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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated the perceived effectiveness of 

a mentoring program known as the Student Advocacy Program 

for at-risk students at a selected high school. Case study 

methodology was used to explore, describe, and analyze the 

perceptions of students, parents, and volunteer staff 

members participating in the program. 

The following questions guided the study: What 

components of the Student Advocacy Program positively impact 

the school lives of at risk students? What factors do 

students, their parents, and their advocates perceive as 

contributing to the success of the Student Advocacy Program? 

What other school, family, and/or community factors may 

contribute to these students' decisions to persist or drop 

out of school? This study was limited in terms of 

generalizability because only one program in one high school 

was used. Findings reflect what the individuals who were 

interviewed understood about the program. 

Fifty-two students and 30 staff members participated in 

the Student Advocacy Program during the 1992-93 school year. 

From this group of 52 students, counselors at the high 

school agreed on the five students they considered most 

successful and the five students they considered to be least 

successful. Interview data from these 10 students, their 

parents, and their advocates provided the focus for the 



study. Documentary data from attendance profiles, 

discipline records, and report cards for the 10 students 

were used as a secondary source to support and verify 

findings. 

11 

In an effort to create a meaningful picture of the 

Student Advocacy Prog~am, each student was treated as a 

single case study. Analysis of data from interviews and 

school documents suggested themes, categories, and 

dimensions of those categories for each individual student. 

These case studies were then analyzed as a group to identify 

significant themes, categories, and dimensions among 

students at risk and programs and practices within schools 

than may warrant future investigation. Three categories 

emerged during analysis: (1) specific advocate 

characteristics; (2) influence of the advocate as perceived 

by the students, parents, and the advocates themselves; and 

(3) student attitudes toward school. Explaining these 

categories, their dimensions, and the relationships among 

them is left to future confirmatory studies. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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This chapter includes a brief introduction to the 

dissertation, a statement of the research problem, research 

questions, an outline of the methodology, limitations and 

definitions of terms. 

An extensive examination of relevant literature has 

identified characteristics that place students at risk of 

dropping out of school (Capuzzi & Gross, 1989; Conrath, 

1986; Frymier & Gansneder, 1989; Myll, 1988; Self, 1985). 

For example, Eckstrom, Goertz, Pollack, and Rock (1986) 

attempted to discern the causes for at-risk factors in their 

data analysis. They found that although behavior problems 

and low grades were key determinants of dropping out, 

underlying these characteristics were family circumstances 

that provided little educational support and limited or no 

parental involvement. Such studies help to foster a better 

understanding of at-risk students, yet they focus primarily 

on student and family-related characteristics, which, in 

many cases, are virtually impossible for educators to 

change. 

Wehlage and Rutter (1986) found that low socio-economic 

status, low student expectations, and low academic 
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performance comprised one set of significant factors for 

dropping out; however, a second set of significant factors 

related to the schooling experience of students who were 

seen as at risk. Often, these students were disengaged, 

alienated, and lost their commitment to obtaining an 

education. Fine (1986), in her study of a comprehensive 

inner-city high school, concluded that the institutional 

nature of the school fostered the disempowerment of both 

students and teachers, and these factors contributed to 

students dropping out. Rather than focusing on student and 

family factors that are, at best, frustratingly difficult 

for educators to change, Rumberger (1987) suggested that 

future studies of at-risk students should examine the 

"institutional character" of schools and what can be done 

through school programs and policies to encourage students 

to remain in school. 

A close personal relationship between staff members and 

at-risk students has been suggested as an important 

institutional characteristic of a school by numerous 

researchers (Bryk & Thurn, 1989; Fine, 1985; Newmann, 1989; 

Presseisen, 1986; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986; Wehlage, Rutter, 

Smith, Lesko & Fernandez, 1989; Van Sciver, 1987). This 

characteristic appears to reduce the at-risk behavior of 

students dropping out of high school. However, the research 



base examining such a characteristic and its actual or 

perceived impact on at-risk students is limited. 
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This study attempts to gain an understanding of the 

actual or perceived impact of an advocacy program designed 

to encourage students who are considered to be at risk to 

persist in school. The program promotes a close personal 

relationship between staff and students with the belief that 

this will influence at-risk students to stay in school 

through graduation. Such a program was developed in 

response to calls for altering the institutional character 

of high schools. 

statement of the Problem 

Initiatives such as the Student Advocacy Program have 

been developed to encourage high school students to persist 

in school. However, few descriptions of these programs 

p~omote an understanding of their nature and perceived 

impact on the goal of the program. Additionally, no study 

to date has included parents' perceptions of such programs. 

Although the Student Advocacy Program is generally viewed as 

having a positive influence on at-risk students, no 

systematic evaluation of its perceived effectiveness has 

been conducted. 

This study examines the perceived effectiveness of a 

mentoring program known as the Student Advocacy Program for 

at-risk students at a senior high school in the southwestern 
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United states. It uses a case study methodology to explore, 

describe, and analyze the perceptions of students, parents 

and volunteer staff members participating in this high 

school program. This exploratory study seeks to uncover 

significant themes, categories, and dimensions among 

students at risk and programs and practices within schools. 

It is important to note that an exploratory study 

illuminates factors that may warrant further investigation, 

while a confirmatory study explains these factors and the 

relationships among them. 

Research Questions 

Prior to this study, the Student Advocacy Program had 

been operating in this southwestern high school for four 

years. The program was designed to support and encourage 

students considered to be at risk of dropping out of school 

to persist and succeed in school. The following questions 

guided the study: 

1. What components of the Student Advocacy Program 

positively impact the school lives of at-risk students? 

2. What factors do students, their parents, and their 

advocates perceive as contributing to the success of 

the Student Advocacy Program? 

3. What other school, family, and/or community factors 

may contribute to these students' decisions to persist 

or drop out of school? 
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Methodology 

Fifty-two students and 30 staff members participated in 

the Student Advocacy Program during the 1992-93 school year. 

Ten students and 10 staff members from this group were 

selected as a sample for this study. Attendance records, 

report cards and discipline referrals were collected for 

students participating in the program. These data were used 

as a secondary source to verify or question the 

recollections of respondents. 

In fall 1993, the seven counselors at the target high 

school were given a list of the 52 students who had 

participated in the Student Advocacy Program during the 

1992-93 school year. They were asked to select the five 

students they considered the most successful and the five 

students they considered the least successful, and to 

provide the criteria by which these determinations were 

made. 

The criteria used to judge a successful student 

included graduation from high school, earning full credit 

for the school year, overcoming tremendous obstacles, an 

evident attitude of persistence and/or dramatically improved 

behavior. A student was judged as being among the least 

successful using criteria such as dropping out or fading 

away from school, increased behavioral/attendance problems, 



little or no credit earned toward high school graduation, 

and a pervasive negative attitude toward school. 
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Permission was granted by the Associate Superintendent 

for Curriculum and Instruction in the targeted school 

district to contact and interview the 10 students identified 

by the counseling staff as either most or least successful. 

This group consisted of two students who were seniors, one 

who was a junior, two who were sophomores and five who were 

freshmen at the beginning of the 1992-93 school year. In 

addition to conducting in-depth interviews with each 

student, advocates and parents of each student were also 

contacted and interviewed. 

The Student Advocacy Program was studied primarily from 

the viewpoints of the students with additional data obtained 

from both their advocates and parents. Each interview was 

audio-tape recorded and then transcribed verbatim. Student 

records, including grades, attendance, and disciplinary 

referrals, were also analyzed. 

Each student was treated as a single case study. Data 

from interviews with the student, parent(s), and advocate(s) 

were used in an effort to create a picture of each student's 

"story" (see Appendix A for individual case studies). 

Document analysis (grades, attendance, and disciplinary 

referrals) was used as a secondary source to support and 

verify interview findings. Data were analyzed to develop 
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possible themes that arose during the interviews. For 

example, one theme appeared to be "student maturation over 

time." Additionally, categories were developed during the 

analysis of the data. For example, involvement in 

extra-curricular athletics appeared to emerge as one 

category. Dimensions of this category ranged from 

consistent, active involvement to no involvement. The case 

studies were then analyzed as a group for themes and 

categories that emerged across individuals. 

Significance of the Study 

This study of the Student Advocacy Program is 

significant for several reasons: 

1. A minimal research base exists in the evaluation of 

school programs that use staff as advocates (or 

mentors) for students considered to be at-risk for 

dropping out of school. Docca (1992) interviewed 

mentees and their mentors regarding their perceptions 

of the SAGE (Serving as Guides in Education) Mentoring 

Program. Respondents indicated that mentoring had a 

positive effect on students' decisions to stay in 

school and influenced improvements in attendance, 

academic achievement, and behavior. However, no study 

to date also includes parental perceptions of a school 

mentoring program. Parental perceptions may provide 

valuable insight on factors that schools should 
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consider in efforts to change their institutional 

character. Additionally, parents may provide 

information on factors that influence students to drop 

out of school or remain in school that are outside the 

school's sphere of influence. 

2. This study will contribute to the literature on dropout 

prevention by providing qualitative data on the 

perceptions of students, parents and advocates. 

