative things to 
do. The mother did not know what to do. The 
principal feared that when the boy reached junior 
high school the following year he would have a 
difficult adjustment, with so many teachers and 
no security. 
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The similarities in these stories were striking. All 

of the cases were intermediate boys who were intelligent 

but underachieving, negative about schoolwork, aggressive 

toward their classmates, frequently in trouble and likely 

to run into worse trouble in secondary school. They were 

potentially academically successful, but resisted 

adaptation to the social norms of school. Their mothers 

were key characters in their stories; none were receiving 

the kind of mothering they presumably needed. Because of 

their behavioral infractions, they had come to the 

attention of the principals and seemed to be the first 

stories which occurred to them in the interview context. 

Brophy and Everston (1981) would refer to them as 

"noticeable" students. According to Davies (1984), at 
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elementary school age, boys are more noticeably resistant 

to schooling because they are more aggressive then girls. 

Another characteristic of at-risk students described 

in the stories was that they tended to be placed at the 

boundaries of levels within the system: in first grade, 

intermediate grades (just before entry into junior high 

school), in eighth grade (just before entry into high 

school) and in the upper grades of high school (just before 

exiting the system). In most cases, at-risk students did 

not fit their grade placement, because they were too 

immature for regular first grade or too old for elementary, 

junior high, or high school. Principals Band D told about 

boys in developmental first grade programs; i.e., they had 

been held back from entering regular first grade. The 

district did not call this policy "retention;" it was 

described as giving the student a chance to mature and 

catch up. Not only Principal E (above), but also 

Principals C, H, and K told stories about students who were 

stuck at the boundaries of the system: 

Principal C: The district had temporarily placed 
sixth graders at the junior high school. A sixth 
grade boy was retained at the end of the year. 
The district sent the sixth graders back to the 
elementary schools, so that this boy was in the 
unusual position of returning to elementary 
school from secondary school. He had no mother 
and lived with his father. He was bigger and more 
mature than his classmates, smoked, and had more 
interest in skateboarding and his peers than in 
schoolwork. He had stopped doing his work at 
this point (April) and was hoping to coast along 



on the grades he had already accumulated. He had 
been placed in a behavior management group with 
the special education teacher, who seemed to be 
having some success. However, he was still 
likely to drop out of school because of his 
negative attitudes. 

Principal H: During the same organizational 
shuffle described in Principal CiS story, the 
district sent eighth graders back from the 
suburban high school to the junior high. Three 
eighth grade students (two male and one female) 
were retained, and thereby were demoted from high 
school to junior high. They were too old to be 
appropriate for junior high school classes. One 
was in drug rehabilitation and another was on 
parole. The school staff decided to place them on 
independent study contracts, and they made enough 
academic gains to return to the high school. 

Principal K: An eighteen year old student still 
had a year and a half's worth of credits to 
complete for graduation. He had been in special 
classes for LD students, and had not accumulated 
enough mainstream credits. He did not want to 
attend the alternative high school to make these 
up. The staff (perhaps under pressure from the 
parents) had placed him in two mainstream 
classes, in which he was doing well. However, he 
was threatening to drop out. He wanted to return 
to a special education class in which he had been 
learning maintenance skills. The staff decided to 
respect his preferences, even though this would 
set his graduation chances back. 
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Another common thread brought up by the last group of 

stories was that special arrangements had often been made 

for at-risk students: developmental programs, special 

education placement, independent study, counseling, 

behavior contracts, etc. Several had been retained in a 

grade to repeat work they had failed. Yet despite these 

arrangements, the students remained at-risk. Finally, in 

several stories the principals themselves had roles. They 
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had met with the parents of their at-risk students, to give 

them advice or convince them to change, but in most cases 

the parents too were resistant, and did not follow through. 

without parental support, what could they do? As a 

consequence of all of these conditions, the principals' 

predictions for their at-risk students were that they would 

not succeed in secondary school, would drop out, or would 

not be able to hold a job. 

This analysis of the principals' meanings of at risk 

would not be complete without a discussion of the 

descriptors which the principals contrasted with at risk. 

The principals were asked to talk about students who were 

not at-risk, and to describe one of these students. It was 

notable that their descriptions of not-at-risk students 

were not as detailed as those of at-risk students; they 

seemed more generic, less colorful. In addition, fewer 

principals were willing to tell stories about not-at-risk 

students; one explanation three offered was that they were 

too numerous to choose just one to describe. Principal H 

termed this student the "regular kid," the prototypical 

student. In other words, in this district not-at-risk 

students were the norm, the majority; they did not stand 

out in the way that at-risk students did. 

Table 14 lists the characteristics of not-at-risk 

students according to the principals (see Appendix F). 
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Though academic achievement was an important category, more 

principals mentioned psychological characteristics of these 

students. The not-at-risk student does not have to be an 

academic star, but exemplifies the work ethic and is 

compliant, happy with school, and not a problem to teachers 

or peers. If they do face difficulties, they appear to be 

able to cope, because they have what Principal J called a 

"reservoir of strength." Again, these student 

characteristics were mostly attributed to out-of-school 

influences, especially to good parents. Educators, 

according to these stories, do not create successful 

students; they receive them from their parents. As 

Principal I succinctly commented, these students "fit the 

mold" and so do their parents. In addition, the rural 

principals who had cited negative parent-school 

interactions as a characteristic of at-risk students were 

particularly pleased when parents maintained positive 

relationships with them (the horne-school interface). These 

positive interactions demonstrated the positive value 

parents placed on education and, I suspect, the respect 

they had for educators. 

Only six principals, five elementary and one 

secondary, told stories about not-at-risk students. Table 

15 lists the descriptors that appeared in these stories 

(see Appendix F). The analysis here was difficult because 
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two principals talked not about individual students but 

about entire families in which three children all attended 

their school, and all were successful because of their good 

parents. Academic success did mark the students that first 

came to mind as examples, again indicating the high value 

placed on academics among these principals. Male students 

this time did not predominate, but there was a gender 

theme. Most of the talk was about mothers--this time in a 

positive sense. In two cases, nearly all of the discourse 

centered on the mothers, not the children. In one case, 

the principal never did describe the students: 

Non at-risk. I have a mother who used to be a 
teacher. She quit school to become a mother. She 
has three kids in the school. All three of them 
are in the gifted program. She works hard. 
She's a parent volunteer here one day a week. 
She knows exactly what's going on in every class. 
She's thoroughly involved with the school. The 
father is very intelligent. I think he works for 
one of these IBM or similar companies. They're 
involved in their kids' education. They ask a 
lot of questions. They offer a lot of very good 
suggestions, in terms of improving the school and 
activities to use at school, and again, they're 
just ultimately involved in their kids' 
education. (Principal E, p. 12) 

Another mother was also a teacher, and four volunteered 

regularly at the school. One of these had gone from being 

PTO president and school volunteer to winning a seat on the 

school board. It was mothers who maintained the positive 

home-school interface so valued by the principals. 
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There were not enough of these cases for me to make 

generalizations about the importance of the good mother to 

elementary school principals in this district. What does 

seem likely is that there is a relationship between this 

image and the stresses on education they recounted earlier 

from changes in the family. They know that society has 

changed, that there are fewer full-time mothers and two-

parent homes, and therefore fewer mothers available to be 

school volunteers. What seemed to lag behind this 

realization were principals' cultural norms for families 

that they believed to be good for children and good for 

educators. Principal G expressed her own analysis of this 

gap, based on her own life as a working mother, quite 

aptly: 

I think it (social change) is harder on the 
parents than it is on the kidS, really. Because 
the parents have that expectation of themselves 
to be like their parents were, and yet our world 
isn't like that, at all. When I think about my 
own family, my own children and how things- it's 
crazy at our house! I get home, I throw food on 
the table, and we're lucky if we can bake cookies 
once or twice a year, you know, those kinds of 
things. And then I look at people who work 
longer hours than I do, or who are not educated, 
and I think, how on earth can they do it? • • • 
You know, we used to say, well the parents should 
be responsible for blah, blah, blah. They can't 
be. I mean their lives are too crazy. It's nice 
when they can. But we can't expect them to do 
that. (Principal G, p. 10) 

other principals also recognized that working parents 

(read: mothers) could not devote the attention to their 
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children and to the school that they once could. 

Nevertheless, their ideal families were reflected in their 

stories of not-at-risk students. The absence of the ideal 

American family in poor neighborhoods has long been blamed 

for their higher rates of school failure. If the success 

of American education in middle class neighborhoods has 

depended on the prevalence of such families, principals in 

middle class schools may believe that they are also headed 

for more failure--unless they to adapt to these new 

conditions. 

Given the above definitions of at risk and analyses of 

the conditions which place students at risk, each principal 

assessed the at-risk problem at his/her own school. The 

suburban elementary principals allowed as how their schools 

probably had fewer at-risk students than the rural schools, 

based on socioeconomic, but they were by no means 

unconcerned about this issue. Given the changes occurring 

in the 80s family, suburban children in their opinion are 

also changing rapidly and demanding more of educators. The 

rural elementary principals said that they had more serious 

at-risk problems than the suburban principals. Principal G 

especially felt pressure to improve the historically low 

achievement at her school. However, as Principal F pointed 

out, two-thirds of the district population now lived on the 

suburban side, and it was a sensitive issue to direct more 



district resources to the rural schools. Besides, the 

rural schools already received the bulk of the federal 

money coming into the district for remedial services for 

low-income, ESL and Indian students. 
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The secondary principals, on the other hand, were more 

ambivalent about saying that one side of the district, one 

junior high school or one high school, was more at-risk 

than another. They used the word "different" to describe 

their school populations, and did not want to add any 

negative connotations to this description. They simply saw 

a different "kind" of at-risk student. In fact, the rural 

high school principal argued that the suburban high school 

might even have ~ at-risk students because of more dual

career families in which the mother was not at home. 

Policies for At-Risk Students 

The principals prescribed policy solutions that went 

beyond the ones their district administrators had 

implemented. Elementary principals saw the most district 

support coming for helping students with academic problems, 

in the form of developmental, remedial, and special 

education programs. Several also named three programs the 

district had adopted called positive Action (self-esteem 

promotion), DARE (drug abuse prevention), and CHAMPS (peer 

conflict resolution), as helping all students with 
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behavioral and psychological problems and therefore 

potentially helping at-risk students. However, these 

programs had to be implemented using existing staff, and 

some teachers complained that every new program meant more 

work for them and distracted them from concentrating on 

their academic goals. Therefore, to buffer teachers from 

any further demands, all but one elementary principal also 

wanted a full-time school counselor, to act as a specialist 

to whom teachers could refer individual children with 

emotional or psychological problems. This solution would 

adhere to the side of the "delemina of difference" that 

prescribes labelling and removal from the mainstream 

(Minow, 1985). 

Another common theme in elementary principals' policy 

solutions was the role of the multidisciplinary team 

already used to make decisions about special education 

assessments and placement. To cope with at-risk students, 

principals were broadening the functions of this team to 

include generating solutions for behavioral and 

psychological problems. The teams were presented as a way 

for teachers to get outside, expert advice about their at

risk students. specialists mentioned as having expertise 

about at-risk students were the school psychologist and the 

special education teacher, who were key members of the 

team. However, these two specialists were already 
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overburdened with tasks related to diagnosis and treatment 

of academic failure. The hoped-for school counselor would 

be a specialist devoted full-time to nonacademic 

difficulties, someone who could listen to students talk 

about their home-related problems. 

Questions about at-risk policies in the district 

brought up some elementary-secondary tensions. 'Four 

principals argued that policies for at-risk students tended 

to focus on secondary students. A wiser policy, they 

thought, would concentrate resources at the elementary 

level, where problems could be prevented. This was the 

philosophy of the special prevention curricula (DARE, 

CHAMPS, positive Action) the district had adopted at the 

elementary level, but elementary schools had nothing to 

compare with the alternative high school or high school 

counseling programs. However, secondary principals could 

point out that the alternative high school program served 

just a small fraction of their students, and that their 

counselors were far too overburdened with scheduling and 

advising to provide individual therapy to troubled 

students. with Quintero's tight budget, no one was likely 

to be satisfied on this score. 

The principals' policy solutions clustered into four 

images of the kind of school it would take to solve the 

problems of at-risk students: 
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1. The Academic Clinic: Elementary principals Band E 

kept the focus of the school on the identification, 

prevention and treatment of academic difficulties at an 

early age. Principal B talked exclusively about academic 

problems and solutions, and was the only elementary 

principal who did not argue the necessity of school 

counselors. His solutions consisted of providing ample 

time for students to develop academic skills at their own 

speed and making up for linguistic deficits they brought 

from home through intensive language arts activities. 

Principal E, on the other hand, did express a concern for 

the "psychological needs" of children and did want a school 

counselor; but his primary concerns were academic. He 

thought that as educators' knowledge of cognitive functions 

improved, the educational process would become more 

research-based, and academic difficulties would be more 

readily identified and successfully treated. This way of 

solving the problems of at-risk students borrowed most from 

the special education model and depended most on expertise 

in learning theory. 

2. The Caring Environment: Four principals (F, H, J, 

and K) favored making the school a more therapeutic 

environment, to address the growing problems of children 

growing up in the 80s familY and the unhealthy family. 

This way of solving the problems of at-risk students 
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borrowed most from the mental health field and depended 

most on expertise in clinical psychology. It was not that 

these principals neglected academics (far from it, in the 

case of Principal F), but that their definitions of at risk 

had more to do with behavioral and psychological 

difficulties caused by inadequate homes. Three of these 

principals were in secondary schools, and their schools 

already had counselors--the specialists elementary 

principals thought would solve their at-risk problems. 

However, as Principal K pointed out, secondary counselors 

are too overburdened with bureaucratic duties to possibly 

provide individual counseling to all the psychologically 

troubled students in a school. In lieu of this, these 

principals said they wanted to enlist all staff to pay more 

attention to the psychological needs of students, to make 

the school a place where students could find someone who 

cared about them. High school principals J and K argued 

that money was not the primary barrier to creating such a 

school, only staff commitment, time, and organization. 

Elementary Principal F hoped to make his elementary school 

a secure haven for students who suffered from abuse and 

neglect at home, but since he and his staff were already 

overworked, he did want more resources. He would like not 

only a counselor but more time from the school psychologist 



and additional staff to run a Behavior Intervention 

program. 
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Two elementary principals, A and C, included elements 

of both of the above models in their policy solutions. 

Both of them emphasized teachers as the people in the 

system who could most likely address the problems of at

risk students. They hoped to re-educate teachers at their 

school to be more creative in their teaching, both in order 

to succeed academically with more students and to keep more 

students feeling positive about school. Principal C talked 

about the need to consider the "whole child" in educational 

practice. In addition, both of these principals were 

already using existing staff (a psychologist at School A 

and a special education teacher at School C) to support 

teachers by provide counseling services to students with 

psychological problems. 

3. The Community Center: The two female elementary 

principals, D and G, proposed to involve parents in the 

school as the solution to the problems of at-risk students. 

That is, these were the only principals to tackle the home

school connection head-on. Their schools--the newest 

suburban school and the oldest rural school--were located 

in extremely different neighborhoods, but they proposed 

very similar policy proposals that they said bore more 

possibility of success than either academic remediation or 
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personal counseling (though they also favored provision of 

these services). Their policy solutions borrowed most from 

the traditions of social work and depended most on 

expertise in community organization strategies. They 

wanted to invite parents into the school, to give them a 

sense that they belonged there and that the school was a 

place where they could get good advice about how to cope 

with their children at home. Both expressed the position 

that the 80s family and the unhealthy family are difficult 

not just for children, but also for their parents. The 

difference was that at the rural school (G), the principal 

would have to overcome a history of decades of failure and 

alienation from school to get some local parents involved; 

while at the suburban school (D), the principal was fairly 

optimistic about the positive reception of parents to such 

a plan. 

Therefore, despite the prevalence of concerns about 

homes among these principals, only two principals proposed 

forging closer alliances with parents as a major part of 

their policy solutions. The other principals hoped to use 

school interventions to compensate for or treat the 

negative effects of inadequate parenting on the student, 

rather than to work with parents directly. 

4. The Job Training Program. Finally, junior high 

school Principal I presented an image of a school focused 
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on vocational goals. He would restructure the junior high 

school curriculum to provide choices of both academic and 

nonacademic coursework, which students could relate 

directly to future job options. He would do away with 

rigid state and district requirements for academic credits 

toward graduation. In his opinion, this would give 

students who could not succeed in academic classes an 

option to failure, which would improve their self-image and 

commitment to schooling. It was interesting that unlike 

elementary Principals Band E he did not suggest improved 

diagnosis and treatment of academic difficulties as the 

solution for nonacademic students. By junior high school 

age, in his view, students seemed to have sorted themselves 

into academic and nonacademic types, and it was useless to 

try to force the nonacademic student into an academic 

"mold." He also did not favor counseling as the solution 

to students' psychological problems, which he thought were 

almost entirely the fault of the school, not the home. The 

only viable policy solution was to change educators and 

their p~actices. He cited an example of good policy: a 

program combining vocational training and job placement in 

another district, in which students learned to read better 

by reading things related to their work. However, some 

"do-gooders" in that district carne along and said the 



students needed to study literature, and the program was 

axed. 

In summary, the same term--at risk--took principals 
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in very different policy directions, depending on their 

definitions of the term, their analyses of the problems of 

at-risk students, and their orientations toward education 

in general. The "side" of the district on which a 

principal worked, the class and/or ethnicity of the school 

population, did not seem to influence his/her solutions. 

The one exception was Principal I, who thought that many of 

his rural students lacked the capacity for learning 

academic skills. Except for Principal I, who was blocked 

by state regulations, these principals were already 

beginning to implement their preferred solutions in their 

schools. 

The common thread in these cases was talk about the 

need for something more than a strictly academic program. 

To accomplish such an extension of school purposes, they 

would have to borrow from the fields of mental health and 

social work, or (in Principal I's view) return to a form of 

academic and vocational tracking. They would also have to 

pressure the district to provide more resources (especially 

school counselors), expand the functions of their present 

school specialists and special teams, and/or convince 
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teachers to extend themselves more toward students and 

perform more nonacademic duties. 

However, the principals could not formulate solutions 

based on meanings of at risk of which they did not seem to 

be consciously aware. Namely, they were not aware that the 

students who preoccupied them most were males with behavior 

problems and a lack of mothering. It may have been a 

function of their role as school disciplinarian, that these 

were the students most likely to come to their attention. 

In any case, it would be interesting to see if different 

policy solutions would derive from making this aspect of 

at-riskness explicit. 3 

Discussion 

The Quintero District principals said that they had 

come to be exposed to the term at risk in a wide variety of 

ways, only one of which was the at-risk program mandated by 

the district. Those who were familiar with the use of at 

risk in developmental early childhood programs had been 

exposed to it long before the current at-risk movement 

began, in its earlier sense of "at risk for handicap." 

others had come into contact with at risk more recently, in 

association with the reform movements of the 1980s. Most of 

3 For example, Holland (1989) has proposed all-male 
K-3 grade classes, with male teachers, for Black male 
students at risk for failure. 
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the principals attributed this recent surge of interest in 

at-risk students to social forces outside of education, to 

which they were being pressured to respond to meet their 

social and political obligations. 

Throughout this study, probing for the meanings of at 

risk has resulted in a better understanding not so much of 

the phenomenon of at-risk students but of the worlds of 

persons at different levels of the educational system. The 

Quintero principals were no exception. Questions about at 

risk elicited talk about their responsibilities, their 

schools, and the social purposes of their work. 

Responsiveness seemed to be the imperative for these 

principals. They presented themselves as responding not 

just to the needs of their at-risk students, or to external 

demands from the state or district for higher performance, 

but to "society" and its expectations for education. They 

were acutely aware of recent criticisms of education in 

national reform reports such as A Nation at Risk. Their 

answers to these criticisms were that they were willing to 

accept greater responsibility for student achievement, but 

that society would need to understand the increasing 

complexity of their task. Society has changed in ways that 

make their job of promoting academic excellence more 

difficult, they argued, while at the same time society has 

raised its expectations of them as "educational leaders. 1I 
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Adopting the term at risk to describe their students helped 

them explain to society (through me) that the students they 

are seeing today, even in high-achieving middle class 

neighborhoods, make it harder for school people to reach 

their academic goals. 