3. This study may contribute to the development and 

implementation of programs designed to reduce the 

dropout rate and increase student retention by 

providing data on the perceived effectiveness of one 

such program. 

4. By examining the perceived benefits and limitations of 

one such mentoring program, this study may assist 

school administrators in assessing the feasibility and 

usefulness of developing and implementing a program. 

Limitations 

All case studies are limited by the ability of the 

researcher collecting the data. As a key instrument in 

collecting qualitative data for this study, the researcher 

constantly sought to ensure objectivity, validity and 

reliability. 

The duration of the study constitutes another 

limitation. First, although the Student Advocacy Program is 
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an ongoing, dynamic process, this particular study occurred 

at a single point in time, retrospectively examining events 

occurring in a Single school year. Perceptions may change 

over the course of a longer period of time. Second, only 

those students, parents, and advocates who were directly 

involved in the study completed a questionnaire or were 

interviewed. Including every member of the school community 

may have yielded different results. This program is one 

component of a large, complex educational system (see 

Appendix B for a description of the school site and a 

summary of the existing programs for students at risk). The 

program impacts and is affected by individuals and factors 

beyond the scope of this research study. 

This study is limited in terms of generalizability 

because of the nature of single case studies. Only one 

program in one high school was examined. Findings reflect 

only the perceptions of the individuals who were interviewed 

at the site. Generalizations cannot be made to other 

individuals or settings. However, the insights gained may 

be helpful to educators considering the development or 

planning the implementation of a mentoring program. 

Finally, the study does not describe every aspect or 

impact of the Student Advocacy Program. Rather, it examines 

perceptions of those most directly affected by the program. 

Because quantitative data on such factors as attendance, 



discipline referrals, and grades may not be indicative of 

the total impact of this program, these perceptions are 

significant in evaluating the success of the program. Le 

Compte and Preissle (1993) noted that case studies are 

valuable in education because they help to reveal the 

complexity of educati~nal phenomena and their entrenchment 

in greater society. This study attempts to understand and 

discuss some of this complexity. 

Definition of Terms 

At-risk. A student who earned two or more failing 

grades on the initial student progress report for first 

semester or was referred by a staff member for additional 

support. 
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Dropout. Any student who was enrolled at the end of 

the prior school year or at any time during the current 

school year who was not enrolled at the end of the current 

school year; had not re-enrolled by October 1 of the 

following school year; and whose absence cannot be explained 

by transfer to another school district, graduation, or death 

(adapted from Shoemaker, 1993b). 

Mentor. A person who cares for and nurtures another; a 

person who engages, supports, or sustains others; a person 

who is talented and able, who takes the time and trouble to 

work with others in a comprehensive and constructive way; an 

influential person who has the power -- through who or what 



they know -- to promote the welfare, training, or career 

advancement of others; a person who is a role model, 

sponsor, "gate opener," advisor and teacher (Petrovich, as 

cited in Docca, 1991, p. 16). 
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Student Advocacy Program. A program designed to pair 

at-risk students with volunteer staff members in a mentoring 

relationship. The purpose of the program is to support and 

encourage at-risk students to persist in school. 



CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter contains a review of the literature on 

at-risk students, mentoring programs, and the consequences 

of dropping out of school prior to graduation as well as 

drop-out and graduation rate data specific to the state, 

county, and selected school site. 

Background 

23 

With a national emphasis on educational reform and a 

heightened awareness of the profound social and economic 

costs to students who leave school prior to earning a high 

school diploma, researchers have devoted increased attention 

to the nature of school and students at risk of dropping out 

of school. Researchers such as Boyer (1983), Goodlad 

(1984), and Sizer (1984, 1992) discussed the history of 

education and offered suggestions for reform. Other studies 

(Capuzzi & Gross, 1989; Conrath, 1986; Frymier & Gansneder, 

1989; Myll, 1988; Self, 1985) employed both quantitative and 

qualitative research methods in efforts to formulate a 

profile of the potential dropout. Using failure, in school 

or in life, as an indicator of "at riskness," Frymier and 

Gansneder (1989) identified 45 risk factors. 
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In a comprehensive review of the literature on 

potential secondary school dropouts, Self (1985) listed the 

following as common characteristics of students at risk: 

1. poor academic and reading ability 

2. dislike of school 

3. little participation in extracurricular 

activities 

4. poorly educated parents 

5. high grade retention 

6. discipline problems 

7. low socioeconomic status 

8. broken home 

9. poor self concept 

10. low aspirations 

11. high absenteeism. (pp. 1-4) 

Other factors associated with students at risk include 

tardiness, acting out behaviors, lack of motivation, poor 

grades, truancy, failure to see the relevance of education 

to life experiences, boredom with school, rebellious 

attitude toward authority, verbal and language deficiency, 

inability to tolerate structured activities, and being two 

or more graduation credits behind one's age group 

(Grossnickle, 1986; Hahn, 1987; Mingle, 1988). 

However, researchers such as Fine (1985, 1991) and 

Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko and Fernandez (1989) 



challenged the proposition that dropouts and their 

particular life circumstances were wholly the cause for 

school failure and withdrawal. They argued that a great 

deal of research focused primarily on students' 

characteristics as the causal factors for dropping out of 

school. Many of these factors, however, were either 

unchangeable or extraordinarily difficult to change. The 

focus, these researchers maintained, must shift to the 

institutional nature of schools and school policies, 

examining what can be modified within these structures to 

serve at-risk students better. 

Combining school factors with family background and 

personal problems, one arrives at the following hypothesis 

to explain dropping out: 

If one comes from a low socioeconomic background, 

which may signify various forms of family stress 

and personal difficulties, and if one is 

consistently discouraged by the school because of 

signals about academic inadequacies and failures, 

and if one perceives little interest or caring on 

the part of teachers, and if one sees the 

institution's discipline system as ineffective and 

unfair, but one has serious encounters with the 

discipline system, then it is not unreasonable to 

expect that one will become alienated and lose 

25 



commitment to the goals of graduating from high 

school and pursuing more education. (Wehlage et 

al., 1989, pp. 36-37) 
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Fine (1985), Wehlage et ale (1989), and wehlage and 

Rutter (1986) asserted that educators must focus on factors 

over which they have some degree of control. The at-risk 

student often brings to school many factors that place him 

or her at risk, yet the institution itself also possesses a 

number of characteristics that may push a student toward 

dropping out. Wehlage (1989) put forth a theory of drop-out 

prevention which focused most directly on the school factors 

associated with dropping out and the specific conditions 

over which educators exercise some degree of influence. 

According to this theory, school membership forms the 

foundation upon which educational engagement is built. The 

impediments to educational engagement, including lack of 

extrinsic and intrinsic rewards, adjustment, difficulty, 

incongruence, and isolation, are the leverage points of 

change for practitioners. Promoting school membership, 

then, may be the avenue to school engagement. School 

engagement, in turn, facilitates school success. Newmann 

(1989) listed several factors that affect engagement, which 

he defined as "psychological investment in learning, 

comprehending and mastering the knowledge and skills" (p. 

35). One of these factors is school membership, which he 
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labeled social support. Social support must not be 

contingent upon the student's academic success. Rather, the 

message must be conveyed that all students are full members 

of the school community, with inherent worth and dignity. 

In an ethnographic study of three alternative high 

schools, each serving a distinctly different student 

population, McLaughlin and Talbert (1990) found that social 

bonding through a personalized environment was critical for 

students at risk. 

A lack of connection is often a consequence of 

feeling "invisible" or anonymous in the school 

setting. For many students at risk of failing or 

dropping out, this lack of belonging or personal 

connection in school is mirrored in their 

out-of-school lives, thereby amplifying the 

importance of personal relationships in school. 

(p. 231) 

This conclusion was shared by other researchers as' well 

(Kramer, 1990; Rhodes, 1987.) 

Fine (1985, 1991), in her study of a comprehensive 

inner city high school, concluded that certain structural 

characteristics of the school may lead students to drop out. 

These characteristics included a school that has a high 

percentage of low-achieving students and insufficient 

resources to serve them adequately; overcrowded cla~lsrooms; 
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a teaching staff that is predominately white, leading to 

poor communication with and a lack of understanding of 

minority students; and teaching styles that favor control 

over conversation, authority over autonomy, and competition 

over collaboration. Fine described the disempowerment of 

both students and teachers and how this disempowerment 

affects the at-risk behavior of dropping out of school. 

Bryk and Thurn (1989) gathered data on over 4,000 high 

school sophomores. Using a hierarchical linear modeling 

technique, their analysis revealed that personalized 

staff-student relationships were associated with a lower 

probability of dropping out for at-risk youth. An in-depth 

ethnographic study of four pairs of Chicago high schools 

revealed similar results (Chicago Panel on Public School 

Policy and Finance, 1986). Each pair of schools was fairly 

well matched on most characteristics but had widely 

differing drop-out rates. Data were collected on drop-out 

rates and factors associated with drop-out rates, such as 

reading scores, age distribution, race, and socioeconomic 

levels. Intensive interviews and extensive observation were 

also components of the research. One of the major 

characteristics of the schools with low drop-out rates was 

positive teacher-student interaction. In a quantitative 

study analyzing the results of research on various at-risk 

student groups, Presseisen (1987) also found that 



individualization and caring were critical to at-risk 

student retention. 
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Investigating the student's perspective, Barber and 

McClellan (1987) reported reasons students cited for leaving 

school prior to graduation. The list included personal 

factors such as family problems, low academic achievement or 

pregnancy. However, it also included the absence of school 

factors such as individual help, more challenging classes, 

more understanding, support and help by teachers, smaller 

classes, and more consistent discipline and the presence of 

school factors such as boredom and lack of communication 

with school staff. These are problems inherent in the 

institutional structure of schools. 

The critical importance of school membership is 

supported by theory as well as research. Kronick and Hargis 

(1990) used labeling theory in an effort to understand 

at-risk youth. Labeling theory hypothesizes that human 

behavior is a response to one of three groups: society, 

significant others, or agents of social and organizational 

control. When agencies of social control, such as schools, 

label a student as delinquent or deviant, the student tends 

to perceive him/herself as such. It follows that a key to 

success with at-risk students is a focus on the worth and 

dignity of each individual. This can be facilitated through 

personal relationships between students and staff. 
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In a provocative essay, Noddings (1988) argued that 

moral education, until recently, was a major goal of 

schooling. She maintained that this focus is still 

appropriate but that our conception of morality must be 

revised. An ethic of caring must be cultivated in schools, 

so that staff and students spend quality time together in 

situations where personalized relationships can be 

established. Hamby (1989) echoed this conclusion. 

In a comprehensive overview of the research on at-risk 

youth, Wells (1990) made specific research- and 

practice-based recommendations to schools. Included in 

these recommendations were strategies that directly targeted 

student-staff relationships. Schools must generate an 

attitude of caring for students. One suggested strategy to 

accomplish this was for staff members to take a personal 

interest in one or two students through an "adopt-a-student" 

program. Van Sciver (1987) studied a school district in 

Delaware which implemented this type of program at the 

secondary school level. At midyear, students were defined 

as at risk if they met one or more of the following 

criteria: three or more failing grades, five or more 

unexcused absences, and three or more discipline referrals 

over the previous semester. Each of the students was then" 

adopted" by an interested staff member. The student and 

staff member met informally at least once a week for nine 
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weeks. Results included slightly higher grades, improved 

attendance, and fewer discipline referrals. A critical 

result, according to Van Sciver, was the positive change in 

attitude of both students and staff. 

Docca (1992) conducted a follow-up study with 9 of 62 

mentees who participa~ed in a high school mentoring program 

for at-risk students from 1986 to 1989. In-depth interviews 

explored their perceptions of the program's effectiveness in 

such areas as persistence in school, daily attendance, 

academic achievement, choice of classes, behavior, and 

self-esteem. Students indicated that the program helped 

them to stay in school. Even those students who dropped out 

felt the program helped to prolong their time in high 

school. Further, students felt that regular attendance and 

academic achievement checks by their mentors had improved 

both their daily attendance and grades in school. Although 

the students did not feel the mentors were a significant 

factor in their selection of classes, they indicated mentors 

were important in resolving crises and behavioral concerns 

in the classroom. Finally, students indicated that having a 

person with whom they could talk about grades, attendance, 

behavior, and social/emotional concerns was the most helpful 

aspect of the program. 
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Mentoring Programs 

The original Mentor, as described in the Odyssey 

(Homer, 1963) was an old and trusted friend of Odysseus who 

was appointed as guardian to the household during Odysseus' 

absence. For 10 years, Mentor served as advisor, teacher, 

friend, and parent to Odysseus' son Telemachus. Mentor is a 

classic, transitional figure, helping Telemachus to achieve 

adulthood and confirm his manhood while his father completed 

his life's work. The Odyssey highlights one of society's 

earliest attempts at mentoring. It was customary in ancient 

Greece for young boys to be paired with an older male 

(usually a relative or family friend) to learn and embrace 

the values of the culture. 

Craft guilds of the Middle Ages provide another example 

of mentoring relationships. Young males were apprenticed to 

a master who passed on the skills, arts, and secrets of the 

trade or profession. Through this system of structured (or 

formal) mentoring, craft guilds were able to maintain 

control over the quality of work as well as build important 

societal and political connections. 

There are many examples of informal mentoring as well, 

in which a more skilled or experienced person assisted a 

less skilled or experienced person to grow in 

self-confidence and become more competent. Since the 1970s, 

a great deal of attention has been directed to both formal 
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and informal mentoring relationships, particularly as they 

impact the business world (Murray, 1991). Businesses have 

relied on mentoring to help improve management, promote 

leadership, sustain quality, inspire interest and talent 

among employees, and to ensure the company's future (Frey & 

Noller, 1986). Facilitated (or formal) mentoring programs 

have been found to lead to increased productivity, improved 

recruitment efforts, increased organizational communication 

and understanding, maintained motivation of senior 

employees, enhancement of services, improvement in strategic 

and successive planning, and cost effectiveness (Murray, 

1991). The mentoring relationship is a two-way process in 

which benefits accrue to both mentor and mentee. These 

benefits include job advancement, more control of the work 

environment, creation of a support system, more access to 

system resources, the development of a reputation, and 

personal satisfaction (Gerstein, 1985). Murray (1991) 

cautioned, however, that there are pitfalls in mentoring 

programs including frustration at lack of career advancement 

opportunities, lack of organizational or individual 

commitment to the mentoring relationship, difficulty in 

coordination with other programs, and lack of sufficient 

data on successful mentoring programs. 

Mentoring programs have been implemented in the 

educational setting as well. The past several years have 
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spawned an increase in new teacher-induction programs 

nationwide (Kay, 1990). The basic strategy of these 

programs is to provide structured assistance to novice 

teachers as they move from the role of university student to 

one of instructional leader in the classroom. Just as in 

business, mentor teachers are seen as protectors and openers 

of doors, guides, teachers, coaches, consultants, advisors, 

and counselors (Anderson & Shannon, 1988; Daloz, 1986; 

Odell, 1990; Schein, 1978). School districts use mentoring 

programs as a way to improve teacher retention and 

performance. New teachers receive attention and support 

from experienced colleagues on policies, procedures, and 

tasks necessary for effective teaching and learning to occur 

in the classroom (Bey, 1990). 

Mentoring programs have also received attention as a 

way to increase student retention at both the secondary and 

post-secondary levels. Mentors are generally expected to 

act as contact persons and sponsors and to provide 

information, advice, and encouragement (Haring-Hidore, 

1986). Edlind and Haensly (1985) conducted a literature 

review, interviewed mentors and mentees, and analyzed 

evaluations of a school mentoring program to compile a list 

of benefits that accrue in a mentoring relationship. These 

benefits included an increase in general as well as specific 

knowledge and skills, development of talents and skills, 
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development of a personal ethic, establishment of a 

friendship, and enhancement of creativity. There is a lack 

of research, however, on the effects of a mentoring 

relationship with high school students considered to be at 

risk (Hurley, 1988; Slicker & Palmer, 1993). 

Consequences of Dropping Out 

The consequences of dropping out are both immediate and 

long term, impacting the individual as well as society as a 

whole. Paulu (1987), in discussing at-risk behaviors 

related to dropping out of school noted that 

In the 1985-86 school year alone ..• 682,000 

American teenagers dropped out of school -- an 

average of 3,789 each day. In urban school 

districts from Boston to Los Angeles to Honolulu, 

up to half of all students entering ninth grade 

fail to graduate 4 years later. For most of the 

682,000, dropping out will thwart dreams and 

frustrate expectations. (p. 1) 

Researchers have found that dropouts frequently become 

the heads of households at a young age, often perpetuating 

the cycle of poverty (Paulu, 1987; Stevenson & Burger, 

1989). Additionally, dropouts have an unemployment rate 

estimated to be double that of high school graduates, are 

less satisfied with their personal lives, and tend to have 

more health-related problems (Stevenson & Burger, 1989). It 



is difficult for high school dropouts to obtain a job and 

even more difficult for them to advance in a job (Advisory 

Committee on Truants, Dropouts and Alternative Programs, 

1987). In 1989, it was estimated that dropouts earned 

$441,000 less in lifetime earnings than high school 

graduates (Stevenson & Burger, 1989). 
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Dropouts exact a high cost from society as well, in 

lost tax revenues, unemployment subsidies, welfare payments, 

and costs of adjudication and incarceration (ACTDAP, 1987). 

Duhon and Mouton (1985) concluded from their research study 

that 95% of all felons had not completed high school. Their 

research also indicated that while the government was 

spending about $2,500 per year in ADA (average daily 

attendance) costs to keep a student in school, it spent 

about $28,000 per year to keep a prisoner incarcerated. 

Additionally, the government spends about $16 billion 

annually to support the first-born children of teenagers. 

It is estimated that the government loses hundreds of 

billions of dollars every year in reduced tax revenues and 

increased unemployment subsidies as a result of the 

decreased earning potential of dropouts (ACTDAP, 1987). 