In terms of the legal discourse on risk, the 

principals argued that they were assuming responsibility 

for a risk (student failure) for which were not really 

responsible. Divorced parents, working mothers, and 

unhealthy family relationships are the true causes of this 

risk to students, according to their theory, but schools 

must bear the burden. To do this, they will need 

additional resources from the community and/or more 

commitment from teachers. 

There is nothing new about this argument. Historian 

Cremin (1980) presents the development of American schools 

as a pattern of shifting responsibility for children's 

education from the family to the state. In addition, 

spring (1985) discusses how in the early twentieth century 

similar arguments about the inadequacies of urban immigrant 

families led to an expanded role for the urban school, 

including lessons in personal hygiene and health, home 

visits for parent education, an emphasis on middle class 

morality, and vocational education. Cohen (1983) has 

chronicled how the influence of the mental hygiene movement 
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beginning in this same period further expanded the role of 

the school to include the promotion of a particular ideal 

of mental health. If these principals are correct, the at

risk movement may be marking a further expansion of the 

role of the school into the realm of psychological 

treatment of students and social work interventions with 

parents. The rationale for this will be that to promote 

academic excellence, educators must treat the "whole 

child," since academic achievement depends on proper 

socialization and psychological wellbeing. 

Edelman's (1984) analysis of the language of the 

helping professions suggests a critical interpretation of 

this extension of educators' domain of responsibility. If 

educators propose to expand the functions of the schools 

once more to include mental health and social work services 

to clients, Edelman might argue, it is because they wish to 

expand the power of their profession and to exert more 

control over their clients. Educators will do whatever it 

takes to produce higher academic achievement, thereby 

saving themselves from political pressure, including 

manipulating children's psychological and emotional states 

and intervening in their family life. In addition, 

defining certain kinds of family life and psychological 

attitudes as unhealthy is immediately suspect to anyone 

with concerns about the hegemony of Anglo middle class 
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culture in the schools. The kinds of families which many 

of these principals approved most highly represented a very 

narrow ideal, dependent on the nonworking mother who keeps 

her children's clothes clean and hair combed, helps her 

children with their schoolwork and volunteers at the 

school. 

But from the principals' point of view, providing 

students with help for their personal problems was simply 

an innocent extension of their value of "caring about 

kids." According to the principals' problem analyses, 

these new responsibilities and powers were not something 

they sought out but something they had unwillingly thrust 

upon them. Principals presented themselves as responding 

to social and cultural changes in their own communities, 

not as entrepreneurs deliberately creating a need for new 

services. They argued that if parents, including Anglo 

middle class parents in this new era, do not assume 

responsibility for enculturating their children in the 

behaviors required for success in school and work in 

America, somebody has to do it! 

This policy solution is constrained by certain 

assumptions. The first is that it is not the nature of 

schooling itself which makes some children maladjusted. In 

all cases it is their family life. The second, which 

follows from the first, is that solutions to the problem 
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will be individual rather than systemic. One child at a 

time will be pulled out for therapy sessions, and gradually 

the situation in the classroom will improve. Under the 

terms of this problem definition, the solution is to 

psychologically retool individual students to fit the 

conditions of the school and classroom. 

The following chapter will also suggest that 

prinicpals, when they argue in favor of psychological 

counseling for students, may also be responding to the 

demands of teachers--persons in the system with whom they 

must be careful to maintain positive relationships (Fraatz, 

1987). Teachers are the only people in the system who 

interact directly, everyday, with this new breed called at

risk students, and argue that they need more outside help 

if they are going to be held accountable for every 

student's academic achievement. 
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CHAPTER 9 

TEACHERS TALK ABOUT AT-RISK STUDENTS IN THE CLASSROOM 

In Chapter 2, the argument was that teachers would 

likely be the last ones in the institution of education to 

be exposed to the term at risk, and based on our work in 

the Richardson et al. (1989) study, that they might have 

some resistance to adopting new policies under this label. 

We also found that teachers defined at risk in evaluative 

ways which varied from teacher to teacher, depending on 

their own expectations for students. In this study, rather 

than analyzing the individual responses of teachers to at 

risk, I tried to collect teacher views on this topic from 

schools throughout Quintero district. 

In Chapter 3, I explained how the teacher discussion 

groups were formed. There were limitations on this 

methodology which undoubtedly limit the inferences which 

can be made from the findings. The manner of forming 

teacher groups varied due to decisions of the principals. 

In three schools, the principals invited me to attend staff 

meetings where I gave a short presentation and asked for 

volunteers. In three schools, the principals invited only 

certain teachers to come to the discussion. In one school, 

the princ~pal gave me names of teachers who would probably 

be interested, and I contacted them; and in one school I 
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worked through one of the teachers to distribute flyers to 

all interested teachers. The attendance under these 

circumstances ranged from three to ten teachers, with a 

total of 43 in all schools. In one school, one teacher 

could not corne at the last minute to the group discussion, 

and asked me to corne the next day to talk with her 

individually. sometimes teachers carne late or left early. 

In six schools, I met with teachers only, but in the two 

others administrators (a principal and an assistant 

principal) attended and contributed to the discussion. The 

discussions were also short (25-40 minutes). Because of 

limitations on teachers' schedules, we met for very short 

periods either before or after school. Time was probably 

the major constraint on the scope and depth of the 

discussions: "coverage" of the topics was impossible. It 

is difficult to say exactly how these different conditions 

affected the attendance and participation at any school. 

Therefore, these findings must be approached with caution. 

Teachers who attended the discussions were almost entirely 

Anglo (one exception), and female (four exceptions). 

semantics of At-Risk among Quintero Teachers 

The teachers associated the term at risk with three 

sources: the At-Risk Coordinator, drug prevention programs 

and special education. In five of the eight schools, 
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teachers associated the arrival of the term at risk with 

the arrival of the At-Risk Coordinator in 1987-88: i.e., 

for them contact with this terminology had been very 

recent. The unexplained disappearance of the At-Risk 

Coordinator had left the elementary teachers in particular 

in some confusion. They remembered her coming once to 

their schools to present information on how to identify at

risk students (though the details of her message were 

foggy), remembered having completed the identification 

forms, but wondered why they had not heard anything more. 

Two individual teachers had been exposed to at risk before, 

in other districts where they worked. One had first heard 

the term twelve years before, in conjunction with a program 

for early identification of children at risk for handicap. 

The other teacher was new to Quintero and had come from a 

big-city district where the current wave of at-risk reforms 

were in high gear. She spent the first part of the 

discussion filling her colleagues in on what she knew about 

the at-risk concept from this experience. Two teachers at 

High School J associated at risk with drug prevention 

programs, one with a university-based drug prevention 

project which had sponsored a class on at-risk students he 

had attended (the one designed at the request of the 

district), and another with drug and alcohol prevention 

workshops she had attended at district expense. In five of 
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the eight schools, Chapter I, special education and/or 

remedial teachers attended the discussions and made 

explicit remarks about how they were particularly 

experienced with at-risk students; therefore, there was an 

association among some teachers between at risk already 

existing and special programs. 

Some teachers attributed the current interest in at-

risk students to objective changes in the incidence of 

student problems. They agreed with some of the principals 

that there were ~ students with problems in the schools 

today, even in high-achieving middle class schools, because 

of changes in family patterns and childrearing methods. 

However, teachers at two elementary schools explicitly 

discussed the dilemma of saying that today's working 

mothers were to blame for an increase in students' 

problems, when they were working mothers themselves. For 

example: 

One time, I was having a party for the kids, it 
was at recess, and four moms were there. And I 
saw that these are the four nicest kids' moms 
here, and they were all the at-home moms. And 
it made me think, you know, I go through these 
guilt things, like every working mother does. 
And I think, are these nice kids because their 
mother is home every day? And you know, it 
makes me stop and wonder sometimes. But then I 
come home and say, my kids would be dead if I 
was home all the time! (Laughter.) (Teachers,. C, 
p. 10) 

Others attributed pressure on teachers not to changes in 

families and students, but to a change in educational 
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philosophy, or what teachers in four schools called 

"awareness." Educators today no longer concentrate 

strictly on academics, as they once did (whenever that 

was), but extend themselves more to students because they 

care about the "whole child." Whereas they used to ignore 

students' emotional problems, they now feel obligated to 

respond. That is why the at-risk student has recently 

"appeared." 

The outcome of either analysis, according to the 

teachers, is that they face increasing pressure: 

We have been extended and extended and extended, 
you know, it's gotten so that teaching is in 
there someplace. / But you extend yourself 
because you feel that these kids need you. / Oh, 
yeh, absolutely. (Teachers, A, p. 12) 

But teachers do not feel prepared to cope with children's 

psychological problems: 

When you consider what some of the needs are, 
you know, as a classroom teacher and a 
disciplinarian, it's very hard to fill the role 
of the counselor. And it's frustrating because 
you see kids that you know need so much more 
than you're able to give, and they- You know, 
you go home at night and that's what you think 
about all night long. (Teachers, F, p. 8) 

I think for centuries and centuries teachers 
were there to educate. And now education's 
expanding to include things outside the 
academics, and they don't train you to do that 
in college • / There's an emotional risk for 
the teacher, too it is very stressful, and 
I think that has to be considered. (Teachers, K, 
p. 6) 



That is, teachers' analyses of the at-risk movement 

had more to do with the changing nature of the teacher-

student relationship, and recent stresses in that 

relationship, than with changes in macroeconomic 

conditions, the labor market, the crime rate, and other 

factors which weighed so heavily in the national reform 

context. Their analyses also had little to do with the 

concerns about academic performance which drove state 

policy: 

If all they're looking at is academic scores, 
that's not it. You have to come here and you 
have to get down on the face level with these 
kids, and listen to them and talk to them, and 
watch them, watch their behaviors, and go home 
with them, look at their homes, .look at their 
family situation. Academics is not the key to 
the success of the, you know, a program that 
reaches high risk kids. I don't think that's
that's not a good basis for a decision about 
something like this. (Teachers, F, p. 13) 

What did at risk mean to the teachers? Because of 

the social context, in most cases the teachers did not 
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construct individual definitions of at risk in interaction 

with me, as the administrators had. Rather, they 

constructed their definitions in interaction with each 

other, each particip'ant adding a new meaning, broadening or 

narrowing a category, or sometimes disagreeing with 

another's statement. Teachers in three schools talked 

explicitly about the difficulties of defining at risk: 

Making the definition narrow: I think that is 
almost a problem, though, because if we get too 



specific, you know, we're losing about fifty 
percent of the kids that we really need to be 
working toward helping. If you're talking about 
only the kids that are failing, then, yeh, you're 
going to narrow it down considerably. But if 
you're talking about the kids that aren't going 
to finish simply because there's no one there to 
make them go to school, then you've got a greater 
variety. (Teachers, I, p. 4) 

Making the definition broad: [In the drug 
prevention course] I asked the question a number 
of times, What did at-risk mean? And it really 
came down to, by definition--every one of the 
speakers I asked them the same question, just to 
see what answer they would give--and it really' 
came down to, everybody's at-risk. Well, if 
everybody's at-ris]c then we've got a bad term, 
because we're not talking about everybody. At 
least I'm not. (Teachers, J, p. 2) 

Being unable to define: [Referring to the topic 
sheet] You have here, 'What at-risk means to 
you,' and I think that's a really weird term, 
because it really has no definition. (Teachers, 
K, p. 2) 
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Nevertheless, when asked to talk about their own meanings 

of at risk, in particular characteristics of students they 

would consider at-risk, the teachers had very little 

difficulty. Table 16 (see Appendix G) lists teacher 

descriptors of at-risk students divided into the same three 

large categories applied to the principals' descriptors, 

which again were the categories teachers themselves named: 

academic, behavioral and psychological (or emotional). 

There was a striking difference between teachers' and 

principals' discourse on at-risk. That difference was the 

near-absence of talk about low academic achievement as a 

marker of the at-risk student. Teachers were concerned 
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about the same social behaviors as the principals, 

primarily discipline problems; but their greatest concern 

by far was with the psychological characteristics of their 

problem students, either their "emotional" states or their 

drug or alcohol dependency. In only one school did 

ethnicity come up explicitly as a characteristic of at-risk 

students. Again, this was at School K, where the principal 

had been the only one willing to talk about ethnicity as a 

possible aspect of the problem. participating teachers at 

this school named Hispanic and Indian students as at-risk 

groups, because of cultural differences in their attitudes 

or their parents' attitudes toward schooling. 

Comparing these student descriptors with the student 

descriptors collected by Brophy et ale in the mid

seventies, as reported in Brophy and Evertson (1981), it is 

clear that when these teachers described their at-risk 

students they were not describing a new category of 

students. The same negative descriptions have appeared 

before, in the general categories of low achieving, 

careless, uncooperative, immature and unhappy. Though 

Brophy et ale did not include the categories of 

aggressiveness and broken home in their own scale of 

important student attributes, their participating teachers 

did. The proportion of students which teachers in their 

studies placed in negative categories never exceeded 25% of 



their classroom. That is, they perceived the vast 

majority of their students positively. 

Brophy and Ever~son (1981) presented their findings 
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as timeless, not as phenomena characteristic of mid-1970s 

American schools. Tha schools in their study were 

predominantly white middle class schools similar to the 

ones on the suburban side of Quintero district. Listening 

to the complaints of suburban teachers in Quintero District 

in the late 1980s made me wonder if the proportion of 

students whom elementary teachers perceive as having 

negative attributes has not increased beyond some tolerable 

level in recent years. At risk for elementary teachers 

seems to be a term associated with such an increase; it as 

much describes teachers' own state of mind as the 

characteristics of their students. 

Most of the teachers' talk was about causation, about 

factors associated with students being at-risk. Table 17 

shows the in-school and out-of-school factors teachers 

named (see Appendix G). The in-school factors were almost 

entirely constraints on teacher responses to students with 

psychological needs. That is, students with psychological 

problems seemed to stand out particularly to teachers 

because they did not know what to do about them. There 

were no prescribed procedures to follow for these cases. 

Students with academic problems could be referred out to 
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special programs; discipline problems could be sent to the 

office, and in extreme cases (suspension/expulsion) to the 

board; but there was nowhere to send students for 

psychological help. School psychologists were too busy 

testing students, and school counselors were too busy 

advising students about classes; i.e., these two sets of 

psychological specialists worked mostly in service of the 

school bureaucracy, not in the service of teachers or their 

psychologically troubled students. There was no talk at 

all among teachers, as there had been among some 

principals, about the traditional structure of school 

organizations as part of the problem. However, their 

analysis had to do with the traditional structure of the 

classroom: one teacher, many difficult students and little 

assistance from outside. They were naturally unlikely to 

blame teachers, as some principals had, for student 

problems. Rather, they blamed the conditions under which 

teaching took place and the limitations on their role: 

And it's the pressure it puts on the individual 
teacher, because it's like (other teacher) said, 
you don't just have Qng of these kids to hook up 
with, you have a lot that need your attention. 
They need to be able to come and talk with you. 
They need to- they need a pat on the shoulder or 
a hug or something, and it's constant, and you 
feel like you need to be right on top of that 
situation. You need to provide a lot of what 
isn't provided at home. I mean, it is very 
difficult. (Teachers, A, p. 10) 
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Like the principals, teachers talked much more about 

the out-of-school conditions of at-risk students' lives, 

particularly the limitations and failings of parents. They 

attributed students' psychological difficulties to stresses 

they were experiencing at home and bringing with them to 

school. Like the principals, teachers considered the 80s 

family and the unhealthy family to be the causes of at-risk 

students' problems. More students were coming from broken 

homes, homes where divorce and remarriage had produced 

blended families or homes where working parents were too 

busy to care for them. Some children of working parents 

attended day care programs for long hours, before and after 

school, or went home to empty houses. In the unhealthy 

family, children had become even further detached from 

their parents, their parents did not know what to do with 

them, or still more frightening things were happening: life 

with mentally unbalanced parents, abuse, exposure to drugs 

or other criminal activity. There were more mentions of 

the 80s family among suburban teachers than rural teachers, 

and this pattern was reversed for the unhealthy family. In 

other words, suburban teachers more often attributed 

student problems to widespread sociological changes in the 

family, while rural teachers more often mentioned family 

characteristics they considered to be pathological. 
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Teachers in rural schools also mentioned more 

"cultural disadvantage" kinds of family characteristics, 

associated with more severe economic stresses and less 

educated parents than in suburban areas, and also with the 

presence of culturally different students. They said that 

their students often lacked the kinds of background 

experiences necessary for school learning; for instance, 

they might never have been to the city or might not have 

been exposed to children's literature. The rural teachers 

tended to be more critical of parents and to talk more 

about negative home-school relationships. In two rural 

schools (F,I), they argued that some homes were so bad 

that school was the only place where children experienced 

any caring and stability. They considered themselves to be 

taking the place of parents in these .cases. 

In some discussions, teachers talked explicitly about 

these differences in student problems between suburban and 

rural schools. Teachers in the two rural elementary 

schools (F, G) argued that a large proportion of their 

students were at-risk, because of socioeconomic conditions 

in their area. However, one teacher at each of these 

schools reported that she knew suburban teachers were also 

seeing more at-risk students in recent years. One said 

that a suburban teacher she knew told her that the 

socioeconomics of the suburban area were changing, as more 
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rental housing was constructed, attracting a less stable 

population. The other rural teacher had taught before on 

the suburban side, and said that the pressures on children 

there were different ("the very opposite of what we have 

here"), but at times no less severe. Their parents pushed 

them to succeed and compete, and structured all of their 

time into lessons and sports. More working mothers in the 

suburbs meant that more children were left in day care 

centers from an early age, while in the rural area more 

mothers were at home. A teacher in the highest-achieving 

suburban school had worked previously on the rural side, 

and said that she was seeing more at-risk students now than 

she had then. Another teacher at this school said that 

though the neighborhood might appear to be ideal, their 

student problems were "no better and no worse" than in the 

inner city! 

Likewise, some teachers at the two junior high 

schools and the two high schools said that their problems 

with students were simply different, not more or less 

severe, because the school populations were made up of 

"totally different types of people" who had chosen 

different lifestyles. The rural students sometimes had 

"obvious" problems such as poverty or language barriers, 

but suburban students had more "complex" stresses due to 

life in upwardly mobile families. The high school teachers 
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said that students at the rural high school were quiet and 

polite, and tended to conceal their problems, while the 

suburban students would act out their emotions and demand 

attention. It was not a matter of numbers, that one school 

had more or fewer at-risk students. On the other hand, 

others argued that at least the suburban students had 

economic stability in their lives, nice homes, and parents 

who would be more likely to obtain help for their problems 

than to throw them out of the house. It seemed clear from 

such discussions that since most teachers defined at risk 

more in terms of psychological stress than sociological or 

academic categories, they might not say that at-riskness 

was more prevalent on one side of the district than the 

other--as state policymakers would. If being the child of 

poor parents is defined as a psychological stress, so is 

being the child of overly-ambitious yuppies. The only 

diff&rence is that one group can pay for therapy, while the 

other cannot. 

The teachers wove stories about their students in and 

out of their discussions, as examples of the kinds of 

students that concerned them most. Several said that the 

students they had described were just a few of many at 

their school; when I asked them to talk about examples of 

at-risk students, a member of one suburban group asked, 

"How long do you have?" Some of their stories were short, 
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little more than vignettes, while others were longer and 

more complex. Table 18 lists the characteristics of at

risk students which appeared in these stories and 

vignettes (see Appendix G). Once again, as in the stories 

of the principals. the most interesting finding involved 

student gender. Among elementary teachers (who were all 

female), virtually all at-risk students described or 

mentioned were male. Among secondary teachers, male 

teachers always talked about female students, while female 

teachers mentioned both males and females. 

In a reverse of the pattern in their explicit 

definitions of at risk, the academic category this time 

contained the largest number of mentions. The most common 

characteristic of at-risk students in the stories was their 

high intelligence. These students were remarkable because 

evidence of their brightness contradicted evidence of 

their low achievement. In only one of the teachers' 

stories about at-risk students was the student considered 

to have low potential for school success. something, 

namely behavioral and psychological problems, was getting 

in the way of the at-risk students' achievement. Again, 

talk about out-of-school factors in the students' lives 

related to these behavioral and psychological problems 

predominated; students in almost all stories came from 80s 

or unhealthy families. Parents played major roles in their 
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stories, especially bad mothers; however, this time several 

bad fathers also appeared. In addition, teachers 

themselves had important roles. In many cases, they had 

referred the at-risk student to a specialist, team or 

special program. As a consequence of these actions, in 

eight cases they saw at least some student improvement. 

Teachers' stories and vignettes clustered into 

several types. Elementary teachers, like the elementary 

principals, often told stories about boys with behavior 

problems. Here is a synopsis about a boy from an 80s 

family in the suburbs: 

This boy is a "real wild behavior problem" and 
does strange things in the classroom. He is 
immature. When he goes home after school his 
mother and father do not arrive until six 
o'clock. He has an older brother and sister, 
but he is just allowed to run in the streets. 
As a result, he does not want to sit and learn 
in school. (Teachers, C, p. 4) 

Elementary teachers on the rural side of the district told 

much more dramatic stories in this genre;'for example: 

A first grade boy has lived in four different 
mobile homes this year. His mother is in prison 
for a DUI conviction, and he stays with three 
other caretakers. The teacher has to call to 
find out where he is supposed to go each day, 
because they are letting him decide. He is not 
being supervised and runs wild. He is very smart 
but had to repeat first grade, so he is now eight 
years old. He knows things no eight year old 
should know, about crime and shooting and bars. 
He is jaded about life, and about whether anybody 
cares for him. He could be either a businessman 
or a con man when he grows up. He will be lucky 
to be alive in ten years. It is sad, because he 



is so smart. The teacher does not know what will 
become of him. (Teachers, F, p. 4) 

This fifth grade boy has been seeing a 
psychiatrist but is not going now because the 
psychiatrist says he is fine. The teacher thinks 
he still has problems, because he is hostile and 
violent. He goes from being violent to calm, 
from one minute to the next. He thinks nothing 
of slamming other children into the wall, because 
he is big. Then he turns around and smiles. He 
is very smart and has the ability to use people. 
He threatens other children and takes things away 
from them. Some of the other students are. afraid 
to come to school because of this boy. (Teachers, 
G, p. 8) 
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The discouragement of the rural teachers in these last two 

stories was characteristic of all the rural stories at all 

grade levels. They seemed to despair of overcoming such 

problems, and consequently their at-risk boy~ seem destined 

for lives of crime. 

On the other hand, one group of suburban elementary 

teachers told how they had succeeded ~ith one of their at

risk boys by taking action as a team: 

A boy was having behavior problems in the 
classroom. The teacher took his case to the 
early intervention team. They decided he needed 
to do something positive every day, without 
earning it. The only positive thing he would 
tell them was that he liked animals. They 
decided to send him to the kindergarten room to 
take care of the gerbil after lunch. He is "in 
heaven for at least five minutes a day," and has 
improved in the classroom. (Teachers, A, p. 15) 

Another suburban success story occurred when an at-risk 

boy's mother took the teacher's, and obtained counseling: 

A boy was having academic and social problems. 
He was attending a behavior management group the 



school had started. The teacher talked to the 
mother, who told her the boy had experienced some 
traumatic events in his life, like being in a 
fire. The teacher recommended family counseling 
to the mother, who followed her advice. It 
worked wonders. The mother thanked the teacher 
with a gift, and said that she would never have 
thought of getting counseling. (Teachers, C, p. 
6) 

However, both suburban and rural teachers had 

423 

difficulty convincing many parents to obtain counseling for 

their children: 

A boy two years ago was bright but not coping, 
not able to be successful in the classroom. The 
parents did "really odd things" with him, giving 
him excessive punishments for small 
misbehaviors. They could not deal with him 
effectively. She had talked to the school 
psychologist and decided to recommend family 
counseling to the parents. They agreed at 
first, but their pediatrician advised them that 
the boy was fine, that he would outgrow his 
problems. She felt defeated because her 
professional judgment and that of the school 
psychologist were overruled. He failed the 
following year, and is still having problems. 
(Teachers, C, p. 6) 

A second grade boy has difficulty relating to 
adults and trouble with au~hority and rules. He 
is hostile, and relates only to this teacher, not 
to other adults. There are drug and alcohol 
problems in the home. He comes to school dirty 
and is not cared for. He has improved since 
first grade, but the teacher knows that he will 
have many problems in the future. Her hands are 
tied, because she has recommended counseling to 
the mother, but the mother refused to go. 
(Teachers, G, p. 8) 

In the first case, and in the previous case about the boy 

who had seen a psychiatrist, the teachers were angry that a 

professional outside of the school who had never observed 
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the student in the classroom had overruled their judgments. 

The teachers observed that their predictions about the 

student, not the medical professionals', were being 

fulfilled. They considered themselves to have ~ 

expertise on childrearing than some parents, but found they 

were considered by parents to have less expertise than 

medical professionals. 

Then there was one suburban mystery case, in which a 

mother in an 80s family did everything she was supposed to 

do, but her son still had problems: 

A boy from an affluent family is having 
difficulty getting along with others. He is 
from an affluent family where there has been a 
second marriage. His dad has remarried. He has 
not learned to get along with other children, and 
it is affecting his learning as well as his 
feeling good about himself. His mother calls the 
teacher constantly, and is trying very hard to 
support the teacher and follow her advice, but he 
is not improving very much. (Teachers, C, p. 9) 

Female students were more prevalent in secondary 

teachers' stories. The most detailed stories were 

contributed by two male teachers, who were particularly 

concerned about bright female students in their classes who 

had the potential to succeed but were not. This story came 

from the rural junior high school: 

A junior high school girl in the teacher's 
homeroom tested out very high in IQ but her 
performance is low. Her mother is dead, and she 
lives with her father and another woman. The 
father is an alcoholic who has been through 
treatment. The only time father and daughter 
communicate is when he is drunk. She feels 



threatened, and stays at the neighbors' house. 
She becomes abusive and aggressive with other 
students at school, taking out he~ hostility. 
She goes into temper tantrums. In one incident 
she was sent to the counselor's office and when 
she came back she tore up her notebook with all 
her completed work. She was suspended from 
school and the parents said they would take away 
her dirtbike as punishment, but they did not 
follow through. It is sad because she has the 
ability to succeed but is not. (Teachers, I, p. 
6) 

This one came from the suburban high school: 

A high school girl was a straight A student in 
the teacher's math class for two years. The 
third quarter of this year, her grade average 
dropped to forty percent. She had a lot of 
absences, which were excused by her parents, and 
a lot of uncompleted work even when she was at 
school. This was unusual for her. The teacher 
asked her to stay after class. He told her what 
he had observed and said, "You're either going to 
talk to me or I'm going to talk to your mother, 
or father and mother, because this is not you and 
you are going to ruin yourself as a student. 
You've got to deal with it, whatever it is." She 
confided that her parents were separating and she 
had to stay with her mother. She did not like 
her mother: she wanted to be with her father. 
The teacher said he would talk to either one of 
the parents, and the student saiq she preferred 
the father. So the teacher called the father and 
they had a nice talk, talking pretty extensively 
about how she was going to ruin her future over 
this situation. (Teachers, J, p. 5) 

The theme of a bright female student whose personal 
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problems were jeopardizing a future of academic success was 

a common thread through these stories. Two high school 

girls were running away from success. One was an athlete 

and very high-achieving student at the suburban high school 

who began to mutilate herself with razor blades to cope 
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with the pressure she was under. Another was a rural high 

school girl who threw away a full athletic scholarship to 

the university. She made the what the teacher considered 

to be a choice to become pregnant to avoid the scary 

possibility of leaving her limited rural life for a better 

one. For girls, there was something unbalanced about 

either aspiring too high or too low. 

Bad parents appeared in these stories, and also bad 

boyfriends: 

This junior high teacher's room was very high 
level, the high math class. But the one girl he 
did name as at risk for the at-risk program last 
year had gone from being a topnotch student to 
having a real poor attitude. She had changed her 
group of friends and had a boyfriend who was 
definitely at-risk. Her homelife, as far as the 
teacher could tell from talking to the mother, 
was more stable than most at-risk students. 
(Teachers, I, p. 7) 

The three stories about secondary male students were 

about a bad boy with the ultimate bad mother (she had 

disowned him and thrown his birth certificate and baby 

pictures away) at the rural junior high school; a bad 'boy 

success story at the suburban junior high school; and a 

story about a rural high school student with a wife and 

child who had fallen behind on his graduation credits but , 

did not want to attend the alternative high school. 

Teachers in the rural junior high school also told two 

short stories about Indian stUdents. One was in the 

"bright girl throwing it all away" genre, about an 
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intelligent, fatherless yaqui girl who was failing and 

becoming alcohol-dependent like her mother. The other was 

about a mother and children who were kicked out of their 

house by the father, lived in a vehicle for a while and 

then had to return to the reservation, though the children 

did not want to leave. At the rural high school, one 

teacher told a success story of two Indian students who had 

been failing until the Indian Education program intervened. 

Now they were participating in class and doing well. These 

were the only stories in which ethnicity was explicitly 

mentioned as a factor in a students' at-risk status. That 

is, the fact that these students were Indians was 

considered to be a significant aspect of their stories. 

The teacher discussions were too short to include 

much talk about not at-risk stUdents. The comments on this 

topic that teachers did make focused entirely on the good 

home, where parents provide children with security and 

structure, encourage and support school success and 

communicate with people at school. However, the teachers 

seemed less certain than the principals that they could 

identify any children who were definitely safe from risk: 

I think it's hard for kids growing up these 
days. I think they're faced with a lot of 
problems that I don't remember ever being faced 
with, and they're faced with them at a very 
young age. (Other teacher: Hm hmm.) And I'm not 
sure that I could actually say that I could 
define, or pick out a kid, who doesn't have 



something that causes them to feel uncomfortable. 
(Teachers, A, p. 15) 

It is very difficult to- that's, I guess, why 
at-risk is so difficult to define, because you 
can't walk across the campus and say, that kid's 
at-risk, that kid isn't. (Teachers, J, p. 3) 

There's probably not a not at-risk student here. 
(P: Nobody's immune, huh?) Yeh, there's just too 
much going on in a kid's life. You know, adults 
have ways to deal with it, you know, stress 
levels. You have your husband or your wife that 
you can talk to, and they're always there. Or 
you have your best friend. Or you know that 
tomorrow will be a better day. You're going to 
get your paycheck on Friday, anyway. Kids don't 
know that, so they're all at-risk. (Teachers, J, 
p. 13) 

An assistant principal attending one of the 
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discussions made the comment that there may be students who 

suddenly go from being not at-risk to at-risk due to out-

of-school factors of which school people are unaware: 

We have a lot of kids that look the same, and 
act the same, and they're quiet and we think of 
them as good kids, and all of a sudden, you 
know, BOOM! We have this big flareup and you 
find out that this kid has really been, well, 
things have been happening in this kid's life. 
• • • (Teachers, H, p. 7) 

Moreover, the out-of-school factors teachers associated 

with being at-risk were sometimes imperfect predictors. 

They knew of children who seemed to be able to survive the 

worst: 

A little boy who observed his father shot in 
front of his eyes in the front yard of their 
home a few years ago. Now he seems to be doing 
fine, is outgoing and friendly and gets along 
with others. H~ has had some reading problems, 
but they are improving. She doubts if he had 



counseling, since his family is not affluent. 
His mother probably helped him, but he just 
seems to be the kind of child who can handle 
things like that, while other children cannot. 
(Teachers, C, p. 8) 

Policies for At-Risk Students 
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Given their definitions of the problem, what policies 

for at-risk students would teachers in this district 

recommend? Not surprisingly, all groups said that they 

wanted more counseling support services. The district had 

concentrated on academic support, through developmental, 

remedial and special programs. But particularly in the 

elementary grades, the district was not providing teachers 

with enough support for working with children with 

psychological problems. They had implemented programs such 

as positive Action, DARE, and CHAMPS aimed at all children, 

but the teachers complained of having to integrate these 

programs into the already-crowded classroom curriculum and 

were not sure this kind of blanket treatment of the class 

had an effect on their at-risk students. District 

officials lately were talking about implementing their own 

counseling curriculum, but that would present the same 

dilemma. Teachers wanted a place to send students for 

counseling, not another addition to the classroom 

curriculum. They also wanted a school-based specialist 

that they could consult for advice. They were already 



430 

stretched to the limit, and said that the growing number of 

children with emotional problems was too much for them to 

handle within the limitations of their training, the 

constraints of their role, and the structure of the 

classroom. 

Teachers also mentioned school-level policies which 

were at least partially addressing the problems of at-risk 

students. sometimes there was an attempt to provide 

counseling with existing resources. At School C, the 

special education teacher had taken on a quasi-counseling 

role by establishing a "Friends" group for children with 

"behavior management" problems. At School G, the principal 

had enlisted the aid of the mental health department of the 

community clinic to run some counseling groups for students 

at lunchtime. The most common strategy, which had also 

been mentioned by the principals, was adaptation of the 

team approach used for special education decisions to 

decisionmaking about students with nonacademic problems. 

For example, the School A success story about the animal

loving boy reported above was the result of a team 

decision. 

The most extensive list of school-level programs for 

at-risk students was provided by teachers at School H, the 

suburban junior high school where the principal had taken 

the "Caring School" approach. In line with reforms 
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proposed by the middle school movement, this school was 

restructuring into multidisciplinary teams of teachers who 

would work with the same blocks of students, providing a 

more personal approach to secondary schooling than the 

traditional structure had allowed. These teachers said that 

their administration was "tuned into the emotional needs of 

students" and that they had received inservice training on 

mentoring and counseling students. At this school, in lieu 

of more district-supported services, teachers were taking 

on more responsibility. 

They also had established a place where teachers 

could send their problem students, through creative use of 

available resources. The school administrators had hired a 

teacher to supervise the "Time out Room" (in-school 

suspension) who was skilled in student counseling. 

Therefore, rather than having a Time Out Teacher who simply 

dispensed punishment, they had an in-house amateur 

behavioral and psychological counselor. For example, one 

story was about a girl who had decided that she did not 

need to study because she was going to be a model. The 

teacher sent her to the Time out Teacher, 'and he somehow 

talked her out'of this unrealistic goal and into 

recommitting herself to school. I visited the Time out 

Teacher's program, and found a classroom of about ten male 

students who were there for various reasons. While they 
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were confined to his classroom, the Time Out Teacher 

supervised ,the completion of their required academic work 

and also talked with them individually about how they could 

improve their attitudes toward school and teachers. 

At the rural high school, another "Caring School," 

teachers were being asked to participate on an intervention 

team which would consider cases of at-risk students 

referred by teachers. The administration was also asking 

teachers to volunteer to lead support groups for children 

of alcoholics, teen parents, etc. The teachers in the 

discussion group thought that some teachers would hesitate 

to volunteer for such duties, since they would not receive 

additional pay, might think that issues like alcohol and 

pregnancy were beyond the scope of a teacher's duties, and 

might fear becoming emotionally overwhelmed by student 

problems •. At high school J, the third "Caring School", 

some teachers had received extensive training in drug and 

alcohol abuse prevention, and even classified staff had 

been assigned to "mentor" stUdents. 

Teachers also reported on their own policies toward 

at-risk students. They said tha't they tried to extend 

themselves to children with psychological problems as much 

as possible without sacrificing their academic role-

giving individual attention, listening, advising, and 

sometimes stretching the limits to accommodate a child. 
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They exemplified the districtwide ideal of "caring about 

kids." They talked with parents about strategies to use at 

home and about getting counseling help. But beyond this, 

they did not feel qualified to go: 

We don't have any training-/ I don't know if I'm 
doing something very damaging, but as long as 
they're okay for the day, keep doing what you're 
doing./ Hmm hmm./ And that just really irritates 
me, because I'm feeling like I'm just forging 
ahead, and I don't feel comfortable with giving 
people these kids of guidelines or help, because 
I don't know if that's going to help them, or 
it's something that a psychologist would say, 
"Oh, no, never do that." Something that would 
come back and haunt me later. (Teachers, A, p. 
11) 

There is a point where, you know, you do feel 
you're not qualified to go any further. And 
then it's, where do you turn? (Teachers, C, p. 7) 

I would like some help. I am not equipped. I 
have not been trained to deal with this, and I 
feel like I don't know what to do. (Teachers, G, 
p. 8) 

It was in such teacher concerns, it seemed, rather 

than top-down mandates, that the demand for elementary 

school counselors and more counseling time in secondary 

schools had originated. If school counselors would be the 

next district policy for at-risk students, this policy 

would not be considered by teachers to be an outside 

imposition but a godsend. On the other hand, teachers 

would resist if implementing the counseling curriculum in 

the classroom, or imposing more on teachers to meet 

students' psychological needs, became the district's or a 
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school's policy strategy. District policymakers had made 

elementary school counselors a priority by earmarking funds 

from an upcoming override election for that purpose. 

However, teachers feared at the time of these discussions 

that the override might fail: and it did--by only five 

votes. 

Another recommendation made by teachers at three 

schools was to involve parents more at the school. They 

framed this in terms of providing training in "parenting 

skills." Teachers did not feel qualified, they said to 

provide this training; but they hoped that the school could 

hire someone with expertise. At Schools G and I, the 

oldest Quintero schools, the teachers who brought this up 

recognized that to draw parents into the school would mean 

overcoming a history of alienation between school and home 

among some families. This would be the most difficult 

policy solution to attempt. 

Discussion 

As predicted, teachers had been the last in the 

system to hear about at risk, and despite talk about 

participative decisionmaking among district administrators, 

these teachers had not participated in the conception of 

at-risk policies in the district. They had been trained in 

identification techniques, and had identified lists of at-
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risk students. Consequently, their expectations had been 

raised that some help would be forthcoming, and they 

wondered why nothing more had happened. In the absence of 

an lIat-risk program,1I their problem students had not 

disappeared. 

Teachers assumed at risk to be an evaluative term 

(Lehrer 1983) to describe students who were not complying 

with the behavioral and psychological norms of the 

classroom. Nonconformity to the classroom was like an 

lIillness ll brought on by home-related stress, not a direct 

reaction to conditions in the classroom itself. Teachers' 

problem analyses, like the principals', depended upon a 

nexus between conditions in the home and academic failure. 

The home had produced a psychologically troubled child, who 

because of preoccupation with these home conditions could 

not concentrate on academic work. This was especially IIsadll 

in the case of bright students, who may have been perceived 

as more of a loss than the less intelligent ones. For the 

suburban teachers, these conditions were symptomatic of 

sociological change in the tupical American family in the 

1980s; for the rural teachers, these conditions were more 

symptomatic of outright pathology or immorality among 

parents. The rural teachers more often saw themselves as 

needing to save at-risk students from their parents. 
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Teachers' ways of defining at risk and framing the 

problem of at-risk students, some argued, had not been 

encoded in district policies. The teachers considered 

themselves to be skilled at identifying at-risk children, 

but not at treating them, and described themselves as 

desperate for some kind of relief. In the absence of 

counselors, they were depending on existing resources for 

advice with their at-risk students--special education 

teachers, psychologists, the child study team. However, 

they really wanted someone at the school whose fulltime job 

was to pull at-risk students out of the classroom for 

treatment and to advise them on classroom strategies. 