In his synthesis of research findings and program 

practices in drop-out services and prevention, Hahn (1987) 

noted 



The u.s. General Accounting Office (GAO) reports 

that, in 1985, 4.3 million young people between 

the ages of 16 and 24 dropped out of school -- 13% 

of the age group. Of these, 3.5 million were 

white, 700,000 were black, and 100,000 were from 

other groups. Moreover, male dropouts outnumbered 

female dropouts: approximately 16% of males 

between the ages of 18 and 19 were dropouts, 

while only 12% of females in the same age group 

dropped out. (p. 257) 
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Hahn further noted, however, that there was a general lack 

of consistency in reporting and tabulating drop-out 

statistics. He stated that except in large urban areas, the 

nation's drop-out rate may actually be declining. In the 

1960s, the drop-out rate for the 16-24 year old age group 

was about 20%. It has since declined and remained 

relatively steady at 13-14%. 

Despite the imprecise data on the number of s·tudents 

leaving prior to high school graduation, the numbers are 

startling and the impact is far-reaching. Students who drop 

out of school face decreased economic and occupational 

opportunities, a higher risk of disenfranchisement from the 

mainstream of society, and a significant loss of income over 

the course of their lifetimes. Society loses billions in 



decreased tax revenues and increased welfare and 

unemployment subsidies. 

Profile of High School Dropouts in the state of Arizona 
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The State of Arizona conducts annual drop-out rate and 

graduation-rate studies in an effort to measure the success 

of drop-out prevention efforts. All public schools in the 

state teaching any of the grades 7 through 12 are required 

to participate in these studies by submitting standardized 

annual drop-out reports. The drop-out rate study measures 

the percentage of students who drop out of school within a 

12 month period. The graduation-rate study measures the 

percentage of students who begin school in a particular year 

and graduate within four years. It also accounts for 

students who take a fifth year to graduate. This provides a 

cumulative four-year drop-out rate which takes into account 

students who drop out and re-enroll. 

The State of Arizona defined a dropout (in 1992) as 

any student who was enrolled at the end of the prior school 

year (1990-91) or at any time during the school year 

(1991-92), who was not enrolled at the end of the school 

year, had not re-enrolled by October I, 1992, and whose 

absence cannot be explained by transfer to another school 

district, graduation, or death (Shoemaker, 1993b). 

The dropout rate is defined as the ratio of students 

who dropped out to students who had the potential to drop 



out, expressed as a percentage. That is, the number of 

dropouts in any particular school, grade, ethnic or gender 

group was compared to the total unduplicated enrollment of 

the same subgroup (Shoemaker, 1993b). 
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For the 1991-92 school year, the mean drop-out rate for 

grades 9 through 12 in Arizona was 9.3% The median drop-out 

rate was 7.6%. There were differences in the drop-out rate 

by ethnicity. Asian students had the lowest drop-out rates 

in the state (6.6%), followed by white students (7.1%), 

black students (12.1%), Hispanic students (12.8%), and 

American Indian students (14.9%). Males consistently 

dropped out at higher rates than females across all ethnic 

categories except black. The highest drop-out rate was for 

American Indian males (15.2%), and the lowest rate was for 

Asian females (5.4%) (Shoemaker, 1993b). 

Prior to the 1991-92 school year, drop-out rates in 

Arizona were calculated based on the nine-month school year. 

In accordance with the United States Department of 

Education's definition of a dropout, this was changed to a 

calculation based upon 12 months. This meant that a 

student who was enrolled at the end of the eighth grade but 

did not enroll as a ninth grader was considered a dropout 

from the eighth grade rather than the ninth grade. This 

change in calculation procedures precludes a direct 

comparison of the 1991-92 drop-out study data with previous 
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years. However, year-end enrollment reports (based on the 

nine-month school year) indicated that dropout rates 

declined steadily in the state beginning in 1984-85. The 

high school drop-out rate for the 1991-92 school year was 

8.85%. This was the same as for the 1990-91 school year and 

was the lowest rate in 10 years (Shoemaker, 1993b). 

Profile of School Dropouts in the Target High School 

The high school selected for this study was the only 

high school in a unified school district located in a county 

with 13 districts enrolling over 50,000 students in grades 

K-12. During the 1991-92 school year, the mean drop-out 

rate for grades 9-12 in the county was 10.4%, somewhat 

higher than the state rate of 9.3%. The mean drop-out rate 

for the target high school was 11%. This placed the 

district 82nd out of 105 school districts in a comparison of 

high school drop-out rates across the state (Shoemaker, 

1993b). 

There were differences in the target high school's 

drop-out rate by ethnicity. However, these differences were 

markedly different than those found at the state level. For 

the 1991-92 school year, black students had the lowest drop 

out rate (6.5%), followed by white students (12.1%), 

Hispanic students (14.2%), American Indian students (14.6%), 

and Asian students (21.2%). The highest drop-out rate, by 

ethnicity and gender, was for Asian males (28.6%), and the 
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lowest was for black females (0.0%). Students in the target 

high school were most likely to drop out during their junior 

year (16%), followed by their sophomore year (14.1%), 

freshman year (11.6%), and senior year (8.6%) (Shoemaker, 

1993b). 

Graduation Rates in the State of Arizona 

For the Class of 1992 Graduation Rate Study, membership 

in the class of 1992 was defined as 

students who were first time ninth-graders 

during the school year 1988-89, plus 

students who transferred into that class at 

any time during the four years, minus 

students who died or transferred to another 

school during the four years. 

A graduate was defined as a student who 

completed graduation requirements for a high 

school diploma; or 

received a Certificate of Completion, 

Certificate of Attendance, or other 

non-traditional diploma recognized as meeting 

graduation requirements (Shoemaker, 1993a). 

All 156 high schools and special programs enrolling 

12th-grade students were required to submit graduation 

reports to the Arizona Department of Education in 1992. 

Data from five districts, representing 21 schools and 
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special programs, were unusable and were therefore 

eliminated from the statistical analyses. The mean 

four-year graduation rate for the remaining 134 high schools 

and one special program, representing 40,334 students, was 

67%. By ethnicity, the mean graduation rates were Asian, 

77%; white, 73%; black, 57%; Hispanic, 57%; and American 

Indian, 56%. The mean graduation rate for females was 71%, 

and the mean graduation rate for males was 64% (Shoemaker, 

1993a). 

While 7% of the class of 1992 continued to be enrolled 

and working toward graduation in their fifth year, 26% of 

the class of 1992 had dropped out or their status was 

unknown. The class of 1992 had a graduation rate of 67%, 

slightly higher than the class of 1991's rate of 65% 

(Shoemaker, 1993a). 

Graduation Rates for the Target High School 

The county in which the target high school was located 

had a four-year graduation rate of 66% for the class of 

1992. The target high school had a four-year graduation 

rate of 77%, ranking 49th out of 135 high schools and 

special programs statewide. There were 405 students in the 

target high school's class of 1992. Of these students, 311 

(77%) were white, 78 (19%) were Hispanic, 9 (2%) were 

Asian, 5 (1%) were American Indian, and 2 (less than 1%) 

were black. There were 193 males and 212 females in the 
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class. By ethnicity, the mean graduation rates were 

American Indians, 100%; Asians, 100%; blacks, 100%; 

Hispanics, 86%; and whites, 74% The mean graduation rate 

for males was 80% compared to 74% for females. In 

comparison, the class of 1991 had a four-year graduation 

rate of 69% and a five-year rate of 72% (Shoemaker, 1993a). 

Summary 

Although extensive research has been devoted to 

identifying factors that serve as "red flags" for students 

at risk, most of these factors center around personal or 

family issues which are exceedingly difficult for educators 

to change. Some researchers have begun to focus instead on 

the institutional nature of schools and its impact on the 

at-risk behavior of dropping out. Exploration of programs, 

policies, and practices within the school environment may 

suggest methods and/or modifications that will positively 

influence at-risk students' persistence in school. However, 

few studies investigating the influence the school 

environment may have on the at-risk behavior of students 

have been conducted. 

The cost of dropping out, to both the individual and 

the greater society, is staggering. Dropouts face fewer job 

opportunities, limited possibilities for advancement, 

significantly lower lifetime earnings, and a greater 

likelihood of disenfranchisement from the mainstream of 



society. Society loses billions in decreased tax revenues 

and increased welfare and unemployment subsidies. 
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It is critical for researchers to continue to examine 

programs and practices within schools in efforts to 

determine their influence on the at-risk behavior of 

dropping out. Ripe for study are existing programs designed 

and implemented specifically to encourage and support 

at-risk students to persist in school. Including parent 

perceptions of these programs and practices as part of the 

data base for analysis may provide valuable insights and 

information not available in the current literature. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 
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This chapter contains a description of the design of 

the methodology used ·in this study. The following sections 

are included: assumptions, a rationale for the methodology 

used, a summary of the data-collection process, and a 

description of the data-analysis process. 

Assumptions 

This research was conducted from a holistic point of 

view, that is, with the assumption that the whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts. To understand a phenomenon 

fully, it is important that it be examined within the 

context in which it exists. It is not enough simply to 

measure some of the circumstances by gathering data on the 

various dimensions (Patton, 1988). This research study 

attempted to examine the Student Advocacy Program within the 

context of the school community in which it existed. 