Their policy recommendations, then, represented the choice 

of one side of the dilemma of difference (Minow 1985), to 

exclude deviant students for treatment in ways similar to 

those used by special education. Even more than the 

principals, the teachers did not consider the district's 

"all kids" or mainstreaming methods for approaching 

psychological difficulties to be adequate, especially since 

teachers had to fit these methods into their already 

crowded curriculum. Excluding their at-risk students 

temporarily, and sharing responsibility for their well

being, would help teachers cope with the conditions of the 

traditional classroom. In fact, from their problem 



analyses one might conclude that teachers were just as 

endagered as their students. 
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Of all the people in this system, the rural teachers 

were the most likely to openly discuss ethnicity as an 

aspect of at-risk status. It could have been that they 

were less aware than the administrators of the political 

implications of this kind of talk, and therefore were less 

guarded. Because a tradition in district policy seemed to 

be to avoid the topic of cultural and linguistic diversity 

except when necessary for receiving outside funding for 

special programs, these teachers seemed to have been 

exposed to very little training in multicultural approaches 

to education. For example, one rural high school teacher 

reported that their school had held one workshop in which 

an Indian educator told them that Indians were nonviolent 

and Anglos were violent. That had left her very displeased 

and insulted. She preferred the approach of the Indian 

education program, which (once again) pulled Indian 

students out of class for cultural awareness and academic 

coaching, and left the mainstream program alone. 

Teachers, like principals, did not seem to be 

consciously aware of the role of gender in their 

definitions of at risk. It is beyond the scope of this 

study to develop a comprehensive explanation for this 

pattern. Davies (1984) and Lindow, Marrett and Wilkinson 
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(1985) have concluded that the field of gender influences 

on teacher-student interactions is at this early stage 

marked by theoretical conflict and confusion. Previous 

research has consistently shown that teachers tend to give 

more attention to b~ys, and that this attention tends to be 

negative and discipline-related (Lindow, Marrett and 

Wilkinson, 1985). Brophy and Evertson (1981) found that 

elementary teachers tended to describe boys more negatively 

than girls, and sometimes in terms very similar to the 

elementary teachers' descriptions of at-risk boys in this 

study. Boys are more likely to be subject to harsh 

disciplinary action, such as corporal punishment, at a 

younger age (Davies, 1984). Aggressive and resistant boys 

were more "noticeable" to elementary teachers in this 

study, and this may explain why they were the ones 

elementary teachers tended to mention first as at-risk 

(Brophy and Evertson, 1981). 

Teachers who talked about at-risk female students 

seemed to espouse the theory that females repress the 

stresses of their homelife until they reach some kind of 

threshold, and then they fall apart or do something 

drastic. Davies' (1984) more critical interpretation is 

that boys and girls take different routes to power in the 

classroom. Girls achieve power by conforming to school 

rules and identifying with their female teachers, while 
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boys are more likely to actively resist. Girls become more 

noticeable in secondary school if they begin to deviate 

from their commitment to school by neglecting their 

schoolwork or (even more deviant) becoming aggressive, like 

boys. 

Teachers are the persons in the entire system with 

the closest relationships with students, the persons who 

are presumably the focus of the at-risk movement. They 

tended to analyze at risk in terms of their own 

relationships with students in the structural confines of 

the classroom. While they were genuinely concerned about 

their students, they could also use at risk to advance 

their own interest in reducing the complexity and stress of 

the classroom by having yet another deviant group removed, 

at least temporarily. 

This would leave the traditional structure of the 

classroom intact. Placing the definition of at risk and 

the formulation of at-risk policies in the hands of 

teachers may not be the solution. In Quintero District, at 

least, this would allow teachers to define students who are 

failing for no academically apparent reasons, or not 

conforming to classroom norms, to be defined as 

psychologically "ill" and in need of treatment. To devise 

school policies which serve the interests of these 

students, it may be necessary to begin with them and build 
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up, rather than beginning with the interests of business, 

state government, administrators, or even teachers. 



CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSIONS 
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This chapter returns to the questions presented in 

Chapter 2, to consider if the previous work from 

sociolinguistics, discourse analysis and policy analysis 

cited there were useful in explaining the findings of this 

study, and if the findings of the study contribute toward 

further theory-building. In the final section, I will 

discuss alternatives to the policymaking trends identified 

in this study, shifting from a "language of critique" to a 

"language of possibility" (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1985). 

The Sources and Diffusion of At Risk 

What was the source of this new student descriptor, at 

risk? The literature search showed that before it became 

one of the reform buzzwords of the 1980s, at risk was 

already in use both outside and inside of education as part 

of the discourse of specialists from fields such as 

medicine, clinical psychology, special education, and 

educational psychology. At risk described children more 

likely to develop medical or quasi-medical conditions such 

as mental retardation (or its most recent replacement), 

schizophrenia, etc. This specialized discourse was a 

marker of expertise in predicting and identifying those 
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most likely to develop a condition, assessing their status, 

and intervening to prevent the course of the condition from 

progressing any further. As one mental retardation 

researcher among the authors explained, 

Generally, the rationale (and sanction) for early 
identification procedures is based on the concept 
of intervention and amelioration of disabling 
conditions in the formative stage of children's 
development. This reasoning clearly reflects a 
humanitarian, developmentally-oriented desire to 
lessen the impact of disabling conditions on 
children and prevent more difficult remediation 
in later grades. Wide support for this concept 
is apparent in the educational, medical, and 
psychological communities, as well as parental 
support for such an effort. (Magliocca, Rinaldi 
and Stephens, 1979, p. 214) 

The at-risk reports identified in the literature search 

demonstrated the same pattern of earlier use of at risk 

among specialists, particularly mental retardation 

researchers, and a later shift toward its use among 

reformers and policymakers concerned with "regular" 

education. 

There were a few reports before 1983 in which authors 

used at risk to describe poor, minority students in danger 

of dropping out of school and becoming unemployed or 

engaged in crime. Therefore, some authors had already 

taken up the notion of extending the descriptor to persons 

susceptible to negative social behaviors, rather than 

medical conditions. The epidemiological model associated 

with at risk can be extended to the prediction of any kind 
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of deviance or pathology on the basis of predetermining 

characteristics. For example, a 1981 report from the 

Advocates for Children of New Yor]c defined at-risk 

adolescents as dropouts and youth offenders, primarily 

Black or Hispanic males ages 14-18, from low income 

families, with a history of school failure and poor 

attendance (Beach and Halverson, 1981). In a report from 

the National Center for Bilingual Research, Hirano

Nakanishi and Diaz (1982) defined at-risk youth as sharing 

these characteristics: low socioeconomic background, 

Mexican descent, language minority status, a history of low 

exposure to learning experiences at home and school, poor 

attendance, and nonparticipation in school activities. In 

both of these cases, the authors applied the 

epidemiological model in an attempt to improve the process 

of identifying youth at risk of failure or criminal 

activity at an earlier age, when these behaviors could 

still be prevented. Both sets of authors identified 

themselves as well-intentioned advocates pressuring the 

education system from the outside for better treatment of 

poor, minority youth. 

It is unlikely that at risk blossomed into full 

buzzword status because of the influence of specialists or 

minority youth advocates over policymakers and 

practitioners, however. The National Commission on 
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Excellence in Education, through A Nation at Risk (1983) 

and the news stories, articles, and further reports that 

appeared in reaction to it, gave at risk its biggest boost. 

A Nation at Risk employed the vocabulary of epidemiology to 

call attention to the dangerous condition of the nation's 

economy caused by a failing educational system, and to 

thereby evoke a response from the public and policymakers. 

The authors of Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at Risk 

(NCAS, 1985) subsequently called attention to students left 

out of A Nation at Risk-inspired reforms by borrowing the 

terminology of the previous report. The National Coalition 

of Advocates for Students took a term that had already 

evoked a mammoth conservative response and attempted to use 

it to evoke an equally strong liberal reaction. Lehrer 

(1983) calls this use of a term to evoke an emotional 

response an aspect of critical communication. The success 

of this strategy does not depend on highly specified 

definitions of terms, and at risk was not precisely defined 

in either of these reports. 

The counter-reformers at NCAS, according to their own 

statements, did not intend to create a new student 

labelling craze. The conditions that concerned them were 

the discriminatory practices of educators and the 

abandonment of federal support for schools. Nevertheless, 

the notion of describing students as at-risk caught on, 
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perhaps because educators have always been more comfortable 

with the notion of defining students, rather than schools, 

as the problem (Cuban, 1989). Since that time, the term at 

risk has carried both its old and new associations into 

policymaking arenas. According to its old epidemiological 

associations, failing and dropping out of school, and 

subsequently becoming unemployed or involved in crime, are 

analogous to medical conditions. Individuals at greater 

probability of these conditions can be identified, assessed 

and treated. However, there are new associations of at 

risk derived from the human capital argument of A Nation at 

Risk (Spring, 1989). According to the conservative reform 

rhetoric and economic dogma of the early 1980s, the primary 

meaning of at risk as applied to students has been that 

they are now worth salvaging from their wasted lives of 

unemployment and crime in order to be educationally 

retooled to fit the demands of the labor market. It is the 

risk to the nation's economy that is still the central 

concern, not students in and of themselves. 

All of the reviewed reports said that poor, mostly 

minority, students are the majority of the at-risk 

population. This brings up the question of the replacement 

of terms for stigmatized groups. The last great outpouring 

of concern for poor and minority students was the War on 

Poverty era of the 1960s. At that time, poor and minority 



446 

students were labelled with the buzzword culturally 

disadvantaged. However, a revival of interest in these 

students could not bring about a revival of this buzzword, 

since it had been discarded after considerable criticism 

(e.g., Goodman, 1969; Ramirez and Casteneda, 1974). ERIC 

purged culturally disadvantaged from their list of 

descriptors in 1980 (Thesaurus of ERIC Descriptors, 1987). 

According to Schulz (1975) and to Bolinger's (1980) domino 

theory of euphemism replacement, another, putatively 

neutral term, would have to take its place. At risk was an 

ideal candidate. 

A comparison of Spring's (1989) analysis of reports, 

speeches, and legislation from the War on poverty era with 

the analysis of the at-risk reforms of the 1980s in this 

study shows that there are considerable similarities 

between the two periods (a point which Apple, 1986, has 

also argued). Likewise, there are similarities between the 

meanings of the two terms, culturally disadvantaged and at 

risk. However, there are also differences which are linked 

to the different policy contexts in which the terms were 

popularized. 

Reforms on behalf of both culturally disadvantaged and 

at-risk students followed periods of reform concentrated on 

improving academic performance through establishing higher 

standards for high school students. In the 1950s there was 
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a concern "about identifying talent in the social-sorting 

process of the school with the ultimate goal of increasing 

scientific manpower in the cold war competition with the 

soviet Union" after sputnik (Spring, 1989, p. 141). In the 

1980s, with A Nation at Risk, worries about international 

competition focused primarily on Japan. In both periods, 

the first wave of reform produced widespread change in 

educational policies, particularly tougher academic 

requirements in secondary education; and after the first 

wave a second wave of concern for students who were not 

successfully completing school under the terms of these 

requirements followed. spring (1989) cites two influential 

reports by James Conant which marked the earlier pair of 

reform waves. The topic of the first, The American High 

School Today: A first report to interested citizens 

(Conant, 1959), was how to improve the education of the 

academically tal~nted; the topic of the second, Slums and 

Suburbs: A commentary on schools in metropolitan life 

(Conant, 1961), was what to do about poor, low-achieving 

inner city students, who came to be known as the culturally 

disadvantaged. In the 1980s, a similar shift in emphasis 

was marked by A Nation at Risk and Barriers to Excellence: 

Our Children at Risk. As Spring says of the 1950-60s 

period, and as is equally true of the 1980s, 

This did not mean that the school should abandon 
the social-sorting process but that all members 



of the school population, besides the talented, 
should be brought into the process. • • To raise 
each individual to his highest potential meant 
finding all students a place in the labor market. 
(Spring, 1989, p. 142) 

The first of these two similar reform eras, Spring 
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(1989) argues, was founded on the unSUbstantiated 

assumption that there is a direct link between education 

and economic growth, so that the institution of education 

must bear the full burden for the nation's poor showing in 

international competition. This assumption also clearly 

marks the 1980s era (Apple, 1986). Another striking 

similarity, according to Apple, is that in both eras 

reformers made the argument that the coming economy would 

require more educated workers. Given that the greatest 

growth is predicted for low-paid, often de-skilled service 

segments of the economy, the authors of Barriers to 

Excellence: Our Children at Risk disputed this claim (as 

does Apple), but it is a very common theme in at-risk 

policy arguments. 

In both the 1950-60s and the 1980s, reform waves began 

at the national level and soon resulted in numerous 

reports, conferences, funding opportunities, educational 

research and publications including the new student 

descriptors. These activities diffused the new buzzwords 

to a wider audience. Research on the identification and 

treatment of the culturally disadvantaged students produced 
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a new group of experts and a new body of expert knowledge 

on solutions to the problems of these children (e.g., 

Bloom, Davis and Hess, 1965: Deutsch, 1967). Goodman 

(1969) complained at the time and Spring (1989) concludes 

in retrospect that despite all of the expertise 

concentrated on culturally disadvantaged students, experts 

had difficulty defining the term disadvantaged. Goodman 

wrote of culturally disadvantaged and deprived that "the 

terms are not precisely defined. They are vague and their 

use promotes dangerous value judgments" (1969, p. 59). A 

wide variety of students were lumped into the category 

culturally disadvantaged with little evidence that they had 

any common characteristics. According to Spring's (1989) 

analysis, definitions differed depending on whether an 

inadequate homelife or inadequate schooling were considered 

to disadvantage the child. As Schon (1979) could have 

predicted, these different definitions led in different 

policy directions. Educators of the time, spring says, 

consistently preferred the "bad home" interpretation. 

Therefore, the policy solutions which received the most 

educator support were early intervention programs such as 

Head Start, which would counteract the effects of the home 

through parent education and compensatory learning 

experiences and prepare the student to match the norms of 

the public schools. 
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The definition of at risk has posed the same dilemma. 

According to the epidemiological model, students fail 

because of predetermining background characteristics. 

Schools must compensate for these characteristics by 

providing students with more socialization in the norms of 

schooling and more of the background knowledge and basic 

skills not provided by the home. The treatment is a double 

dose of the same kind of education successful children 

receive at home and at school. On the other hand, the 

message of Barriers to Excellence: Our Children at Risk 

(NCAS, 1985) and of Kenneth Clark in the report America's 

Shame. America's Hope: Twelve Million youth at Risk (MDe, 

1988) was that the kind of education provided by American 

schools is precisely what places poor and minority students 

at risk. The solution is for the schools to change. 

In a recent critique of the at risk label, historian 

of education Cuban (1989) charges that one could take this 

same analysis back even further than the sixties, back 

almost 200 years to the establishment of charity schools 

for poor urban children. The labels have changed, but our 

problem definitions and policy solutions have not in any 

fundamental ways. Neither has the institution of the 

graded school, with its constantly refined processes of 

testing, comparing and sorting. Cuban would abandon the 

quest to locate the causes of failure in children and 



concentrate change efforts instead on rethinking the 

necessity of graded schools. 
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Emphasizing the similarities between the culturally 

disadvantaged and at-risk eras creates an image of 

educational reform as a repetitive process in which only 

the labels change, while ideology remains the same. 

However, there are dissimilarities in these two periods, 

and in the meanings of their respective buzzwords, 

culturally disadvantaged and at risk. The most obvious 

difference is that the War on Poverty was federally funded 

and established a new bureaucracy of federal agencies with 

branches extending down to the local level. In the 1980s, 

the policy focus has shifted to the state level, where 

resources in many cases are limited and there is talk about 

depending on support from the business sector and 

coordinating already-existing agencies in order to 

implement any substantial reforms. In the first period, 

the liberal leadership of the Kennedy-Johnson 

administration who spearheaded reforms on behalf of the 

culturally disadvantaged claimed that their goal was the 

elimination of poverty, a redistribution of income to the 

poor. On the surface, at least, this period was marked by 

a "rights" orientation (Ruiz, 1984). Aspects of the 

strategy were the creation of jobs in poor communities and 

mandated community involvement in the administration of 
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local programs. The rationale for this strategy was that 

in the past social services had disempowered the poor, 

contributing to their dependency and demoralization 

(Spring, 1989). Under War on Poverty mandates for local 

participation, many community members did become involved 

on the staffs and decisionmaking bodies of federally-funded 

programs at the local level. 

According to the trickle-down economics of the 1980s 

the primary concern is with investing in students to insure 

the success of business, which in turn will benefit the 

entire nation, presumably including the poor. Investment 

in education is part of a tough-minded business strategy, 

not a soft-hearted liberal response to poverty. Most 

reformers adhere to a rather crass version of the 

"resource" orientation (Ruiz, 1984), in which students are 

defined as potential workers. While there is some talk 

about parent involvement as an aspect of reform, the intent 

of this involvement is to support the goals of schooling, 

not to participate in governing schools or agencies. 

The differences in the meanings of the two buzzwords 

illustrate the widest differences in ~he ideologies 

of these two periods. According to social science theories 

of the day, culturally disadvantaged denoted an entire 

syndrome, a culture of poverty characterized especially by 

the disintegration of the family and a sense of defeatism 
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and hopelessness (spring, 1989). The War on Poverty was, 

Spring contends, a war on this culture. Groups of people 

who shared this culture were targeted by programs with the 

goal of organizing them into "communities" with a 

legitimate (more middle class) culture. In the at-risk era 

there is a relative absence of the community ideology. The 

at-risk population, according to the epidemiological model, 

does not share any common group identity or culture. 

Rather, they are individuals identified as statistically 

more likely to fall victim to some condition or to exhibit 

some behavior. The at-risk are not organized into 

communities, but identified one by one and then channeled 

into groups for treatment. The at-risk population 

statistically just happens to include more poor, minority 

students, because of the correlation between the variables 

of income, ethnicity and school failure. The one 

psychological trait the at-risk are all said to hold in 

common is low self-esteem. Rather than lacking a strong 

culture or community, they lack a strong sense of 

themselves as individuals, which their treatment is 

designed to provide. As individuals they can leave behind 

the dismal conditions of their communities, get a good job, 

and become somebody. 

At risk is a student label especially suited to the 

political climate of the 1980s, since it is neutral with 
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regard to class, race and culture, and therefore 

apolitical; is applied based on individual characteristics 

rather than group identity; and is associated with what 

are considered more objective means of identification. It 

exemplifies what Bolinger and Sears (1981) call "denatured" 

discourse. culturally disadvantaged in comparison seems 

(at least today) obviously loaded. As Edelman (1977) has 

argued, it is the neutral-sounding, scientific, anonymous 

label which succeeds best at "discouraging skeptical 

inquiry" (p. 3) by naturalizing and oversimplifying 

controversial issues. At risk may engender less political 

criticism than culturally disadvantaged did, although that 

remains to be seen. Some critics (e.g., Fine, 1988; Kozol 

in ECS, 1988; Clayton, 1989) have already questioned the 

effects of this new buzzword. At risk is also a more 

vague and thus even more flexible term than culturally 

disadvantaged. In the absence of imposed restrictions on 

its definition, it was obvious from this study and the 

Richardson et ale (1989) study that persons in various 

roles in the system can use at risk to describe the various 

kinds of students that trouble them the most. In Quintero 

District, this included relatively privileged Anglo, middle 

class students lagging behind academically or exhibiting 

behavioral or psychological problems. 
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A widely-cited expert on the education·of at-risk 

students, Slavin (1989), has attempted to sort out the 

differences in the meanings of disadvantaged (which remains 

in common use in education now that the controversial 

"cultural" tag has been dropped) and at risk. He contends 

that 

• • • disadvantaged evokes a concern for students 
who are poor, a socioeconomic definition. Use of 
this term leads us to programs focusing on 
populations with given characteristics, such as 
Head Start and (in original conception) Title 
I/Chapter 1. It takes the philosophical position 
that the children of the poor have much to 
overcome to achieve success in the educational 
system, and deserve additional resources and 
special programs to enable them to do so. (Slavin 
1989, p. 2) 

In contrast, Slavin says, use of the term at risk 

• • • evokes a concern for individual children 
who are already achieving below grade level 
expectations or are likely (based on any of 
several risk factors) to fall behind. with its 
focus on the individual, the term at risk leads 
us toward special education or toward Chapter 1 
programs targeted to the lowest achieving 
students. It allows us to be concerned about non
disadvantaged students who are experiencing 
difficulties in school. (p. 3) 

According to Slavin's distinctions, disadvantaged is the 

term for members of a stigmatized group, the poor, who have 

problems in school and need special treatment as a group: 

while at risk is the term for individuals of any social 

class who have problems in school and need individual 

intervention. The differences in meanings, Slavin notes, 

lead to different policy responses (cf. Schon, 1979). 
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Slavin also argues that at an early age, group identities 

rather than individual characteristics may be more accurate 

predictors of failure. Therefore, group-targeted 

prevention programs for all disadvantaged students are a 

better choice for elementary schools, while programs for 

individually-identified at-risk students are more 

efficacious in secondary schools. If in some districts 

almost all individually-identified at-risk students are 

poor and minority students, Slavin's distinction is not a 

strong one in practice (Fine, 1988). He does point out the 

usefulness of at risk for labelling failing students who 

are not members of disadvantaged populations. 