An inductive approach was utilized in an effort to gain 

understanding about the program and its processes without 

imposing pre-existing notions on the situation. This 

allowed for important dimensions and relationships among 

these dimensions to emerge from the data analysis, rather 



than gathering data to fit a presumed set of dimensions 

developed a priori by the researcher. 
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Traditional research assumes that there is a single 

objective reality which can be observed, known, and 

measured. Qualitative research, in contrast, assumes that 

there are multiple realities born out of perceptions and 

personal interactions. These realities are best interpreted 

by the researcher from the perceptions of the data sources 

(students, advocates, and parents) rather than being 

measured. Such meanings are based on perceptions of events 

rather than facts about them. The focus is on process 

rather than outcomes. Questions such as What happened?, 

How did it happen?, What appears to happen over time? become 

the focus of analysis. The researcher is interested in 

meaning, particularly how people make sense of their world. 

The researcher is the primary tool for data collection and 

analysis. As the data are collected and analyzed, the 

researcher can respond to new or divergent information by 

modifying or clarifying the research process as the study 

evolves. Finally, fieldwork is generally a critical 

characteristic of qualitative research. This requires the 

researcher to conduct the study in the location where the 

phenomenon occurs rather than in a laboratory setting 

(Merriam, 1988). 
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Educational programs are dynamic, complex, 

ever-changing processes. In order to understand the program 

and its complexities, no attempt was made to manipulate, 

control, or eliminate variables. Rather, the program was 

explored, described, and analyzed within and relative to its 

naturally occurring environment and the individuals who 

worked within that setting (Patton, 1988). 

Rationale for the Methodology Used 

This study used qualitative case study research 

techniques to gain an understanding of the influence of the 

Student Advocacy Program on mentored students as perceived 

by students, parents, and advocates. Methods included 

semi-structured interviews and document analysis. 

The researcher's preliminary attempt to investigate 

the possible influence of the Student Advocacy Program on 

at-risk students' success in school by examining documents 

(student attendance records, discipline records, and grade 

reports) was inconclusive. First, data on adopted students 

were compared across time -- first semester compared with 

second semester. However, discipline referrals and absences 

were cumulative. Students might show an improvement from 

first semester to second, but they often had no leeway and 

many dropped out or were withdrawn because of the cumulative 

effects of disciplinary referrals and absences. Students 



who remained in school tended to have higher grades during 

the second semester. 
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An attempt was then made to compare students in the 

Advocacy Program with students who met the at-risk criteria 

but were not in the program. A cursory inspection of the 

data seemed to indicate that students who were in the 

Advocacy Program tended to have better attendance records, 

fewer disciplinary referrals, and higher grades than those 

who were not. However, questionnaires completed by both 

adopted students and their advocates indicated that the 

Advocacy Program may have had positive effects that were not 

necessarily clearly demonstrated through attendance, 

discipline, and grade records. Therefore, a case study 

methodology was selected to investigate and analyze these 

perceived effects. 

Merriam (1988) defined the qualitative case study as 

"an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single 

entity, phenomenon, or social unit" (p. 16). This research 

study focused on the particular phenomenon of perceived 

effectiveness of a high school mentoring program for 

students at risk. The case study method allowed the 

researcher to develop a rich, thorough description, which 

served to add depth and breadth to an understanding of the 

phenomenon being examined. Inductive reasoning was used as 

the method for handling data gleaned from multiple sources. 



This allowed dimensions and relationships among these 

dimensions to emerge during analysis rather than being 

predetermined by the researcher. 
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The researcher using the case study method in its most 

simple form makes a detailed investigation of a single 

subject, group, or phenomenon (Borg & Gall, 1989). The case 

study method seeks to understand through documents, 

artifacts, interviews, and/or observations. It is a 

technique for examining contemporary events when the target 

behaviors cannot be manipulated. Methods can include either 

quantitative or qualitative evidence or both. 

Qualitative research utilizes a phenomenological model 

in which reality is based in the perceptions of the subjects 

(McMillan, 1992). Understanding and meaning are achieved 

through narratives and observations rather than through the 

statistical manipulation of numbers. Merriam (1988) argued 

that "research focused on discovery, insight and 

understanding from the perspective of those being studied 

offers the greatest promise of making significant 

contributions to the knowledge base and practice of 

education" (p. 3). 

Characteristics of qualitative research include the 

following: 

1. Qualitative research is conducted in natural settings. 

This is based on the assumption that behavior is best 



understood as it naturally occurs within the 

situational context. 

2. Qualitative researchers gather data directly and have 

close interaction with participants being studied. 
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3. Detailed narrative descriptions are used in qualitative 

research in efforts to portray the complexity of human 

behavior accurately. 

4. Process is a primary concern of qualitative research. 

5. Data gathered through qualitative methods are analyzed 

inductively. 

6. The perspectives of participants are critical in 

qualitative research (McMillan, 1992). 

This study gathered qualitative evidence related to the 

Student Advocacy Program through in-depth interviews with 

students, their parents, and advocates. Interviewing is 

frequently used as a means to collect qualitative data. 

Patton (1980) explained 

We interview people to find out from them those 

things we cannot directly observe. We 

cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions. 

We cannot observe behaviors that took place at 

some previous point in time. We cannot observe 

situations that preclude the presence of an 

observer. We cannot observe how people have 

organized the world and the meanings they attach 



to what goes on in the world -- we have to ask 

people questions about those things. The purpose 

of interviewing, then, is to allow us to enter 

into the other person's perspective. (p. 196) 

Interviews were used as a data collection method 
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because behavior, feelings, and cognitive and perceptual 

processes of students, advocates, and parents could not be 

easily and/or directly observed. Also, the researcher was 

interested in gathering data on past events that could not 

be replicated. Additionally, interviews allowed the 

researcher to study a number of individuals over a 

relatively short time frame (Merriam, 1988). 

The second method used to gather data for this research 

study was document analysis. Using multiple methods for 

data collection is a form of triangulation. Methodological 

triangulation uses data from different collection methods, 

such as interviews and document analyses, to study the same 

phenomenon. The reason for using triangulation is" that the 

weaknesses of one data collection method are frequently the 

strengths of another. By combining (triangulating) methods, 

a stronger research design is achieved (Denzin, 1970). Data 

gathered in interviews with each student, parent, and 

advocate were compared, contrasted, and analyzed. Data 

from school documents (attendance, discipline, and grade 

reports) were used to place the interview data in context. 



Further, data from documents were used to verify or call 

into question information elicited from the interviews. 
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Document analysis is a data collection method not used 

widely in qualitative research. Merriam (1988) suggested 

three possible reasons for this. First, data from documents 

were not developed specifically for research purposes. The 

information may be incomplete, sketchy, or in a random 

order. Further, it may focus on unrepresentative samples, 

possibly skewing the data. Secondly, the data may not fit 

with the conceptual model of the researcher. Because the 

information was not initially generated for research 

purposes, it may be in a form not completely familiar or 

understandable to the researcher. Thirdly, it may be 

difficult to determine the authenticity or accuracy of the 

documentary data. Built in biases, intentional or 

unintentional, may exist. 

Although these limitations must be considered, 

documents were a useful source of data for this research 

study for a number of reasons. They were easily obtainable, 

free, and contained a tremendous amount of information. 

Data from these documents were also unobtrusive in that the 

researcher did not influence what was being studied by her 

presence. Finally, this documentary data helped to ground 

the research in the context of the problem being studied 

(Merriam, 1988; Patton, 1980). 
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Yin (1984) observed that case study research is 

particularly well-suited for examining situations in which 

it is not possible to separate the variables of the 

phenomenon from their context. The Student Advocacy Program 

is one of many strategies the high school and district have 

implemented in efforts to help at-risk students persist in 

school; it would be virtually impossible to research this 

program in isolation from the greater school community. 

Therefore, contextual data including district demographics, 

retention programs in the target high school, and a 

description of the Student Advocacy Program have been 

provided in Appendix B. 

Data-Collection Process 

Preliminary research on the effectiveness of the 

Student Advocacy Program suggested that data gathered from 

school documents such as attendance records, discipline 

referrals, and grade reports may not accurately portray the 

perceived impact of the program. Participants indicated 

their beliefs that the program made a difference in ways not 

measurable through quantitative methods. Therefore, 

qualitative research using case study methodology was used 

to investigate these perceptions. Data from school 

documents were used as a secondary source to support and 

verify data gleaned from the interviews. 
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Fifty-two students and 30 staff members participated in 

the Student Advocacy program during the 1992-93 school year. 

Students were identified as candidates for the program in 

one of two ways: by earning two or more failing grades on 

the initial student progress report (based on the first four 

and one-half weeks of school) or by a staff referral. A 

list of these students was distributed to staff members. 

Interested staff members then volunteered to become an 

advocate for ("adopt") one or more of these students. 

Advocates supported and encouraged their adopted students to 

persist and succeed in school through a variety of methods 

including daily check-ins, breakfasts or lunches together, 

positive notes or phone calls home, tutoring, and rewards 

for improved attendance and/or grades. Advocates were 

provided with computerized attendance, discipline, and grade 

reports on their adopted students about every three weeks 

throughout the school year. 

In the fall of 1993, the seven counselors at the target 

high school were provided with a list of the students who 

had participated in the Student Advocacy Program during the 

1992-93 school year. They were asked to identify criteria 

and select the five students they considered to be most 

successful and the five students they considered to be least 

successful. Criteria for most successful included 

graduation from high school, earning full credit for the 
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school year, overcoming tremendous obstacles (such as 

pregnancy, serious family problems, or illness), and 

dramatically improved behavior. Criteria for least 

successful included dropping out or fading away from school, 

increased behavioral/attendance problems, little or no 

credit earned toward high school graduation, and pervasive 

negative attitude toward school. 

Permission was granted by the Associate Superintendent 

for Curriculum and Instruction in the target school district 

to contact and interview the 10 students identified by the 

counseling staff as either the most or least successful. 

All students identified as most successful were contacted 

and interviewed. Four of the students initially identified 

as least successful were contacted and interviewed. One 

student could not be located, although several attempts were 

made to locate him or his parents through school sources and 

friends. The student considered "next on the list" as least 

successful was contacted and interviewed. Additionally, 

advocates and at least one parent or guardian of each 

student were contacted and interviewed. 

Interviews may be placed on a continuum from highly 

structured, questionnaire-driven interviews at one end to 

open-ended, conversational type interviews at the other end. 

The highly structured, questionnaire-driven interview is 

essentially a verbal form of the written survey. The 
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interview follows a formal, structured, sequential set of 

questions and records the data for later quantification. 

This format is often used to gather sociodemographic 

information from a large number of people (Merriam, 1988). 

As one proceeds across the continuum,.interviews become more 

open-ended and conversational. The purpose of a less 

structured interview is to gain the perspective of the 

person being interviewed. It allows for the perceptions of 

the respondent to emerge with less influence from the 

interviewer (Patton, 1980). 

Semi-structured interviews were used in this case 

study research. There was a general list of questions and 

issues to be considered and addressed; however, the flow of 

the conversation determined the specific direction and 

content of the interview. This allowed for the perceptions 

of the respondent to emerge and new perspectives on the 

topic to surface. For example, one student discussed the 

myth perpetuated in the junior high school he attended that 

ditching high school was "the thing to do" and that few or 

no consequences resulted from this behavior. 

Interview data were gathered from 31 individuals. 

First, the 10 students (three females and seven males) 

selected for this study were each interviewed individually. 

The students were told that the researcher was conducting 

interviews to gather information for a doctoral dissertation 
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on factors that students, parents, and school staff felt 

helped or hindered their success in high school. They were 

also told that their parent(s) would be contacted and asked 

to participate in an interview as well. They were not told 

that they were selected because of their participation in 

the Student Advocacy Program or because of their relative 

success or lack of success in school because the researcher 

wanted to determine whether participation in the program 

would naturally emerge as a factor that, in their opinion, 

influenced their degree of success in high school. The data 

from these interviews formed the primary focus of the study 

because the Student Advocacy Program was designed and 

implemented to directly impact the students. 

Next, parent(s) of each student were contacted, and at 

least one parent for each student consented to an interview. 

They were told that the researcher was gathering information 

for a doctoral dissertation on factors that seemed to help 

or hinder student success in school. They were not told 

that their child was selected because of participation in 

the Student Advocacy Program or because of his/her relative 

success or lack of success in school. Again, the 

respondents were not informed of these criteria in an effort 

to avoid "contaminating" their responses. Two fathers, one 

custodial grandfather, and eight mothers consented to be 

interviewed. (In one case, a father and mother asked to be 



and were interviewed together regarding their child.) The 

data from these interviews provided the second focus area 

for this study. It is the researcher's belief that 
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parents' opinions and perceptions influence their children 

in profound ways. Additionally, parents may be privy to 

information regarding their child's success or lack of 

success in school that may not be revealed by the student or 

known by school staff. 

Thirdly, volunteer staff members who served as 

advocates for each student were contacted and agreed to be 

interviewed. They were informed that they were selected 

because a student they mentored was part of the sample for 

the research study. They were informed that the student and 

his/her parent(s) had already participated in an interview. 

They were not told the student was selected as one of the 

five most or five least successful participants in the 

Student Advocacy Program for the 1992-93 school year. The 

researcher wanted to elicit the advocates' perceptions of 

their adopted students' relative success or lack of success 

in school. Three male staff members and seven female staff 

members were interviewed. Nine were classroom teachers, and 

one was the school nurse. 

Interviews were conducted in a reserved conference room 

at the high school or in the respondent's home. They were 

scheduled as to both time and place according to the 



respondent's preference. Each interview lasted from 15 to 

45 minutes and was tape recorded for subsequent verbatim 

transcription. 
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Each interview began with a brief statement of the 

research purpose, assurances of protection of respondent 

identity, and an outline of how the interview would proceed. 

Respondents were advised that the researcher was gathering 

data for her doctoral dissertation. An informal 

conversational interview style was used, in which general 

questions to be answered and specific information to be 

gathered were addressed as they arose. Patton (1980) noted 

that the conversational style interview permits the 

interviewer to maintain neutrality while building rapport 

with the respondent. It facilitates ease, trust and 

confidence with the respondent to produce data that are 

rich, subtle, and complex. 

Documents analyzed for this research included 1992-93 

school year attendance profiles, discipline records, and 

report cards for the 10 students selected for the study. 

These data were utilized as background information for the 

case studies, placing data elicited during the interviews 

into a context. It also assisted the researcher in 

analyzing whether the perceptions of the respondents 

regarding grades, attendance, and discipline were congruent 

with or divergent from school records. For example, one 



60 

student recalled that she passed about half of her classes 

during the first semester of the 1992-93 school year. Her 

report card from that semester indicated that she passed two 

classes, failed two classes and was withdrawn from two 

classes. The documentary data helped to clarify her 

perception that she w~s successful in "about half" of her 

classes that semester. She passed only two of six possible 

classes. However, she appeared to consider only the four in 

which she was enrolled at the end of the semester; of these, 

she passed two and failed two. 

Attendance records, discipline referrals, and academic 

progress reports for the 10 students selected for this study 

were tracked and collected for the 1992-93 school year. 

Attendance for all students was tracked on a daily basis for 

each class period via a computerized system. Individual 

classroom teachers maintained daily attendance records for 

each student on computer scan forms which were then 

delivered to the school attendance clerk for entry into the 

computer. Attendance profiles for each participating 

student were obtained. 

Discipline referrals to the school administration were 

also entered and maintained on this computerized system. 

This information included date of referral, reason for 

referral, staff member making the referral, date of 

administrative action, action taken, and name of 
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administrator. Additionally, it sometimes included a brief 

description of the circumstances regarding the student 

misbehavior and subsequent administrative action. 

Discipline records for each participating student were 

obtained. 

Report cards were issued quarterly, two for the fall 

semester and two for the spring semester. Student grades 

for quarters one and two were averaged, along with a final 

exam grade, to determine the student's grade in each course 

for the fall semester. This process was repeated for 

quarters three and four to determine the student's grades 

for spring semester. Quarter and semester grades were 

obtained for each participating student. 

Data-Analysis Process 

The analysis process began with understanding the 

individual perspectives gleaned from each person's interview 

before aggregating these perceptions to form generalizations 

across individuals about the program (Patton, 1988). Each 

student was treated as an individual case study. Data 

gathered from student interviews, corresponding parent and 

advocate interviews, and school documents were utilized to 

develop each individual case study (see Appendix A for 

individual case studies). These 10 case studies, then, were 

analyzed both individually and collectively for emerging 

themes. Questions included Is there a theme (or themes) 
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to each case? and Are there common themes across cases? For 

example, one student experienced a significant life event 

when he was stabbed during a gang-related altercation. 

This, he noted, made him "grow up real fast." With support 

from his parents and advocate (who was also his wrestling 

coach), he made remarkable changes in his attitude toward 

and behavior in school. Although this life event was 

perhaps the most dramatic of those revealed in the 

interviews, there were similar "turning points" suggested 

by other respondents as well. 

Qualitative research data analysis is not a linear 

process. Rather, data collection and analysis occur 

simultaneously. As data are collected through interviews, 

observations, and documents, decisions are made as to the 

next appropriate step in the research process. Rigor comes 

from "the researcher's presence, the nature of the 

interaction between the researcher and the participants, the 

triangulation of data, the interpretation of perceptions, 

and rich, thick description" (Merriam, 1988, p. 120). 

Qualitative research works to paint a vivid picture; create 

a gestalt; and develop a rich, thick description that makes 

sense to the reader (Firestone, 1987; Merriam, 1988). 

This study was designed to be exploratory rather than 

confirmatory. A qualitative research design was utilized as 

the most appropriate method to gather and analyze data. 



Firestone (1987) provided a distinction between strategies 

used to ensure validity and reliability in a qualitative 

research design and those used in quantitative research. 
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The quantitative study must convince the reader that 

procedures have been followed faithfully because very little 

concrete description of what anyone does is provided. The 

qualitative study provides the reader with a description in 

enough detail to show that the author's conclusion "makes 

sense" (p. 19). 

Internal validity refers to the extent to which the 

research findings match reality, what is really there. 

Merriam (1988) suggested six basic methods that can be used 

to ensure internal validity: 

1. Triangulation - using multiple data sources 

to help confirm research findings. 