The diffusion of at risk and its new meanings through 

the system appeared to be a top-down phenomenon beginning 

with national policy groups. In this study, as in the 

Richardson et al. (1989) study, teachers were the last 

group to hear of it. But this diffusion process was not a 

simple linear one following formal lines of authority by 

any means. The national groups urging states to adopt at

risk reforms for the most part had only the power of their 

rhetoric and the prestige of their positions to back them 

up. A Nation at Risk-inspired reforms received the 

strongest backing of federal officials, who publicized 

state-by-state comparisons to pressure uncooperative states 

to join the bandwagon. In contrast with the culturally 
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disadvantaged era, reforms on behalf of at-risk students 

have not benefited from this federal clout. The at-risk 

student reports could exhort all they wanted, but their 

sponsors had no power to compel a response at the state 

level. CCSSO has offered small incentive grants to only a 

few states who were willing to implement the elements of 

their model state statute. As a consequence, state policy 

responses to the at-risk movement have varied widely, as 

CCSSO (1987c) and Moe (1988) have lamented. 

Whether districts face merely state incentives or 

outright state requirements to establish at-risk programs 

depends on the policy norms of the state. In Arizona, at

risk programs are optional, even for districts identified 

as having very high proportions of at-risk students. The 

value of local control remains strong in Arizona, while the 

value of equity is weak (Mitchell et al., 1986). The state 

legislature would not invest the resources required to 

support and monitor a universal, mandatory district 

response to at-risk students. This is despite the 

knowledge of political leaders that the incidence of school 

failure and dropout rates in Arizona, particularly in 

certain districts, are among the highest in the nation. 

Another powerful policy norm in Arizona is accountability. 

Policymakers decided to direct at-risk funding only to 

those districts where administrators could show evidence 
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that they would manage it soundly. This ruled out 

districts where there were no sophisticated grantwriters 

who knew what state decisionmakers would be looking for in 

their proposals. 

In some other states, state education policymakers 

have required districts to establish at-risk identification 

criteria and programs. For example, Children At-Risk 

legislation passed in 1985 in the state of Wisconsin 

requires every school board to identify at-risk students by 

means of state-determined criteria and to devise at-risk 

programs. School districts with 50 or more dropouts or a 

high school dropout rate exceeding five percent must have 

their plans approved by the state Superintendent 

(Rodenstein and Van Den Heuvel, 1989). When Dennis Van Den 

Heuvel, the Wisconsin Department of Education's Children

at-Risk Consultant, visited Arizona in 1989 for a workshop 

on at-risk students, he described how his state's at-risk 

policy has been enforced vigorously over the resistance or 

apathy of some district administrators and boards. The 

statewide at-ris]c problem in Wisconsin is very small, 

relative to Arizona; but the policy response was much 

larger, due to a different set of state policy norms 

(Mitchell et al., 1986). Wisconsin also applied for and 

received of one of CCSSO's at-risk incentive grants, and 

has even considered strengthening the provisions of their 
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at-risk legislation to conform more closely with CCSSO 

recommendations (Rodenstein and Van Den Heuvel, 1989). As 

a consequence of their at-risk activities, Wisconsin 

education policymakers are invited to speak at conferences 

around the country, where they tout the progressiveness of 

their state. 

Therefore, in Wisconsin the term at risk and its 

definition, as well as the details of at-risk policies, 

have been imposed on all districts by the state. In 

Arizona, districts have the option of whether to ignore the 

at-risk movement entirely, adopt at-risk policies on their 

own initiative, or compete for limited at-risk funds 

administered according to state definitions and 

regulations. As a consequence, district responses to the 

at-risk movement vary widely within Arizona. In Quintero 

district there was some resistance to using the term at 

risk at all, except to communicate with outsiders from the 

university or the state. They are the ones who promote new 

terminology, the superintendent argued, to promote their 

own power or careers. In addition, special programs for 

special students were over-complicating the administration 

of the district. Providing "education, period"--a solid, 

basic, uniform curriculum--for "all kids" should be a 

district's job. Quintero District administrators used at 

risk when the opportunity arose to obtain more funding, 
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but they would have preferred more base level funding from 

the state. 

While Quintero District officials seemed to be 

externally but not internally motivated to adopt at risk 

and at-risk programs, other districts in the same county 

were doing so on their own initiative. For example, in the 

spring of 1987, just as the Richardson et ale (1989) study 

was winding down, Raintree District officials held their 

own locally planned Dropout Forum subtitled "Raintree 

Students at Risk," sponsored by donations from a bank and 

service club. They invited a panel of "Blue Ribbon" 

experts and community leaders from the metropolitan area to 

preside over public hearings on the dropout problem in 

Raintree and develop a list of recommendations for district 

policymakers. Raintree's Superintendent and prevention 

specialists, as they are called, appeared at a national at

risk conference I attended in Phoenix in January of 1989, 

to share their school reform efforts with educators from 

other states. Their at-risk activities have emphasized 

improving interpersonal relationships and student self

esteem, along with establishing alternative high school and 

vocational education programs supported in part through 

state funding under HB 2217. Canyon District, another area 

district which did not qualify for state at-risk funding, 

undertook a districtwide needs assessment for at-risk 
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students in 1988-89. Their plan involved the formation of 

staff committees who were to conduct the assessment and 

generate policy recommendations from its findings. I met a 

dropout prevention specialist and counselor from Canyon at 

a statewide at-risk conference in Phoenix in March, 1989, 

gathering information to take back to their home district. 

Administrators and specialists in districts such as 

Raintree and Canyon may be responding not just to an 

external reform trend when they adopt at-risk programs, but 

also to "internal initiatives" (Rossman et al., 1986) or 

pressures to change from within their own organizations and 

communities. 

Defining At Risk and Formulating At-Risk Policies 

How was at risk defined by people at different levels 

of the educational system, and how did these definitions 

shape their at-risk policies? At the national level, among 

the reform report authors, at risk at first was an 

evaluative term loosely defined to cover primarily poor, 

minority students who were not succeeding in school and 

would therefore not make good workers in the future. Their 

failure was defined as both a loss of economic resources to 

the nation and (by some) as the result of discriminatory or 

inequitable education. That is, the "problem," "resource" 

(in a crass sense) and "rights" orientations toward at-risk 
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students were all in evidence to some extent (Ruiz, 1984). 

The report on the ECS Forum for Youth at Risk (ECS, 1988) 

revealed that a variety of groups with very different 

interests were managing to coalesce under this reform 

buzzword, but that underneath their seeming harmony they 

did not define the problem in the same way or agree on 

policy strategies. A shift occurred when CCSSO (1987b) 

wrote at risk into model legislation, in which it would 

have to be defined more carefully. When CCSSO put some 

funding behind this definition, they were able to convince 

at least a few states to adopt it. On the other hand, 

business-supported interventions in some districts are 

institutionalizing the definitions of at risk and the 

policy solutions preferred by business groups such as CED 

(Doyle, 1989). 

At the state level, in Arizona, Senator Jacque steiner 

said that she had found the term at risk useful for 

building a bipartisan consensus on the need for additional 

assistance for unsuccessful students. Such stu~ents had 

become both an embarrassment to the state in national 

education rankings and a drain on the state's economy. 

using at risk to describe them gave the state the added 

advantage of appearing to respond to the national reform 

groups. It appealed to liberal Democrats because of its 

equity associations, and to conservative Republicans 
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because of its associations with A Nation at Risk and 

business support for educational reform. When the term was 

written into legislation approved by both parties, it was 

not clearly defined. That process was left to researchers 

at the state Department of Education, who used the 

epidemiological model to identify background predictors 

(LEP, low income, high mobility) and other correlates 

(absenteeism, dropping out) of at-risk status (low 

achievement). This definition process enabled the state to 

place districts on a graded scale and thus determine their 

relative need for at-risk funding. state policymakers 

could then claim to have established a fair and politically 

noncontroversial way of distributing very limited funds to 

the most needy and also most accountable districts--a 

compromise between equity and excellence. 

In Quintero District, officials would have preferred 

more flexibility from the state. They considered that 

middle class students might also be at-risk, according to 

their more individualistic, psychological definitions. The 

Superintendent and Assistant Superintendents resisted the 

suggestion that one side of the district might be more at

risk than the other by the state's income and language 

criteria. Comparing the two sides of the district was 

already a sensitive enough issue without declaring one side 

to be at-risk. They also disliked the idea of labelling 
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certain students within the district according to their 

income or ethnicity and providing them with special 

treatment or additional funding, a practice federal 

compensatory programs had promoted. In other words, they 

would rather define at-risk students as having individual 

problems than as having rights to extra attention due to a 

group identity (Ruiz, 1984). When they had an opportunity 

to expand their only at-risk program, the alternative high 

school, they used the funds to extend services to suburban 

middle class students. Their overall educational 

philosophy was "excellence for all kids," and their 

position on at risk could be summed up as, "any kid can be 

at-risk, depending on their individual characteristics." 

Principals in Quintero District defined at risk and 

set the problem of at-risk students in ways that reflected 

their role as school administrator: to improve the 

performance of low achieving students, to control the 

behavior of unruly students, and to provide teachers with 

assistance for psychologically troubled students. At-risk 

students sorted out into the three categories of students 

most likely to present a problem at the school level. 

Apple (1979) observes that educators learn to subdivide 

students into such categories in order to decide how to 

interact with them in ways prescribed by the institution: 

In the school, students are the persons expressly 
focused upon. Attention is primarily paid to 



their specific behavioral, emotional, or 
educational 'problems' and thus there is a strong 
inclination to divert attention from the 
institution itself and what bureaucratic, 
cultural and economic conditions caused the 
necessity of applying these constructs 
originally. (p. 135) 

Principals were close enough to students, in comparison 

with state and district policymakers, to describe the 

complexities of individual cases in which academic 

achievement appeared to be inextricably linked with 
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behavioral and emotional characteristics. Yet in practice 

they split the child into above three segments in order to 

prescribe special academic, behavioral or emotional 

treatments. Since the district concentrated most on 

academic remediation, and they had programs and procedures 

for improving social behavior, addressing the emotional 

side of students by providing counseling and other forms of 

emotional support concerned them most. Like their district 

level supervisors, most viewed the determination of at-risk 

status as an individual process independent of group 

identity such as class, race or culture. 

There was a cultural aspect of their analysis, 

however, which focused on changes in family configurations 

and childrearing within the dominant culture. Male 

elementary principals in particular were most concerned 

about misbehaving male students with working and/or 

neglectful mothers who were not supporting their children's 
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schooling the way they once did. Rural principals said 

they had more of these students, but their numbers seemed 

to be growing on the suburban side. The "bad home" 

explanation for student problems was alive and well in 

Quintero, and even expanding to include the once-exemplary 

Anglo middle class family. The "problem" orientation was 

also more then evident in principal's definitions of and 

approaches to at-risk students (Ruiz, 1984). 

Teachers in Quintero were less concerned about 

students in the aggregate and more concerned about 

individuals than any other people in the system. But they 

still employed the tripartite division of the student into 

academic, behavioral and psychological segments. They 

defined at-risk students as children with psychological or 

emotional problems brought on by a bad home environment. 

Their psychological problems led them to act out in the 

classroom, distracted them from their academic schoolwork, 

and also distracted teachers from reaching their academic 

goals. Quintero's elementary teachers described themselves 

as desperate for expert assistance with these children, 

whose numbers were increasing, and focused their policy 

recommendations on the need for elementary counselors. 

Secondary teachers were being asked to be on the lookout 

for at-risk students, in particular those who seemed 

withdrawn or abuse-prone, and to provide them with more 
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emotional support and in some cases to volunteer for extra 

duty as amateur counselors. Once again, the "problem" 

orientation was dominant (Ruizv 1984). 

The Social and Political Consequences of At Risk 

What are the consequences for students of being 

labelled at-risk? This will vary from state to state and 

district to district. The policy recommendations of the 

at-risk reports lead both in the direction of major school 

restructuring and of the usual student labelling and 

removal from the mainstream for special treatment. Based 

on the history of educational reform in the U.S., it is 

safest to bet on the second option (Dreeben and Barr, 

1983). Policy recommendations also pointed in the 

direction of earlier intervention in children's lives and 

an expanded role for the school, to include parent 

education, social work, drug treatment, child care, and 

psychological services. That is, at-risk policies do seem 

to offer helping professionals a new opportunity to extend 

their influence over the public (Edelman, 1984). The at

risk programs funded by the state of Arizona focused on 

schoolwide curriculum development and parent involvement in 

grades K-3 and on individual improvement in academic skills 

and provision of social/psychological services for grades 

7-12. That is, younger at-risk students in Arizona are 
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less likely to be labelled individually and pulled out for 

special treatment, since their schools will be the real 

targets of 'at-risk reforms. Older at-risk students are 

most likely to be identified and treated separately from 

the mainstream. Slavin (1989) has argued that this 

elementary-secondary differentiation makes sense, because 

identification of individual at-risk students is more 

feasible in secondary schools, where students have been 

sorted out more clearly by their school experiences as 

either successful or failing. 

In Quintero District, there were no elementary 

programs specifically for at-risk students. At-risk 

programs for secondary students did fallon the side of the 

dilemma of difference which entails labelling and removal 

from the mainstream (Minow, 1985). Students enrolled in 

the alternative high school were a small group recommended 

by school counselors for academic remediation away from 

their regular high school. They received a reduced, 

computerized curriculum in order to speed up their 

completion of credits. The social aspects of the program 

emphasized punctuality, attendance and individualized work 

--ideal preparation, perhaps, for the computerized 

workplace of tomorrow. The goal was to reintegrate 

students with the mainstream as soon as they had caught up 

with their grade, but the program did nothing to prepare 
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them for coping with the mainstream environment when they 

returned. This type of add-on program does not require 

changes in the regular program; in fact, it operates to the 

advantage of the regular program by removing students who 

do not fit. 

The social consequences of at risk for education in 

relation to other institutions and to the public at large 

are too difficult to gauge at this point. The at-risk 

movement may be judged to be yet another illusory attempt 

at reform (Popkewitz et al., 1982) or at risk may have 

marked a turnaround for education's relationship with other 

institutions and its public image. The excellence reforms 

adopted in response to A Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983) have 

not been abandoned, and there are proposals to extend them 

still further (e.g., year-round schools). According to MDe 

(1988), implementation of student-~t-risk reforms may be 

less consistent and more transitory. On the other hand, 

demands for more fundamental educational change than small 

add-on programs for at-risk students are escalating, both 

from business (Doyle, 1989) and progressives (Fine, 1988). 

Only when the rhetoric cools and reforms are either 

institutionalized or abandoned as educational fads will the 

full consequences of having labelled students at-risk be 

known. 
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The Meanings of At-Risk Research 

In the meantime, one can be sure that another group in 

education will continue to use at risk as a student 

descriptor as long as it generates new funding and 

publication opportunities: educational researchers. When 

the Exxon Foundation funded the Richardson et al. (1989) 

study, it was part of a trend among national groups to do 

something in response to the at-risk student issue. As 

Virginia Richardson said in her interview (11/88), groups 

were competing for different pieces of the at-risk problem, 

to make a "splash" that would be nationally recognized. We 

were part of Exxon's "splash." It was in our own interest, 

of course, as educational researchers in search of funding, 

to adopt the term at risk to describe students in our grant 

proposal and communications with the Exxon Foundation 

officer. In doing so, we became participants in the 

linguistic and political trends that were the topics of 

this study. We adopted a new term because of the influence 

of national reform groups, promoted the term at the local 

level in our workplace and in the community, imposed it on 

teachers in our roles as education experts, and spoke as if 

it were a legitimate way of describing students, as if a 

category called "at-risJc students" really existed. When we 

found that teachers tended to define at risk 

relativistically, depending on their expectations of 
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students and the contexts of their classrooms, schools and 

districts, we argued that teachers socially constructed the 

meanings of at risk. In truth, we were instrumental in 

that construction: but our role is not described anywhere 

in the published version of the study (Richardson et al., 

1989). One important objective of this study was to come 

to some understanding of the political implications of our 

work in the Richardson et ale study, of the story behind 

the story we told in the book. 

Educational researchers have several choices when 

faced with a new reform buzzword. It was clear from my 

reading of many of the articles identified in the 

literature search for Chapter 4 that some researchers 

simply retitled their ongoing work on the topics of failing 

or disadvantaged students with at risk. As McDermott has 

described it, 

• • • the problem of school failure has grown 
into a small industry involving millions of 
people measuring, documenting, remediating, and 
explaining the habits, values and skills of the 
minority groups that contribute so heavily to the 
ranks of school failures. (1987, p. 361) 

One way this industry maintains itself is through adopting 

new ways of labelling and conceptualizing the phenomenon of 

student failure. The ranks of educational researchers 

involved in this industry include school ethnographers, who 

to their credit have most often contributed toward the 

understanding that school failure is a social construction, 
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not the result of innate characteristics of certain groups 

of children (Erickson et al., 1985). Other than the use of 

the term at risk, there was nothing new about the 

Richardson et al. (1989) study. It was yet another example 

of this tradition of the ethnographic explanation of school 

failure. McDermott and Hood (1982) have criticized school 

ethnographers for allowing educational psychology to 

"define research problems, to set limits on what can be 

studied competently by ethnographers, and even to dictate 

some key theoretical concepts" (p. 232). One interest of 

educational psychology has been to sort children into 

categories, and ethnographers can be caught in the trap of 

using these same categories to describe and compare 

children in their work (e.g., "learning disabled," "low 

achiever"). We can also be caught in the trap of 

uncritically adopting labels for students being promoted by 

national groups in the latest wave of educational reform, 

and of allowing our work to further their promotion. Our 

work in the Richardson et ale (1989) study did describe a 

different way of defining at risk that was opposed to the 

epidemiological model, because it was based on the social 

context of the classroom and school rather than background 

characteristics of students. We described several 

supposedly at-risk students in detail and showed that they 

were really quite capable of school success, despite their 
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at-risk label. We ended by proposing an improved method of 

identifying at-risk students which would take the 

complications of their lives and of the school context into 

account. McDermott and Hood (1982) charge that this is 

often as far as school ethnographers take their critique of 

school classification practices. 

What would be original and more productive, says 

McDermott (1987), would be for ethnographers to study "how 

Americans have become so preoccupied with failure" (p. 

364). The continual re-labelling of failing students 

symbolizes the repeated revival of this preoccupation. The 

cultural meanings of success and failure, and the cultural 

processes of comparison and competition, are at the heart 

of this cultural pattern. 

What I learned from tracing at risk through the 

educational system is to see the system as a vast set of 

processes for comparison and competition, for the 

determination of success and failure. The nation is at

risk in comparison with other nations and in competition 

for international economic dominance. National groups 

compare states with other states on the basis of their 

responsiveness to at-risk reforms and set them in 

competition with each other for positions in the national 

education standings. The state compares districts on 

achievement and other indicators as a way of pressuring 
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districts to improve and as a basis for distributing funds 

through competitive grants. The local press, the public 

and district officials also compare schools on the basis of 

achievement scores, which places principals in competition 

with each other. Principals compare teachers in their 

evaluations, and teachers compare students every day on the 

basis of their academic, behavioral and psychological 

traits. This is a system which runs on comparisons and 

depends on the processes of evaluation and ranking. The 

increasing availability of statistics on virtually all 

aspects of the institution, from the national level down to 

the individual student, promotes increasing comparison and 

competition: this is "how the institution thinks" (Douglas, 

1988). The system lives on the juxtaposition of success 

and failure (McDermott, 1987). This is what would have to 

change in order to end the cycle of re-Iabelling and re

explaining student failure. 

To work against this culture means to resist the 

categories and problems it offers up as legitimate subjects 

for research (McDermott, 1987). The first step in this 

process is to develop a "language of critique" with which 

to deconstruct these categories and problems; the second 

step is to develop an alternative "language of possibility" 

with which to reconstruct our conceptions of students and 

learning (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1985). This study has 
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attempted the first step: to take apart at risk, to examine 

its sources, the forces through which it has been promoted, 

its meanings among persons with different interests in 

students, the problem definitions and policy solutions it 

supports, and the likelihood that any fundamental changes 

in education could take place under this label. It was not 

a joyful, or in the end very satisfying process. The human 

and material resources which can be mustered in support of 

unimaginative and perhaps even harmful educational policies 

which serve the dominant ideological and economic forces of 

the day are staggering. Balanced against them are the 

smaller efforts of educators working in opposition to the 

usual problem definitions and solutions. This second step 

is being undertaken by researchers such as Moll and Diaz 

(1987) who are constructing settings with children in their 

home communities in which success and failure, who is at

risk and who is not, are simply not of interest--only 

learning, which seems to be a universal human capability 

and a source of great enjoyment outside of the context of 

school (McDermott, 1987). Whether policymakers in 

Washington or Arizona or Quintero District could be 

convinced that this kind of transformational work is what 

schools should be undertaking--rather than more efficient 

labelling, sorting and treatment of children--is another 

question. 
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1. LETTER TO QUINTERO DISTRICT PRINCIPALS 

Principal 
school 
Address 

Dear Mr. or Ms. X: 

825 North 2nd Avenue 
Tucson AZ 85705 
February 21, 1989 
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One of your district administrators, xxxxxxxx, has 
given me approval to conduct a case study of the Quintero 
District as part of my dissertation research. My 
dissertation topic is "at risk" students, and how the 
school reform movement associated with these students has 
evolved at the national, state and district levels. The 
district level is the most important for my study, since 
(as you well know) that is where reform movements are 
finally implemented in the real world. 

My methods for gathering the case study data will be 
interviews, observations, and document analysis. My hope 
is that all principals in the district will consent to be 
interviewed, so that the case study will be truly 
comprehensive. The interviews will last about one hour, 
and can be done entirely at your convenience any time over 
the next two or three months. District officials will not 
see your interviews, and your identities in the final 
report will be masked. The only other things I might ask 
of you are permission to visit any classrooms or programs 
that you think 'exemplify your approach to at risk students, 
and your ideas about how to collect a sampling of teacher 
opinions on this topic. 

I will call you within the next week to ask about your 
participation in the study. Please consider whether you 
will be able to take part, and whether you have any 
concerns about the study that I might address. I am very 
grateful for the opportunity to conduct part of my study in 
your district, and hope that you will derive some benefit 
from participation. 

Yours truly, 

Peggy Placier 
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2. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR DISTRICT PARTICIPANTS 

INTERVIEW TOPICS: 

* As far as you can recall, where you first heard about 
"at risk" students. 

* Your ideas about at risk students -- what "at risk" 
means, who at risk students are, and what makes them 
"at risk." 

* (Without naming names) Cases of an at risk student and 
a not-at-risk student at your school. 

* What Quintero District has done/is doing/plans to do 
for at risk students. 

* What your school has done/is doing/plans to do for at 
risk students. 

* The influence of district policies, state policies, 
and federal policies over what you do for at risk 
students. 

* What you might like to be doing for at risk students, 
and what gets in the way. 

* Your sources of information and new ideas on working 
with at risk students -- what has really helped? 

* Any "coming events" in the district or your school 
that have to do with at risk students. 

* Any other comments you have on this topic. 

AGREEMENTS WITH PARTICIPANTS: 

1. Your interview will not be shared with others in the 
district or community. 

2. You will receive a copy of your transcribed interview, 
and will be given a chance to react to it before the 
final report is written. 

3. You and your school will not be identified by name in 
any reports of the study results. 

Peggy Placier, College of Education, University of Arizona. 
Call 623-6559 if you have any questions about your 
participation. 
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INTERVIEWER'S COPY, INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: Principals 

Introduction: As I explained on the phone, I am a graduate 
student in the College of Education who is doing a study of 
the !'at risk" movement and how it has affected what people 
do in a local district. I am interviewing all of the 
principals and the district people in Quintero District, to 
get a good overall view of this issue. I want to thank you 
again for participating, and giving time to this project. 

First of all, let me explain about the interview. I have a 
list of topics that I would like to talk about with you. I 
am giving you a copy of this to take some of the mystery 
out of it, so you can see what we have to cover, and pace 
yourself through it. I also have a list of little, 
specific questions I might ask you about each topic, just 
to be sure we've covered everything. So if you see me 
looking at this sheet, that is why. At the bottom are my 
agreements with you, as far as confidentiality and your 
right to react to the interview before the report is 
written. This is a taped interview, because that is more 
accurate than taking notes, but I want to assure you that 
no one but me and the transcriber will hear the interview 
tape, and that only certain members of my committee might 
see the interview when it is typed up, and that version 
will not have your name on it. Do you have any other 
concerns about that? 

Before we start with the topics, could you talk really 
briefly (since we don't have too much time) about yourself, 
what your experiences in education have been and how long 
you've been at ? 

How would you describe in a nutshell? 

Now let's start with the topics on the interview sheet. 
Just go ahead and talk about each one. If a topic isn't 
clear, just let me know. 

* As far as you can recall, where you first heard about 
"at risk" students. 

Probes: What was your reaction to hearing that term? 

Did at risk seem like a new idea to you? 
Why do you suppose there is so much concern 
about at risk right now in education? What's 
your analysis? 
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* Your own ideas about at risk students -- what "at 
risk" means to you, who these students are and what 
makes them "at risk." 

Probes: Are some of these students more at risk than 
others? 
Who is not at risk? 
What does-family background have to do with 
it? 
How many students here at are at 
risk? 

* (Without naming names) Cases of an at risk student and 
a not-at-risk student at your school. 

Probes: What made the biggest difference between a 
and b? 

* What Quintero District has done/is doing/plans to do 
for at risk students. 

Probes: Who was involved in deciding this? (board, 
district admins, principals, teachers, 
parents) 
Does it vary, depending on which school 
you're in? 
Clarify the "identification and treatment" 
process, if any. 
Any reports or other materials that describe 
this? 

* What your school has done/is doing/plans to do for at 
risk students. 

Probes: Who gets involved in decisions about at risk 
students in your school? 
What is the teachers's, principal's, 
specialists', parents' role? 

* The influence of district policies. state policies. 
and federal policies over what you do for at risk 
students in your school. 

What you would like to be doing for at risk students 
and what gets in the way. 

* Your sources of information and new ideas 'on working 
with at risk students -- who or what has really 
helped? 
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Probes: Ask about specific conferences, workshops, 
books, reports, articles, consultants, 
district people etc. that the person 
remembers/would recommend. 

* Any "coming events" in the district or your school 
that have to do with at risk students. 

Probes: Who planned it? Who will participate? 

* Anything you would add about this topic. 

Is there anyone else at your school I should talk with 
about this topic? 

Talk about arrangements to have a short discussion with a 
few teachers. When is the next faculty meeting? 



3. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR A STATE LEVEL PARTICIPANT 

Interview Protocol for Kathy Hayden. K-3 Specialist. 
Department of Education 
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1. Lou Ann Bierlein and Trudy Rogers have told me that 
there was almost complete consensus in the legislature 
on the need for K-3 at risk programs. I notice that 
both Gov. Mecham and Gov. Mofford spoke in favor of 
these programs. How would you explain that, from your 
experience? What's the history behind that? 

2. How did K-3 in particular get so much support, as 
opposed to secondary level programs? 

3. What does at risk mean to you, when it's applied to K-3 
students? 

4. What part did the K-3 unit play in constructing the 
original bill that Lou Ann wrote? What did you want to 
see in there? 

5. Some people did vote against it, finally 
any idea why? 

do you have 

6. Some of my loose ends stem from figuring out how the 
application and screening process worked, since it was a 
little different for K-3 and 7-12. At first I was just 
looking at the 7-12 stuff Trudy gave me. I see from 
information you sent that K-3 only invited certain 
eligible districts to apply for the at risk pilot 
project grants. How did you decide who was eligible? 

That is, what did at risk mean applied to districts, how 
was it defined? 

7. When the proposals came in, how much did they request, 
compared to the 3 million that was available? 

8. Besides points for proposal quality, and completeness, 
etc. I see on the review form that reviewers could add 
points for the relative at risk status of the district. 
How did K-3 reviewers decide how many points to add? In 
apy case, did that pull proposals up that had been rated 
lower? (As it did for 7-12) 

9. Were there any commonalities among the proposals funded? 

10. What have you heard back so far? 



4. RESPONSE SHEET SENT TO PARTICIPANTS 

To: Principals interviewed for study of "at risk" 
policies 
From.: Peggy Placier, College of Education 
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Enclosed is a copy of the interview which I conducted 
with you earlier this spring. As I informed you at that 
time, I think it is only fair for you to have an 
opportunity to react to your statements before I write my 
final report. Attached is a comment form for you to use, 
and a stamped envelope for returning it to me. Some things 
you should know about the transcripts: 

1) When the transcriber was unclear about what she 
heard, she put her best guess in parentheses. 
Therefore, any material in parentheses is 
questionable, and you should indicate whether her 
guess truly represents your statements. Sometimes the 
parentheses are empty; this means she was not willing 
to make a guess, because the tape was too unclear. If 
you by some amazing feat of memory remember what you 
said in those spots, please fill in the blanks. 

2) Everyday speech is not like writing. We speak in 
incomplete sentences, in long series of clauses 
connected by "and" and "and um," using "you know" and 
"I mean" more than we ever imagined. We break into 
each other's statements. I guess what I am saying is, 
try not to be perturbed if this printed version of 
your speech looks funny, or "incorrect," or difficult 
to comprehend at times. That is just natural. 

3) HOWEVER, if you think that at times your statements 
do not convey what you meant to say, please indicate 
this on the comment form. 

4) You will note that the names of schools, the 
district, and people have been changed. Therefore, 
also indicate on the comment form if the transcriber 
has inadvertently left in information which could 
identify you too easily, or names which should have 
been deleted, or anything else which you feel is 
inappropriate. 

5) Principals: I am sorry that your interviews are 
arriving so much later than those of teachers and 
district administrators. I gave your tapes to slower 
transcriber. Not only that, but I am somewhat 
disappointed with the final quality of the work on 
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your transcripts. They need lots of work. Please do 
not preoccupy yourselves with grammatical and spelling 
corrections; I will fix those up. Just make sure the 
content reflects what you wanted to say. 

In order for me to build your comments into the final 
report, please send me your comments by July 1. I will be 
writing the report this summer, and will have some findings 
ready for you in the fall. It was a pleasure working with 
all of you. Thank you for your help. 
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COMMENT FORM FOR: 

On the back of this form, please list the page and line 
numbers of any specific, small corrections you would like 
to make in the transcript. 

1. Is there anything you would like to add to your 
comments? 

2. Is there anything which is not clear, which you would 
like to clarify? 

3. Have circumstances changed in any way which might make 
your responses different, if we were doing the 
interview today? 

4. Have you seen or heard anything new about the "at 
risk" issue since our interview? 
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5. SAMPLE TRANSCRIPTION FORMAT 

1 Teacher Discussion. school A, 4/20/89 
2 
3 P: (starts in middle of statement) in the 
4 time I'd promised. Um do any of you have 
5 any ideas about when you first ran into 
6 this term, at risk, and how you heard 
7 about it? 
8 
9 T: I heard about it, I guess, two years 

10 ago, when we were asked to identify at 
11 risk students in our classrooms, and we 
12 had to list that on paper. That was the 
13 first, the first time. 
14 
15 T: That was the first time I knew of it, 
16 also. And it seems like, didn't we have 
17 someone visit the school, and-
18 
19 T: Hmm hmm 
20 
21 T: What was her name? 
22 
23 T: It was (former at risk coordinator) 
24 
25 T: Yeh, and she asked us to identify at 
26 risk students in our particular 
27 building, which at that time, we were 
28 at a different school. 
29 
30 P: How did she define that, or did she 
31 help you figure out what that meant? 
32 
33 T: It seems like she gave us a whole, 
34 little talk about what types of 
35 students would be at risk. I can't 
36 remember what she said. 
37 
38 T: I don't remember, either, I really 
39 don't, I know it was-
40 
41 T: She came here and talked about at risk 
42 students, and talked about 
43 socioeconomic things that would make a 
44 child at risk 
45 
46 T: Uh huh, academic 
47 



6. CODES USED FOR ANALYSIS OF SPEECHES/INTERVIEWS/ 
DISCUSSIONS 

CODES FOR AT RISK DATA: State level 
SID Speaker identity and background 

Linguistics: 
TAR The term at risk 
DAR Definition of at risk (including other terms) 
IAR Indicators for labelling as at risk 
SAR Categories of students who are at risk 
NAR Categories of students who are not at risk 
STO stories of students at risk/not at risk 

Problem/policy analysis: 

AIS Analysis of why at risk is a hot 
social/political/education issue 

CAR Causation: why certain students are at risk 
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IAR Incidence of at risk-ness, by district, school, state 

RSP Responsibility for the problem 
SDR State-district relationships 
PAR Policies/legislation on at risk students, process and 

rationale 
ARP At risk programs 

ARO At risk in other states/districts 

General Context: 
GPP Generalizations re: the policy process at this level 
GER Generalizations re: educational reform process 
RPR Related Programs 
FED Federal/national education policies 

UNC Uncoded portions of interviews/speeches 



CODES FOR AT-RISK DATA: Revised for district data 
SID Speaker identity and background 

Linguistics: 

488 

TAR Comments about the term at risk itself -- its sources 
according to this speaker, previous terms, etc. 

DAR Definitions of at risk (including other terms used for 
the same students), indicators or criteria for 
labelling as at risk, categories of students who are 
at risk, categories of students who are not at-risk, 
causation. 

STO stories of students at-risk/not at-risk 

Problem/policy analysis: 

AIS Analysis of why at-risk is a hot 
social/political/education issue in general 

AAR Assessment of the at-risk "problem" in this district 
PAR Policies for at-risk students, what is being done in 

this district and rationales 
ARO At-risk in other districts 

General Context: 

GDS General description of district, size, population, 
history, etc. 

GPP Generalizations re: the policy process in this 
district 

GER Generalizations re: educational reform 
LNK Links with other levels of the system 

UNC Uncoded portions of interviews/speeches 



CODES FOR AT RISK DATA: Revised for school data 

SID Speaker identity and background 

Linguistics: 
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TAR Comments about the term at risk itself -- its sources 
according to this speaker, previous terms, etc. 

DAR Definitions of at risk (including other terms used for 
the same students), indicators or criteria for 
labelling as at risk, categories of students who are 
at risk, categories of students who are not at risk, 
causation. 

STO Stories of students at risk/not at risk 

Problem/policy analysis: 

AIS Analysis of why at risk is a hot 

social/political/education issue in general 
AAR Assessment of the at-risk "problem" in this district 
PAR Policies for at-risk students, what is being done in 

this district, what could be done, and the rationale 
ARO At risk in other districts 
AAS Assessment of the at-risk problem in this school 

PAS Policies for at-risk students at this school 

ARS At risk in other schools 

General Context: 

GDS General description of this district 
GPP Generalizations re: policy in this district and 

overall rationales/values/processes 

GER Generalizations or theories re: educational ·reform and 
policy 

LNK Links with other levels of the system 
GSS General description of this school 

UNC Uncoded portions of interviews/speeches 



APPENDIX B 

TABLES AND FIGURES SUMMARIZING THE RESULTS 

OF THE ERIC TITLE SEARCH, 

REFERENCED IN CHAPTER 4 
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Table 1. categories of ERIC-Indexed Journals in Which the Term At Risk 

Appeared in Titles. 1971-88 

Type of Joumal 11 12 13 14 15 16 11 18 79 80 81 82 83 84 85 86 81 88 total 

"Education Related" 
Medicine 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 2 3 0 1 2 10 
Social Services· 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 3 3 0 2 0 0 2 5 16 
Child/ Ado!. Development 0 0 0 0 0 2 1 1 3 1 2 0 2 3 5 0 2 1 23 
Psychology 0 0 0 0 1 3 2 1 1 2 0 3 1 2 1 0 1 1 19 
Mental Retardation Research 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 0 9 
Other Cross-DIsciplinary 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 2 1 1 0 7 

Total: 84 

"Education" 
Special Education 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 2 0 5 2 1 4 4 22 
Educational Psychology 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 1 3 10 
Early Childhood Education 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 3 
Educational Research/Theory 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 2 3 0 3 12 
Multipurpose Ed. Journals· • 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 4 3 1 10 
Practitioner Publications 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 4 19 10 6 10 9 61 
Higher Education 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 4 1 3 2 12 
Teacher Education 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 2 0 0 0 5 
Education Policy/Governance 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 2 

Total: 137 

pre/post 83 

1/9 
7/9 

10/13 
13/6 
3/6 
0/7 

34/50 

6/16 
4/6 
1/2 
3/9 
0/10 
3/58 
1/12 
0/5 
0/2 

18/119 

• Journals for fields such as social work. community counseling/mental health services. community youth programs. 

•• Journals Including a mix of research. practice. and opinion. 

\ 

~ 
\0 
I-' 
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Table 2. Persons Labelled At Risk: ERIC Title Search l Journals 

70-75 76-80 81-85 86-88 'Ibtal 

children 5 18 21 10 54 
students 1 0 4 26 31 
infants/toddlers 0 4 8 4 16 
preschoolers 0 1 1 6 8 
adolescents/youths/teens 0 1 2 7 10 
parents/families 0 1 7 4 12 
elderly 0 0 2 2 4 
a population 0 0 1 3 4 
readers 0 1 0 0 1 
professor 0 0 1 0 1 
gifted 0 0 1 0 1 
smokers 0 0 1 0 1 
workers 0 0 1 0 1 
writing teachers 0 0 1 0 1 
"we" (educatoIS) 0 0 1 0 1 
the faculty 0 0 1 0 1 
survivoIS 0 0 1 0 1 
YOllI'q female gymnasts 0 0 1 0 1 
rned school applicants 0 0 1 0 1 
the death-involved 0 0 1 0 1 
women in education 0 0 0 1 1 
consumers 0 0 0 1 1 
poor 0 0 0 1 1 

'Ibtals: 6 25 56 65 152 

Other things I etc. labelled at risk: 

a/the nation 0 0 34 4 38 
a program 0 1 0 0 1 
cormnunity education 0 0 1 0 1 
status 0 0 1 0 1 
physical fitness 0 0 1 0 1 
a profession 0 0 2 1 3 
home economics 0 0 1 0 1 
a school 0 0 1 0 1 
capitalism 0 0 1 0 1 
a sector 0 0 1 0 1 
teacher salaries 0 0 1 0 1 
learnirg 0 0 1 0 1 
a notion 0 0 1 0 1 
a discipline 0 0 0 1 1 
a gender 0 0 0 1 1 
a culture 0 0 0 1 1 
education refonn 0 0 0 1 1 
referral procedures 0 0 0 1 1 
our future 0 0 0 1 1 
unspecified in title 1 0 0 3 4 



Table 3. Verbs in "At Risk" Titles. ERIC Title Search 

Identification: 

identify/ identifying/ identification 
select(ing) 
predict (ors) 
define (ing) status of 
detect (ion) 
screen (ing) 

Measurement: 

assess/ assessment 
social measures of 
developing scale for 
evaluate (ion) 
measure 
track(ing) 

. testing 

Intervention/Treatment: 

intervene/ intervention 
(providing, designing, etc.) programs for 
help(ing) 
prevent (ion) 
integrate (ion) 
aid(ing) 
assist (ance) 
reach (ing) 
respond (response to) 
refer(ral) 
remediate(ion) 
serve (services for) 
retain 
tutor 
teach (ing) 
treat (ment) 
encourage (ment) 
modify (modification) 

other 

(assuming) responsibility for, as policy 

15 
1 
1 
1 
1 
4 

6 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

12 
4 
4 
4 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

1 
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Table 4. Fields represented by at-risk reports over time 

(From search of ERIC database. 1966-88) 

Field Pre-83 

outside of Education: 

Mental retardation/handicap/ 
developmental disability 9 

Child welfare/health 2 

Mental health 
Psychiatry 
Youth employment policy 
Youth advocacy (legal) 
Policies for the elderly 
Teen pregnancy 

Education: 

Bilingual education 
Guidance counseling 
School psychology 

Educational reform/policy: 
A Nation at Risk & 

reactions 
Child advocacy 
Policies for minority 

students 
Policies for at-risk 

students 

Research report/review on 
at-risk students 

Employment/economy & education 
vocational education 
ERIC review or collection 
Undetermined 

Totals 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

18 

83-85 

3 

4 

1 

1 

1 

16 
5 

3 

3 

1 

5 

1 

45 

86-88 

3 

1 

1 

1 

1 

28 

10 

2 

5 

1 

51 

Totals 

15 
3 

2 

1 

2 

1 

5 

2 

1 

1 

1 

16 
5 

3 

31 

10 

2 

1 

10 

2 

114 
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Table 5. Sources of Reports with "At Risk" Titles over 

Time (From Search of ERIC Database, 1966-88) 

Federal level 
President I s committee 

congressional committee 

Federal department of educe 

other federal agency 

National level 
National research center or 

institute 

National organization 

Regional level 
Regional research lab (mostly 

federally funded) 

state level 
state department of education 

other state agency 

state university-based 
researchers/analysts 

IDeal level 
School district 

Local organization 

Private sector 
Private research or policy 

analysis corporation 

Business corporation 

Private foundation 

other: 
International organization 

Totals 

Pre-83 

2 

o 
o 
2 

2 

2 

2 

1 

2 

5 

o 

2 

o 
1 

o 

o 
21 

o 
2 

7 

o 

4 

10 

o 

4 

o 

3 

3 

4 

3 

2 

2 

1 

45 

o 
3 

o 
2 

3 

6 

9 

6 

o 

6 

3 

3 

5 

o 
o 

o 
46 

'lbtals 

2 

5 

7 

4 

9 

18 

11 

1 

2 

14 

6 

9 

8 

3 

2 

1 

112 

Note: 'lbtals may not agree with figures cited in the text, because 
of multiple sources of some reports. In addition, ERIC published 
nine syntheses of the I at risk I research in 1983-88, and four 
reports were not identified with any institution of level which 
could be detennined.) 