2. Member checks - having case study subjects 

review data and interpretations and provide 

feedback. 

3. Long-term observation or repeated observation 

- gathering data over an extended period of 

time. 

4. Peer examination - review of data findings by 

professional colleagues. 

5. Participatory modes of research - including 

participants in the entire research process. 



6. Researcher's biases - stating the 

researcher's assumptions, world view and 

theoretical orientation at the beginning of 

the research process. (pp. 169-170) 

For the purposes of this study, triangulation, long-term 

observation, peer examination, and clearly expressing the 

researcher's biases were the strategies utilized to ensure 

internal validity. 
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External validity refers to the degree to which the 

findings can be generalized to other situations. Since the 

purpose of this study was exploratory rather than 

confirmatory, the issue of external validity was not of 

primary importance. However, by providing a thorough 

description of the case study process, this researcher has 

developed a "base of information appropriate to the 

judgment" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 124-125) for anyone 

interested in transferability of the findings. 

Additionally, by conducting a case study that compares and 

contrasts data from 10 individual case studies, the 

researcher attempted to discern themes across cases. As Yin 

(1984) explained, this facilitates development of "a general 

explanation that fits each of the individual cases, even 

though the cases will vary in their details" (p. 108). 

Reliability refers to the degree to which results can 

be replicated. This is a critical concept in traditional 



research design, which seeks to discover causal 

relationships among variables. Qualitative research has a 

different focus. As Merriam (1985) explained, 

Qualitative research, however, is not seeking to 

isolate the laws of human behavior. Rather, it 

seeks to describ~ and explain the world as those 

in the world interpret it. Since there are many 

interpretations of what is happening, there is no 

benchmark by which one can take repeated measures 

and establish reliability in the traditional 

sense. (p. 170) 
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In qualitative research, reliability is more 

appropriately viewed as dependability or consistency of the 

results obtained from the data. That is, given the data, 

the results make sense to others. Merriam (1988) suggested 

the following strategies to help ensure that the results are 

consistent: 

1. Identify the researcher's assumptions and 

biases, the researcher's relationship to the 

group being studied, the basis for selecting 

informants, description of the informants, 

and contextual information. 

2. Use triangulation, particularly multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis. 



3. Leave an audit trail by providing a detailed 

description of the research that can be 

replicated by other researchers. (p. 172) 

These strategies were utilized to yield dependable, 

consistent results. 
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There are several dimensions of data analysis. These 

include construction of categories and generating theories 

during data collection. Analysis becomes most intensive 

after data collection is completed, yet it is critical for 

preliminary categories to be developed and tentative theory 

to be generated to help make sense of what the researcher 

is told during the data-collection process. Bogdan and 

Biklen (as cited in Merriam, 1988) suggested nine methods to 

analyze data as they are collected. The researcher in this 

study used these as guidelines in the data-analysis process: 

1. Maintain a narrow focus to the study. 

2. Be clear on the type of study being 

conducted. 

3. Develop analytic questions that are 

reassessed periodically for their relevance. 

4. Plan data collection based on previous data 

collected. 

5. Write comments to yourself as you proceed. 

6. Write memos that reflect on what you are 

learning. 



7. Include selected participants in the process 

of considering ideas and themes. 

8. Continue reading literature while collecting 

data. 

9. Consider metaphors, analogies and concepts to 

help expand horizons. (pp. 124-125) 
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It is often difficult to determine when to end data 

collection and begin analysis. Subjects for interviews and 

sources for document reviews may be inexhaustible. Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) provided four guidelines for determining 

when to end the collection phase of a qualitative study, and 

these, too, were utilized by the researcher in this study: 

1. Exhaustion of sources (although sources may 

be recycled and tapped multiple times); 

2. saturation of categories (continuing data 

collection produces tiny increments of new 

information in comparison to the effort 

expended to get them); 

3. emergence of regularities--the sense of 

"integration" (although care must be 

exercised to avoid a false conclusion 

occasioned by regularities occurring at a 

more simplistic level that the inquirer 

should accept); and 



4. over-extension--the sense that new 

information being unearthed is very far 

removed from the core of any viable 

categories that have emerged (and does not 

contribute usefully to the emergence of 

additional viable categories). (p. 350) 
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At the conclusion of the data collection and 

preliminary data analysis phase, data were organized in a 

logical manner so that pieces of information were 

retrievable. This "case study base" (Yin, 1984) or "case 

record" (Patton, 1980) includes all information that will be 

used in the case study, organized in a comprehensive, 

meaningful manner. 

For the purposes of this analysis, a theme was defined 

as the essence of an idea, point of view, or a perception. 

A category was defined as a division within a system of 

classification that meets specific criteria. A dimension 

referred to the magnitude or scope of an entity within a 

category (DeVinne, 1990). 

In an effort to create a meaningful picture of the 

Student Advocacy Program, each student was treated as an 

individual case study. Interview data from each student, 

his/her parent(s), and advocate, as well as documentary 

data, were used to develop the case study for each of the 10 

students. Each case study was analyzed to further develop 
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themes (such as a significant life event or maturation over 

time) that emerged during the interviews and arose during 

the analysis. Categories were developed according to 

information gathered from the interviews. For example, 

disposition toward school emerged as one category. 

Dimensions of this category ranged from active dislike of 

school to apathy toward school to a high value placed on 

school. 

These 10 case studies were then analyzed as a group for 

emerging themes and categories. Questions asked included 

the following: Are there any "common threads" or themes 

among case studies? Do these themes, if any, cluster in 

meaningful ways? (For example, are there "significant life 

events" noted in all case studies or only some case studies? 

Do these events seem to have a positive or negative impact 

on each student's relative success in school? Does the 

impact of these events appear to differ between students who 

were considered most successful and those who were 

considered least successful?) Are there common categories 

within an individual case study (student, parent and 

advocate) or across case studies? (For example, does 

disposition toward school emerge as a category in all case 

studies?) Are there similar dimensions of each category 

within an individual case study? Across case studies? (For 

example, if a student perceives his disposition toward 



school as apathetic, is that perception shared by his/her 

parent? his/her advocate?) 

Taylor and Bogdan (1984) noted that the goal of data 

analysis is "to come up with reasonable conclusions and 

generalizations based on a preponderance of the data" (p. 

139). To achieve thi~ goal, several steps are necessary 

beyond the data collection and preliminary data analysis 

stage. Once the data have been organized into meaningful, 

relevant themes and categories, they can by analyzed at a 

number of levels, from completely descriptive to various 

levels of theory development. For the purpose of this 

study, analysis moved beyond the merely descriptive to a 

somewhat more abstract level using inductively developed 

concepts (themes, categories, and dimensions of these 

categories) to explore, describe, and give meaning to the 

data. 

Summary 
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This research was designed to examine the perceptions 

of individuals closely involved with the Student Advocacy 

Program -- students, parents, and volunteer staff members. 

In-depth interviews were conducted to provide a more 

holistic perspective of the program, its processes, and 

complexities. Document analysis was used as a secondary 

source to support and verify interview findings. Data from 

interviews with the student, his/her parent(s), and 
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advocate, and documentary data were used to form a case 

study on each of the 10 students. These case studies were 

analyzed individually and collectively for emerging themes, 

categories, and their dimensions. There were three primary 

goals for this research study. One goal was to ascertain 

whether the student Advocacy Program influenced students 

considered at risk to persist in school. A second goal was 

to gather data on changes suggested by study participants to 

improve the Student Advocacy Program. A third goal was to 

provide school administrators with qualitative data to 

consider when making decisions regarding future directions 

of the Student Advocacy Program. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION OF DATA AND DATA ANALYSIS 

This chapter includes a description of the 

characteristics of the students selected for the study, a 

description of the data-collection process, a description of 

the data-analysis process, results of the data analysis, and 

conclusions of the data analysis. Results of the data 

analysis are organized into three main categories: specific 

advocate characteristics, perceived influence of the 

advocate, and students' attitudes toward school. 

This study was designed to explore, describe, and 

analyze the perceptions of students, parents, and volunteer 

staff members about a high school mentoring program in which 

they participated. This program, known as the Student 

Advocacy Program, was conceived and implemented as part of 

ongoing efforts by the high school and district to alter the 

"institutional character" of high school. The major thrust 

of the program was to encourage at-risk students to persist 

in high school through graduation by fostering close 

interpersonal relationships between targeted students and 

staff members. 

Because this was an exploratory qualitative study, the 

analysis of data focused on uncovering significant themes, 



73 

categories, and dimensions revealed by students at risk, 

their parents, and staff members involved in this one 

program. First, interview data for each student, his/her 

advocate, and parent were grouped to form individual case 

studies. Next, transcript data were organized into th~ee 

groups: students, advocates, and parents. Then, during 

analysis, responses that appeared similar were clustered to 

form categories. Further analysis suggested dimensions of 

each category. Explaining quantitative factors and 

relationships among them is left to future confirmatory 

studies, which will be proposed in Chapter 5. 