Figure 1: Use of the term at risk in titles of 
ERIC-indexed journal articles, 1971-88 
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Figure 2: Forms of the term at risk used in 
titles of ERIC-indexed journal articles, 1971-88 
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Figure 3: Use of the term at risk as a descriptor of 
students in titles of ERIC-indexed journal articles, 1971-88 
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APPENDIX C 

TABLE SUMMARIZING THE POLICY ARGUMENTS 

OF PARTICIPANTS IN THE ECS FORUM 

FOR YOUTH AT RISK (ECS, 1988), 

REFERENCED IN CHAPTER 5 
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Table 6. Policy Arguments of Speakers at ECS Forum for 

Youth at Risk. December 1987. Washington. D.C. 

(from ECS 1988) 

Speaker Problem Solution 

Business Sector: 

O.B. B.ltler, rack of parent nurturing; Preschools and 
Committee for F£Onornic pxlr school achievement; parent training 
Development therefore, unsJtilled workers 

George Troy, Children not exposed to Industl:y working 
Control Data Corp. technology at hane or .in with' education: 

rural envirornnents; negative distr.ibute tech-
envirornnent of city schools nology: work with 
irxlividual leamer; inprove inner cities 

Ben Wattenberg, Appears there is a problem Bigger tax exemp-
American Enterprise with schools because we try tion for parents: 
Institute to educate evetyone; the subsidized day care 

problem is poverty caused am maternity leave 
by the female-headed house-
hold 

Kay Whitmore, students feel alienated Focus on student 
Pres. Eastman Kodak from school, society, motivation; the 

future; lCM self-worth parent/community 
involvement; 
restructure schools 
inprove job oppor-
tunities: build 
stronger middle 
schools; coordinate 
social setVices: 
early intervention: 
longer school year 

Federal Govennnent: 

William D. Ford, Complex problem: difficult Federal investment 
U.s. Representative to define .in education 

William Gooding, Functionally illiterate Federal investment 
U.S. Representative workforce, high tech jobs in, education; funds 

for migrant educ., 
dropouts, Cllapter I 
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Robert Jones, Labor shortage; W'lprepared Demand oore of 
U.S. DepIty Ass't workforce education: target 
Secretal:y of Labor resources better: 

restructure schools 

Wayne A. stanton, Oill.dren not exposed to the ~ 
U.S. Dept. of Health right things or the right schools; 
arxi Human services envirorunent: dropouts, teen collaboration 

pregnancy, cirugs, health with l:AJsiness, 
labor, other 
social services 

Rayrrond Uhalde, Labor shortage: oore School inprovernent; 
Deputy Admin. minority arxi female workers: remediation arxi 
U.S. Dept. of Labor oore unprepared workers; alternative growth 

but low productivity education; 
in the service sector; jobs on-the-job 
requiring oore education remediation 

state Government: 

Bill Clinton, Labor shortage and structural Coordination of 
Gall. of Arkansas unenployrnent: not developing state services: 

capacity of all children preschools and 
parent training 

Michael D.lkakis, Some youth have barriers to COllaboration of 
Gall. of Massachusetts opportunity: drugs, teenage state and local 

pregnancy, dropping out leaders 

David Hornbeck, School failure leading to Cllange attitudes 
ccsso, State SUpt. poverty: labor shortage about students; 
of Educ., Maryland guarantee a good 

education 

John Mudd, Ml\. Under TroUbled children and Coordinate state 
See'y of Human families: poverty, abuse, social services: 
services teen pregnancy, drugs day care programs: 

CCIIlIIlIIlJ'lity outreach 

A. Craig Fhillips, Student failure and Increase state 
N.C. SUpt. of FUblic dropping out funding for 
Instruction education: dropoUt 

prevention: 
remedial summer 
school 



Table 6--COntinued 

RaYIOClrd C. SCheppach, 
EKec. Oir., National 
Governors' Assoc. 

Bob SChwartz, Ass't 
to Gov. D.lkaki.s for 
Educational Affairs 

Teacher Organizations: 

Mary Hatwood FUtrell 
Education 
Association 

Al Shanker, 
American Federation of 
Teachers 

Olild Advocates: 

Marian Wright Edellnan, 
Olildren's Defense 
F\lrd 

Jonathan Kozol, 
Author 

Educational Researcher: 

Gary Wehlage, 
National Center on 
Effective Secorrlal:y 
SChools 

I..t:M productivity, 
UJlOClIlq;letitive economy 

J:«lr children failin;J in 
school and droppin;J out 

Way the system of education 
works: trackirg, class 
size, teachers unprepared 
for student diversity 

Way schools are organized: 
changin;J classes, passive 
learnin;J, grades, lecturin;J 

PoVerty, cycle of teen 
parenthood, unenployment, 
discrimination 

DeVastation of homelessness 
and poverty 

Dropping out correlates with: 
lOW'SES, race, single parent 
home, etc.;personal problems; 
school factors. Graduates 
are not literate. 
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Educate the work
force; create lWre 
efficient work 
sites; develop lWre 
responsive CCIllIIUlJ'li
ties; preschool 
programs; make the 
bureaucracy 
flexible 

coordinate state 
and oamnunity 
services 

Restructure National 
schools, retrain 
teachers 

Restructure schools 
from the child's 
point of view 

Comprehensive 
human inve.stroont 
plan; higher wages; 
prevent teen 
pregnancy 

COmmitment to 
justice; funding 
for housin;J and 
hunger 

Clange school 
policies; 
use a oamnunity 
partnership 
approach to 
dropouts; match 
intervention to 
the student; 
build a positive 
school envirornnent; 
restructure schools 



APPENDIX D 

TABLES AND FIGURES DESCRIBING ARIZONA'S 

EDUCATIONAL POLICIES, 

REFERENCED IN CHAPTER 6 
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Table 7. Arizona Policy Group Rankings and Clusters 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 
17 

18 

(Marshall et al. 1986) 

Policy Group 

"Insiders" 
Individual members of the legislature, in 
particular education committee chairs 
Legislators as a whole 

"Near Circle" 
state Board of Education 
Superintendent of Public Instruction and 
State Department of Education staff 
Noneducator interest groups 
Arizona School Boards Association 
Legislative staff 

"Far circle" 
Federal policy mandates 
All education interest groups combined 

Other 

Courts 
Teachers' organizations, especially AEA 

"Sometime Players" 
Governor and executive staff 

"Often-forgotten Players" 
Lay groups 
Arizona School Administrators' Association 
Educational researchers 
Producers of educational materials 
Referenda 
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Table 8. Characteristics of 22 Approved Arizona At Risk 

pilot Project Programs for Grades K-3. 1988-89* 

Times Mentioned 
a. Improvements in curriculum 

Overall, unspecified curriculum 
development 

Specific curricular content: 
Language/literacy 
Computer literacy 
Math 
Thinking skills 
Self-esteem 
Basic skills 
Bilingual education 

b. Parent programming 
Involvement and education 
Family literacy 

c. New or extended programming 

11 

4 
3 
2 
2 
1 
1 
1 

17 
7 

Summer school program 8 
After school program 5 
At-risk kindergarten 3 
Tutorial services 1 
Bookmobile for rural area, 1 
Literacy Center 1 

d. Improvements in instruction 
Staff development 11 
Instructional improvement '4 
Improved student assessment 2 

e. Structural/organizational improvements 
Additional staff: 
specialists 6 
Regular teachers/aides 4 
Flexible grouping 2 
Unspecified restructuring 2 
Lower teacher-student ratio 2 
School based management 1 
Better linkages across programs 1 

f. Other 
Improved library program 2 
Improved data processing 1 
Community involvement 1 
HUGS (Helping U Gain Success) 1 

Total: 25 

Total: 24 

Total: 19 

Total: 17 

Total: 17 

*(From capsule descriptions distributed to the Legislature 
by the State Department of Education" provided by Kathy 
Hayden.) 
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Table 9. Major Characteristics of 11 Approved Arizona At 

Risk pilot Project Programs. Grades 7-12. 1988-89* 

Times Mentioned 
a. Improvements/modif. in curriculum 

Overall, unspecified 
curriculum development 1 

Curricular content: 
Basic academic skills 9 
Vocational education 8 
on-the-job training 5 
Career awareness 4 
English as a Second Language 3 
Self-esteem 3 
coping skills 2 
Cultural adaptation 2 
Leadership skills 1 

b. Additional student services 
Group or individual counseling 11 
Vocational assessment/planning 10 
Child care and health services 4 
Drug counseling/education 3 
Assignment of mentor or advocate 2 
Case management 1 

c. Improvements or modif. in instruction 
Individual tutoring 6 
Computer assisted instruction 5 
Staff development 3 
Individual/independent study 2 

d. New or extended programming 
Summer school program 4 
After school program 2 
Alternative school 2 
Homework hotline 1 
Correspondence courses 1 

e. Parent programming 
Parent involvement and education 8 
Family counseling 1 

f. School-community collaboration 
Collaboration with business 3 
Collaboration with social services 5 

g. Other 
Additional staff 
Improved data management 

1 
1 

Total: 37 

Total: 31 

Total: 16 

Total: 10 

Total: 9 

Total: 8 

*(From capsule descriptions distributed to the Legislature 
by State Department of Education, provided by Trudy Rogers) 
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Table 10. Demogra~hic Data on Quintero District , b~ School 

(Collected 2l28l89) 

School enrollment % Ethnicity %FRL 
(2/89) (3/88) (2/89) 

W B H I A 

Suburban Elementary: 

A 819 84 1 14 0 1 11 

B 775 87 1 10 <1 2 12 

C 713 92 <1 6 1 <1 8 

D 500 94 <1 5 <1 <1 8 

Rural Elementary: 

E 448 90 <1 8 <1 <1 41 

F 398 83 1 14 2 0 63 

G 362 57 8 26 7 1 70 

Suburban Secondary: 

Hjhs 671 86 2 11 <1 1 9 

Jhs 791 88 1 10 1 <1 6 

Rural Secondary: 

Ijhs 566 74 3 19 4 <1 50 

Khs 911 82 2 13 3 <1 22 

TOT 7764 84 2 12 2 <1 22 

*Codes: W = White; B = Black; H = Hispanic; I = Indian; 
A = Asian; FRL = Free/reduced lunch. 
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Figure 4. Quintero District's At-Risk Identification Form 

This form is to be used by teachers, psychologists, counselors, nurses, 
deans, assistant principals, or other appropriate personnel to determine 
students at risk of failing in school. Please fill it out for any student 
you believe to be at risk. It is DQt necessary or advisable to complete 
this for all students. Names referred by this tool will receive further 
research, may be placed on a list of at risk students for your school and 
may be referred to special support or alternative programming to be 
developed by the district. 

student's name, grade, school 
Referring person, position, sc·~h~o~o~l-------------------------------

I believe this student to be at risk because she/he: 

1. Has already been identified at risk by our school. Please note 
how identification has been made in "other comments" section. 

2. Has problems with academic achievement: (check all that apply) 
a. Is at risk of retention. 
b. Is two years older than class group. 
c. Is reading significantly below grade level. 
d. Is scoring in the 25%ile or lower range on 

standardized tests. 
e. Was tested for Special Education and did not qualify. 

f. Is a non-productive student. 

(For junior high school add: Is currently failing my class.) 
(For high school add: Is significantly behind in credits for graduation.) 

3. Has attendance problems: 

a. Has missed 10 or more days of school (excused or 
unexcused). 

b. Has a pattern of being tardy to school. 
c. Has a pattern of absences due to illness or doctor 

visits. 

(For junior high and high school add: Misses classes due to frequent 
visits to nurse or other offices.) 
(For high school add: Has been referred to in-school suspension (OH) 
program for truancy ~ than one time this year, and Has been given long 
term suspension for absences.) 



Figure 4--Continued 

4~ Has behavioral or disciplinary problems: 

a. Is at risk of suspension due to disciplinary 
referrals. 

b. Has been referred to or attended a Behavioral 
Intervention Program. 

c. Has a pattern of disciplinary referrals 

d. Has chronic inappropriate behavioral responses. 

e. Resists aggressively the authority of school 
personnel. 

(For junior high add: Has been suspended for disciplinary reasons.) 
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(For high school add: Has been expelled for disciplinary reasons, Has been 
withdrawn by parents previous to dismissal from school, and Has now or has 
had contact with Juvenile Court, or a rehabilitation service.) 

5. Lacks a positive involvement with school: 

a. Family is not responding to school communication 
attempts. 

b. Is withdrawn, unable to communicate with other 
students or teachers. 

c. Is ignored or actively disliked by students or 
teachers. 

d. Has a history of attending several schools within a 
school year or a few years. 

e. Comes to school chronically unprepared, 
inappropriately dressed, unclean, or with inadequate 
provisions for meals. 

f. Comes from a family where graduation is not typical. 
Parents are not High School graduates or siblings have 
not graduated. 

(For junior high and high school add: Has been seen associating with non
attending or borderline students, and Does not participate in any extra
curricular activities.) 

6. Other comments: (more room here on original) 

Source: Former At-Risk coordinator, Quintero District 



Figure 5. Quintero District's Planned Programs 

for At-Risk Students - General Activities 

Year 1 
1. Select coordinator 
2. Develop At Risk identification system 
3. Identify At Risk students 
4. Disseminate At Risk lists an:l information 
5. Develop district inservic:e plan 
6. Research an:l :ilt1plement effective practices 
7. survey psycho-social research on At Risk students an:l :ilt1plement with 

promising practices 
8. Meet with staff to increase awareness of At Risk student identity an:l 

needs 
9. Seek/procure other funding sources-develop programs 

10. Counsel At Risk students 
11. Design alternative program 

Year 2 
T.Identify At Risk students 

2. Implement district inservic:e plan 
3. Disseminate At Risk lists an:l information 
4. Research an:l in'plement effective practices 
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5. survey psycho-social research on At Risk students an:l :ilt1plement promising 
practices 

6. Seek/procure other funding sources-develop programs 
7. Counsel At Risk students 
9. Implement/direct pilot alternative program for At Risk students 

10. Evaluate/revise pilot program for At Risk students 
11. Design/submit Conprehensive service Plan for At Risk Students 

Year 3 
T.Identify At Risk students 

2. Continue district inservic:e plan for At Risk students 
3. Disseminate At Risk Lists an:l information 
4. Research an:l in'plement effective practices 
5. survey psycho-social research on At Risk students an:l implement promising 

practices 
6. Meet with staff to increase awareness of At Risk student identity an:l 

needs 
7. Seek/procure other funding sources-develop programs 
8. Implement/direct alternative program for At Risk students 

10. Evaluate/revise program for At Risk students 
11. Revise/submit Conprehensive Service Plan for At Risk students 

Source: Fonner At-Risk Coordinator, QUintero District 
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Table 11. Principal Descriptors of At-Risk Students 

Academic: 
1. Low achievement, failure, falling 

behind, inadequate academic skills 
2. Lack language skills and/or background 

experiences on school entry; fall 
behind their classmates 

3. Does not do or finish work 
4. Difficulty learning, possible learning 

disability 
5. Not reaching potential 
6. More suited to vocational than 

academic program 
Behavioral: 
1. Behavior problem, behavior inappropriate 

for school 
2. Not able to get along with peers or 

to be popular 
3. Not involved in school activities, not 

noticed by teachers 
Psychological: 

Negative attitudes toward 
school/schoolwork 

1. Does not feel successful; hopeless 
about possibility of success 

2. Dislikes or does not value school 
3. Irresponsible, unreliable 
4. Not applying self, not conscientious 
5. Apathetic and unexcited about 

schoolwork, lacks motivation 
6. Poor attitudes 
7. Has a more important commitment to something 

outside of school, especially work 
Psychological problems 

1. Using alcohol or drugs 
2. Low self-esteem 
3. Withdrawn, loner 
4. Unable to cope with difficulties in life 
5. Suicidal 
6. Not having needs met 
Complex descriptors: 
Developmentally not ready for school 
Does not fit into traditional school 
Does not fit the mold of the academic student 

Schools 

A,B,C,D,E, 
F,G,H,I,J,K 

B,D,G 
A,C,I 

A,E,G 
C 

I 

A,D,G,H,I 

E,G 

H,J 

G,H,I,K 
C,E 
C,I 
A 

C,H 
H,I 

K 

E,H,I,K 
F,I 
H,J 

D 

B,e,D,E 
H,K 
I 
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Table 12. Factors Principals Associated with Being At-

In-School Factors: 
1. System that does not meet student needs 
2. Educators who "lose" students in 

elementary school 
3. Inflexible teachers who cannot adapt to 

students 
4. Educators who do not pay attention to 

quiet, uninvolved students until it is 
too late 

5. Educators who fail to identify learning 
problems early 

6. Teachers who damage students' self-esteem 
7. Minorities: School has no role models, 

do not feel they belong 
80 Retained in elementary school 
9. Educators who allow students to slip 

through the cracks of requirements 

Out-of-School Factors: 
The 80s family 

1. Broken home, divorced parents 
2. Mobility 
3. Working parents with no time for kids 
4. Latchkey children, at home alone while 

parents work 
5. Working mother struggling to provide 
6. Parents part of 60s generation 

The unhealthy family 
1. Parents neglect child 
2. Parents lack parenting skills 
3. Parents do not assume responsibility 
4. Dysfunctional family 
5. Home life is unstable, no support system 

or "umbilical cord" 
6. Parents abuse child 
7. Parents place themselves first, rather 

than the child 

Schools 

H,I,J 

E,H,I 

C,I 

H,J 

E 
I 

K 
C 

I 

B,C,D,G,H 
B,D,F 
D,F,G,H,K 

F,H 
G 
I 

B,C,F 
A,D 
C,F 
D,J 

H,J 
F 

F 



Table l2--continued 

The poor and/or uneducated family 
1. Poverty/low income--though not 

necessarily at this school 
2. Parents lack education 
3. Pressures from home to leave school 

for work 

Home-School Interface: 
1. Student's worry about home problems 

distracts from schoolwork 
2. Parents do not develop child's language 

skills and/or provide adequate background 
experiences for academic success 

3. Parents are not involved with the school 
or in their child's education 

4. Minority students see that parents' jobs 
do not require education 

5. Parents who failed blame schools; schools 
blame parents 

other: 
1. Peer pressure 
2. Media influence 

A,B,e,F 
F 

K 

5l~ 

C,G,H,I,J 

B,D,G 

E,F,K 

K 

I 

e,H,I 
C,H 
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Table 13. Descriptors from Principals' stories of At-Risk 

Students - (From stories of 12 students told by 

9 principals) 

1. Male (10); female (1); not indicated (1) 
2. 1st grade (3); 4-6th (5); 8th (3); 11th (1) 
Academic: 
1. Falling behind academically (5) 
2. Learning problems, in remedial or special programs (3) 
3. Does not do schoolwork (2) 
4. Bright, could achieve without behavioral/psychological 

problems (3) 
Behavioral: 

1. Behavior problem, acting out (5) 
2. Does not pay attention (2) 
3. Smokes (1) 
Psychological: 

Negative attitudes toward school/schoolwork 
1. Does not like school, negative attitude (3) 
2. Lazy, not applying self, not working up to potential (2) 
3. Does not like current school placement (1) 
4. Peer group more important than school (1) 

Psychological problems 
1. May be emotionally handicapped (1) 
2. Seems sad ("smile droops") (1) 

FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH BEING AT-RISK 
In-school factors: 
1. Retained in elementary school, overage (4) 
2. Placed in or referred to some special program (5) 
Out-of-school factors: 

The 80s family 
1. No mother (2) or no father (3) in home 
2. Parents work long hours, leave children on their own (4) 
3. Mobility (1) 

The unhealthy family 
1. Parents neglect student (2) 
3. Mother uses and may deal drugs in home (1) 

The poor and/or uneducated family 
Mother illiterate (1) 

Other 
1. Parents keeping student at home - truancy (1) 
2. Student in legal trouble (1) 
3. Student sexually abused, not by parent (1) 
Home-School Interface: 
1. Principal contacted parent (5) 
2. Parent did not follow through on advice (4) 



Table 14. Principal Descriptors of Not At-Risk Students 

Schools 
Academic: 
1. Well-prepared to enter school, good language 

development and background experiences 
2. Good achiever 

B,G,I 
H,I 

3. Over-achiever 
4. Completes all work carefully, double-checks 

Behavioral: 
1. Good peer relationships 
2. Meets teacher expectations 
3. Has found a school niche, involved in 

activities 

Psychological: 

F 
A 

H,K 
A 

J,K 

positive Attitudes Toward school/schoolwork 
1. Wants to do well, self-motivated A,C,H,K 
2. Conscientious, tenacious about schoolwork A 
3. Wants to please others, obedient A 
4. Enthused and interested in school C 
5. Contented with school K 

Psychological Health 
1. coping ability 0 
2. High self-esteem F 
3. Reservoir of strength J 
4. Does not do drugs K 
5. Has set goals for after high school, 

feels secure K 

Complex Descriptors: The regular kid 
Fits the school mold 

H 
I 

FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH BEING NOT AT-RISK 
In-School Factors: 
1. Matched with the right kindergarten teacher B 
2. Some stabilizing force in life, a teacher, 

coach etc. J 

Out-of-School Factors: 
The Healthy Family 

1. Supportive home 
2. Parents place the child first 
3. Some stabilizing force in life at home 

The Educated Family 
Educated family 

Home-School Interface: 

B,F,I,K 
F 
J 

G,I 

1. Parents value education K 
2. Parents involved with school, child's 

education E,F 
3. Parents communicate with school people E,F 
4. Parents fit the mold of the institution I 
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Table 15. Characteristics from Principals' stories of Not 

At-Risk Students (From stories of 6 

students/families--5 principals did not tell 

specific stories about not at-risk students) 

1. Male (3); female (4 - 3 in one family); 3 in same 
family, no sex indicated. 

2. 1st grade (2); 8th grade (1); K-3-5 grade in same 
family (1); not indicated (2) 

Academic: 
1. Doing well academically (6) 
2. Does well in large class (1) 
3. Gifted (1 -- all 3 children in one family) 
4. Large vocabulary, background experiences (1) 

Behavioral: 
1. Gets along with peers (1) 
2. Involved in school groups and activities (1) 
3. A leader (1) 

Psychological: 

positive attitudes toward school/schoolwork: 
1. Well-adjusted to school (3) 
2. Teachers like him (1) 
3. Interested in computers, science (1) 

Psychological health: 
1. Good self-concept (1) 
2. Motivated, "pushers" (like their mother) (1) 

The good family: 
1. Mother volunteers at school, is involved (4) 
2. Father successful (3) 
3. Mother a teacher/former teacher (2) 
4. Mother at home (2) 
5. Parents give children advantages (2) 
6. Parents communicate with school people (2) 
7. Mother on school board (1) 
9. Father intelligent (1) 

10. Mother active, a "pusher," more than father (1) 
11. Mother reads to child at night (1) 
12. Parents have high expectations (1) 
13. Long-term residents of area (1) 
14. Mother sends girl to school with hair combed and fixed 

(1) 
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Table 16. Teacher Descriptors of At-Risk Students 

Academic: 
1. Not achieving up to potential 
2. Chapter I, special ed. or remedial student 
3. Lacks background experiences for school 

learning 
4. Very low achievement 
5. Does not fit into the "lovely square box" 

of a grade level 
Behavioral: 
1. Behavior problems 
2. Inability to get along with others 
3. Inability to cope with the classroom 
4. Low attendance 

Psychological: 
Negative attitudes toward school/schoolwork 

1. Apathetic about academics 
2. Testing authority 
3. Say they are going to drop out while in 

elem. school: already have that mindset 
4. Think they are dumb (remedial students) 
5. Feel hopeless about outcomes of education 
6. Low aspirations 
7. Do not want to conform 

Psychological problems 
1. using/abusing drugs, alcohol 
2. Emotional problem (i~ severe, a handicap) 
3. Insecure 
4. Low self-esteem 
5. Suicidal 
6. Lacks goals and values in lile 
7. Tragic thing happened in life 
B. Attracted to devil worship 
9. Feel hopeless about the future 

10. No remorse when they do something wrong 
11. Disoriented by home stresses, has lost 

perspective 
12. Self-destructive 
Ethnicity: 

Indians are quiet and do not participate 
(though this is changing) 

other: 
No religious belief 

Complex descriptors: 
Neat kid, but just not a school kid 
Kids who were invisible and slipped away 

without notice 

Schools 

F,H 
I,K 

F. 
G 

A 

A,e,H 
C,G 
C 
H 

I 
I 

F 
H 
K 
K 
I 

H,I,J,K 
A,C,G,H,J 
e,F,H 
e,G 
G,J 
F,G 
A 
H 
K 
I 

J 
J 

K 

I 

K 

I 
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Table 17. Factors Teachers Associated with Being At-Risk 

In-School Factors: 
1. Teachers do not have anywhere to send 

students with emotional problems 
2. Teachers lack training to deal with 

emotional/psychological problems 
3. Teachers cannot change attitudes that 

are already set 
4. Teachers do not have time to deal with 

emotional/psychological problems 
5. Teachers can be overwhelmed by 

emotional/psychological problems 
6. Teachers cannot talk about sensitive 

subjects 
7. Teachers cannot touch or hug students 

who need it 
8. School is the only stability at-risk 

students have 

out-of-School Factors: 

The 80s family 
1. Single parent family; broken home 
2. working parents too busy to attend 

to child 
3. Student at home alone, unsupervised 
4. Remarriage, new siblings 
5. In day care for long hours 
8. High mobility, do not own home and 

stay in neighborhood 
9. Odd family situations (reference 

to divorce, remarriage) 
10. Large family difficult for a 

parent alone 
11. Faced with problems we did not face 

The unhealthy family 
1. Alcohol, drugs in home 
2. No adult with whom child can attach 

or talk 
3. Student lacks role models, someone 

to look up to 
4. Parents lack parenting skills 
5. Abuse in home, either of child or mother 
6. Parents overwhelmed, do not know 

what to do 
7. Unhealthy/unstable home life 

Schools 

A,C,F,G,I 

A,C 

F,J 

A,J 

K 

H 

H 

F,I 

A,C,G,F,H,J 

C,G,H,I 
F G,II 
C,F' 
A 

A,F 

C 

C 
A 

G,I,K 

A,H 

F,K 
A,G 
I,J 

C 
I 



Table 17--Continued 

8. Dysfunctional family 
9. Parents are mentally ill 

10. Someone in family incarcerated 
11. Lack of nurture in home 
12. Parents do not structure children's lives 
13. Parents no longer care, have shut down 
14. Children are victims of home circumstances 
15. Student thrown out of house, 

supporting self 
16. Parents think child can do no wrong 

The poor and/or uneducated family 
1. Poverty 
2. Parents had bad experiences in school 
3. Parents lack education 
4. Lack of good nourishment 
5. Parents having a difficult time surviving 
6. Homelessness 
7. Parents cannot afford counseling for child 
8. Parents unemployed 
9. Mother does not read to children, 

does not know it is good 
10. Child watches TV at home, does not read 

because no books in home 

The culturally different family 
1. Hispanics do not encourage daughters 

to go to college 
2. Indians teach their children to respect 

authority, but then they do not 
speak up in class 

3. Rural families have a limited life 

other: 
1. Negative peer group influence 
2. Economics, inflation 
3. Watch inappropriate movies and television 
4. Student raped 

Home-School Interface: 
1. Parents do not communicate with teachers 
2. Parent does not value or support school 
3. Parents intimidated by school 
4. Family forces student to drop out to work 

J 
A 
F 
G 
G 
G 
J 

K 
I 

F,G,I 
G,I 
F,K 
F,I 
G 
I 
A 
F 

G 

G 

K 

K 
G,K 

G,H,J 
F 
G 
I 

G,H,I 
G,I 
G 
K 
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Table 18. Characteristics from Teacher vignettes and 

stories of At-Risk Students (From descriptions of 

26 students in 8 schools--4 elementary, 4 

secondary) 

1. Male (14): female (11): not indicated (1) 
2. 12 of 14 males in elementary school: 11 females all in 

secondary school 
3. Indian (3), Hispanic (1) 

Academic: 
1. Bright, intelligent, smart (8) 
2. Learning problems (4) 
3. Does not complete or attempt schoolwork (4) 
4. Low achievement, school failure (3) 
5. Retained in first grade (2) 
6. Sudden decline in high achievement (2) 
7. Low IQ but barely ineligible for special education 

class (1) 
8. In remedial program (1) 
9. Very high achiever (2) 

10. Behind in completing high school credits (1) 
11. In Indian Education program 
Behavioral: 
1. Behavior problems (6) 
2. Difficulty getting along with others (3) 
3. Authority problem, defiant (2) 
4. Absenteeism (2) 
5. Violent toward other children (1) 
6. Would not participate in class (1) 

Psychological: 
1. Hostile (2) 
2. Alcohol or drug use (2) 
3. Immature (1) 
4. Does not feel good about self (1) 
5. Jaded about life, does not care (1) 
6. Mood swings, from violent to calm and smiling (1) 
7. Uses intelligence to manipulate other people (1) 
8. Nonphysical (psychosomatic) illness, brought on by 

homelife (1) 
9. Self-mutilation (1) 

10. Unrealistic goal (to be a mod~l) (H) 
Peer influence: 
Negative peer group (4) 
Negative boyfriend (1) 
other: 
Athlete (2) 
Serious illness (1) 



Table 18--Continued 

Large size (1) 
Teen parent (1) 
In-School Factors from Teacher stories: 
1. Teacher referral to specialist, team or special 

program (8) 
4. Teacher talked to student (3) 
5. Student did not follow teacher advice (1) 
6. Student suspended from school (2) 

Current Status: 
1. Has improved at school, at least somewhat (8) 
2. Has not improved (3) 

out-of-School Factors from Teacher stories: 
The 80s familv 

1. Parents divorced (5) 
2. Lives with mother (5) or lives with father (3) 
3. Parent remarriage or parent· living with a new partner 

(3) 
4. Mobility (2) 
5. Working parents come home late (1) 

The unhealthy family 
1. Parents not effective in disciplining child (3) 
2. Child unhappy living with a particular parent (3) 
3. Mother alcohol abuser (3); father alcoholic (1) 
4. Parents send child to school looking uncared for (2) 
5. Parents leave child unsupervised, running wild (2) 
6. Mother died (1) 
7. Mother living with ex-con (1) 
8. Mother in prison (1) 
9. Drugs/alcohol in home (1) 

10. Child has been exposed to bars, crime (1) 
11. Father threw mother and children out of home (1) 
12. Father abusive (1) 
13. Father suicidal (1) 
14. Stable homelife, but - (1) 
15. Family might be hiding something (1) 

The poor and/or uneducated family 
1. Affluent family (1) 
2. Poor family (1) 

Home-School Interface: 
1. Teacher contacted parent(s) (4) 
2. Teacher recommended counseling (2) 
3. Parents did not go to counseling (2) 
4. Mother did go to counseling (2) 
5. Parents took child to physician or psychiatrist, but 

teacher disagreed with diagnosis (3) 
6. Mother calls teacher often and is responsive (1) 
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APPENDIX H 

UNPUBLISHED DATA SOURCES FOR CHAPTERS 4-9 

1- Unpublished sources for Chapter 4 

2. Unpublished sources for Chapter 5 

3. Unpublished sources for Chapter 6 

4. unpublished sources for Chapter 7 

5. Unpublished sources for Chapter 8 

6. Unpublished sources for Chapter 9 



1. Unpublished Sources for Chapter 4 

Notes from telephone conversation with Jim Houston, 
lexicographer of ERIC, 4/21/89. 

Letter from Jim Houston, lexicographer of ERIC, 
4/25/89. 

2. Unpublished Sources for Chapter 5 
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Notes from telephone interview with senior editor B of 
Ed"cation Week, 11/3/88. 

Transcript of recorded interview with Virginia 
Richardson, former NIE adminstrator, now Professor of 
Education at the University of Arizona, 11/19/88. 

Transcript of recorded telephone interview with senior 
editor A of Education Week, 5/5/89. 

3. Unpublished Sources for Chapter 6 

Audio recorded. transcribed interviews: 

Trudy Rogers, Director, Comprehensive Training unit, 
Arizona Department of Education, 3/31/89. 

Dr. Lou Ann Bierlein, Education Analyst, Arizona 
Senate, 4/21/89. 

Senator Jacqueline steiner, Chair-of Senate Education 
Committee, Arizona State Legislature, 7/20/89. 

Dr. Kathy Hayden, K-3 specialist, School Improvement 
Unit, Arizona Department of Education, 7/26/89. 

Speeches: 

Evan Mecham, Arizona Governor, Opening Message to the 
38th Arizona Legislature, 1/11/88 (From legislative 
records). 

C. Diane Bishop, State superintendent of Public 
Instruction, meeting of Arizona Educational Research 
Organization, Hilton Hotel, Phoenix AZ, 11/9/88 
(Recorded, transcribed). 
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Rose Mofford, Arizona Governor, Opening Message to the 
39th Arizona Legislature, 1/9/89 (From legislative 
records) • 
Michael Hughes, Chapter I Program Director, Arizona 
Department of Education, ASU-sponsored conference on 
"At Risk and Underserved Youth," Camelback Inn, 
Paradise Valley, AZ, 3/2/89 (Recorded, transcribed). 

Trudy Rogers, Director, Comprehensive Training unit, 
Arizona Department of Education, ASU-sponsored 
conference on "At Risk and Underserved Youth," 
Camelback Inn, Paradise Valley, AZ, 3/2/89 (Recorded, 
transcribed). 

Interviews not audio recorded. notes only: 

Dr. Judy Richardson, Arizona Department of Education, 
telephone interview, 4/21/89. 

Richard Gallagher, Research and statistical Analyst, 
Research Unit, Arizona Department of Education, 
7/26/89. 

Documents: 

Trudy Rogers, Analysis of Sections 3 and 5 of HB 2217 

Arizona Department of Education records, reports, and 
forms for the application, screening and final 
approval of grant proposals under HB 2217, At Risk 
pilot Projects. Provided by Rogers and Hayden. 

Public relations brochure, Arizona Department of 
Education. 

J. Steiner and B. Hermon, Chairs of the Senate and 
House Education Committees, Arizona State Legislature. 
Action Agenda for Educational Excellence in Arizona, 
February, 1989. Provided by steiner. 

Senate Education Committee Fact Sheet, received from 
Bierlein, June, 1989. 

Minutes: 

Arizona Senate Education Committee, Jan.- May, 1988, 
plus attachments. 

Arizona House Education Committee, Jan.- May, 1988, 
plus attachments. 



Attachments included: Report of the Educational 
Excellence Forum held November, 1987; Brochure of 
Arizona citizens for Education; Report from the 
Arizona Board of Regents, February, 1988. 
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Arizona state Board of Education, Aug. 29, 1988 and 
Nov. 28, 1988, and attached Department of Education 
memoes to the Board on the application and screening 
process for at risk pilot project grants. 

4. Unpublished sources for Chapter 7 

Audio recorded. transcribed interviews: 

Elementary Assistant Superintendent, Quintero 
District, 4/3/89. 
Former At-Risk Coordinator, Quintero District, 4/4/89. 

Special Education Administrator, Quintero District, 
4/13/89. 

superintendent, Quintero District, 4/19/89. 

Secondary Assistant Superintendent, Quintero District, 
4/26/89. 

veteran Teacher from School G, Quintero District, 
5/7/89. 

Interviews not audio recorded. notes only: 

Staff Development Coordinator, Quintero District, 
telephone interview, 5/1/89. 

Indian Education Aide, Quintero District, 5/15/89. 

Former Quintero principal, not in Raintree District, 
5/30/89. 

Documents: 

At-Risk pilot Project Grant proposal for Quintero 
District submitted to the Arizona Department of 
Education, October, 1988. Provided by Secondary 
Assistant Superintendent. 



At-Risk Identification Form and Three-year At-Risk 
Plan, from 1987-88. Provided by former Quintero 
District At-Risk Coordinator. 

Quintero District Philosophy statement. Provided by 
Elementary Assistant Superintendent. 
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Parent Brochure on programs for student assistance in 
Quintero District. Provided by Elementary Assistant 
Superintendent. 

Alternative High School Government Curriculum. 
Provided by Quintero Alternative High School teachers. 

Staff Development Curriculum for Quintero District. 
Provided by Staff Development Coordinator. 

Fieldnotes: 

From all visits to Quintero District offices for 
interviews and document collection; from Quintero 
District School Board meetings in Feb.-April, 1989; 
visits to Alternative High School, 4/20/89 and 
4/27/89. 

5. Unpublished sources for Chapter 8 

Audio recorded, transcribed interviews: 
Quintero District Principals: 

High School K, 1/13/89. 
Elementary School B, 3/16/89. 
Junior High School H, 3/16/89. 
Elementary School E; 3/16/89. 
Elementary School F, 3/16/89. 
Elementary School C, 4/3/89. 
Elementary School A, 4/5/89. 
High School J, 4/7/89. 
Elementary School G, 4/13/89. 
Junior High School I, 4/19/89. 
Elementary School D, 7/13/89. 

Fieldnotes: From all visits to schools for 
interviews. 



6. Unpublished sources for Chapter 9: 

Audio recorded. transcribed discussions: 

Quintero District Teachers: 

High School K, 4/13/89. 
Elementary School G, 4/20/89. 
Elementary School C, 4/18/89. 
Elementary School A, 4/20/89. 
Elementary School F, 4/21/89. 
Junior High School H, 4/24/89. 
High School J, 5/16/89. 
Junior High School I, 5/23/89. 

Fieldnotes: From all visits to schools for 
discussions. 
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