Characteristics of the Students Selected for the Study 

The following section includes a description of the 10 

students, by grade classification and gender, and selection 

criteria for participation in the study. Grade level was 

determined by credits earned prior to the first day of the 

1992-93 school year: freshman -- fewer than five credits, 

sophomore -- at least five but fewer than 11 credits, junior 

-- at least 11 but fewer than 16 credits, senior -- 16 or 

more credits. Counselors at the high school reached 

consensus in selecting the five students they considered the 

most successful and the five students they considered the 

least successful of the 52 students who participated in the 

Student Advocacy Program during the 1992-93 school year. 

Criteria used to identify the most successful students 
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included graduation from high school, earning full credit 

for the school year, overcoming tremendous obstacles, an 

evident attitude of persistence, and dramatically improved 

behavior. Criteria used to judge a student as least 

successful included dropping out or losin9 interest in 

school, increased behavioral/attendance problems, little or 

no credit earned toward high school graduation, and a 

pervasive negative attitude toward school. 

Seven male students and three female students comprised 

the sample for this study. Of the male students, four were 

classified as freshmen, two as sophomores, and one as a 

junior. Of the female students, one was classified as a 

freshman and two were classified as seniors. Among the 

students who were selected as most successful, four were 

males and one was a female. Two of the male students were 

classified as freshmen, one was a sophomore, and one was a 

junior. The one female student was classified as a senior. 

Of the students identified as least successful, three were 

males and two were females. Two of the male students were 

freshmen and one was a sophomore. Of the two female 

students, one was a freshman and one was a senior. The next 

two sections describe the criteria by which each of the 

targeted students were selected. 



Characteristics of the Students 

Identified as Most Successful 
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The students designated as most successful are 

identified, for the purposes of this study, as Manuel, 

Richard, Chris, Aaron, and Lydia. Students were selected as 

most successful based on a number of factors. One 

characteristic they all shared was their persistence in 

school. Additionally, Manuel, a first-year ninth grader, 

was selected because counselors felt that he improved in his 

behavior during the course of the school year. Richard, a 

second year ninth grader, earned six and one-half credits 

for the year by passing all his classes and completing a 

summer school course. He also overcame a tremendous 

obstacle by successfully disassociating himself from a gang. 

Chris, a second-year sophomore, passed all classes, and 

moved from sophomore status to senior status by the end of 

the school year. Aaron, a first-year junior, passed all 

classes and successfully completed college preparatory 

courses. Lydia, a senior, graduated from high school with a 

4.0 grade pOint average. She accomplished this while coping 

with a number of obstacles, including transitioning from a 

Middle Eastern culture to an American culture, gaining 

fluency in the English language, and experiencing the 

divorce of her grandparents,with whom she lived. 



Characteristics of the Students 

Identified as Least Successful 
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Students classified as least successful are identified 

as Donald, Michael, Doug, Felicia, and Christine. Donald, a 

first-year freshman, was classified among the least 

successful students for a number of reasons. These included 

six disciplinary/attendance referrals, a negative attitude 

toward school, and no earned course credits. Donald dropped 

out of school during the first semester, returned the 

second semester and dropped out again prior to the end of 

school, earning no credits for the year. Michael, a 

second-year sophomore, earned only two and one-half credits 

out of a possible six credits. He accumulated seven 

attendance/disciplinary referrals. A second-year freshman, 

Doug, earned only two credits for the year, logged 15 

disciplinary referrals for truancy, and exhibited an 

increasingly negative attitude toward school. Felicia was a 

first-year freshman who eventually dropped out prior to 

completing the school year. She earned one-half credit, had 

five referrals for truancy, and demonstrated a conSistently 

apathetic attitude toward school. Christine was a 

second-year senior, having dropped out of school the 

previous year. She again dropped out of school, earning no 

credit for the 1992-93 school year. She had three referrals 



for truancy and demonstrated an apathetic attitude toward 

school. 

Summary 
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Selection of the 10 students for the study was 

determined through criteria established by the counselors at 

the target high school. Five of the students were 

considered to be the most successful and five of the 

students were considered to be the least successful among 

the 52 students who participated in the Student Advocacy 

Program during the 1992-93 school year. All four grade 

levels and both genders were represented in the student 

sample. The following section summarizes the data

collection process. 

Data-Collection Process 

Nine of the originally selected 10 students were 

contacted and agreed to be interviewed. One of the students 

identified as least successful was not located, despite 

numerous attempts to find him or his parents through school 

sources and friends. The student considered "next on the 

list" as least successful was contacted and agreed to be 

interviewed. In-depth interviews were then conducted with 

each of the 10 students. Additionally, advocates and 

parents of each student were also interviewed. These 

interviews were audio-tape recorded and then transcribed 



verbatim. S'tudent records, including grades, attendance, 

and disciplinary records for the 1992-93 school year were 

also reviewed. These were used as secondary sources to 

support and verify interview findings. In the following 

section, the data-analysis process is described. 

Data-Analysis Process 
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Analysis revealed a number of categories that may 

warrant further investigation. These categories and their 

possible dimensions emerged through intensive analysis of 

interview transcripts. First, transcripts of the interviews 

for each student, his/her advocate, and parent(s) were 

grouped to form 10 individual case studies and then 

analyzed. Responses from students, parents, and advocates 

that appeared similar in the nature of their content were 

clustered together. Next, transcripts of the interviews 

were organized into three groups: students, advocates, and 

parents. Again, responses that appeared similar were 

clustered. The clusters that emerged through both methods 

of analysis were virtually identical. Further analysis of 

these clustered responses suggested the categories. These 

categories included specific advocate characteristics; the 

perceived influence of the advocate on student success as 

viewed by the students, the parents and the advocates 

themselves; and student attitudes toward school as revealed 

by the students and parents. This analysis was accomplished 



by carefully reviewing all of the participants' responses 

that appeared to cluster together and identifying the main 

idea or common threads in each. 
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It is important to note that although the clustered 

responses were similar in content, they often ranged on a 

continuum from highly positive to ambivalent to somewhat 

negative. The use of the terms positive and negative is 

not intended to imply a value judgment of good or bad. 

Rather, these terms are used to indicate the degree to which 

a specific characteristic appeared to be present or absent 

in the analysis of the participants' responses. 

Consequently, the presentation of the data is organized to 

illustrate the positive and negative dimensions for each 

characteristic. 

The emergence of these categories and their various 

dimensions are discussed in detail throughout the remainder 

of this chapter. Perceptions shared by students, their 

parents, and advocates during interviews are utili·zed to 

illustrate and clarify the three categories and their 

dimensions. After each category is analyzed, a summary of 

findings is presented. 

Results of Data Analysis 

Specific Advocate Characteristics 

Four specific advocate characteristics emerged during 

analysis of the interviews with the advocates who 
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participated in this study. These characteristics are a 

sense of responsibility for the student's success, a 

willingness to go beyond the traditional teacher/staff role, 

persistence in maintaining frequent contact with the 

student, and belief in the student's potential. These 

characteristics appeared similar to those postulated by 

Wehlage et ale (1989). Weh1age et ale stressed the critical 

importance of educators' beliefs and values about students 

and their education. He noted that "these shared beliefs 

and values confirm the potential of students and the 

obligations of teachers to be successful in their efforts to 

educate them" (p. 135). 

The most fundamental value, according to wehlage et ale 

(1989), is that the student-teacher relationship is one of 

reciprocity. That is, when students feel cared about and 

accepted by school staff, their willingness to reciprocate 

through participation in school activities and abide by 

school rules increases. Wehlage et ale identified four 

teacher beliefs and corresponding sets of behaviors that 

facilitate reciprocity and, thereby, school membership for 

students: personal accountability for student success, 

practicing an extended teacher role, being persistent with 

less-than-ideal students, and a sense of optimism that each 

student can learn if one builds on strengths rather than 

weaknesses. 
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As interview data from all 10 advocates were compared 

and contrasted, it appeared that for each of these four 

characteristics, the beliefs expressed by advocates of the 

most successful students tended to be toward the positive 

end of a continuum ranging from highly positive to 

ambivalent to somewhat negative. For example, one advocate 

of a student identified as most successful stated that she 

attended a number of athletic events (some over 100 miles 

away from the target school) to show support for her 

student. This behavior demonstrated a willingness to go 

beyond the traditional teacher/staff role and was classified 

by the researcher as positive. Conversely, beliefs 

expressed by advocates of the least successful students 

tended to be in the ambivalent or negative range on the 

continuum. For example, one advocate expressed the belief 

that she could have made a significant difference with her 

student if she had wanted to spend the time doing so. This 

statement indicated little or no sense of responsibility for 

the student's success and was classified by the researcher 

as somewhat negative. 

During analysis of interviews conducted with the 

advocates of students identified as most successful, a 

positive dimension of each of the four characteristics 

emerged. (This is further supported later in the analysis 

of the perceived influence of the advocate on student 
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success as viewed by students and parents as well as the 

advocates.) Analysis of interview data collected from 

advocates of the least successful students suggested a much 

broader range of dimensions. The sections that follow 

provide representative interview data to explain and clarify 

the development of the four characteristics and their 

dimensions. 

Sense of Responsibility for the Students' Success 

A sense of responsibility for the students' success was 

defined as a belief expressed by the advocate that he/she 

was personally accountable for the students' academic 

success. A positive dimension of this characteristic was 

demonstrated through actions by the advocate that promoted 

his/her student's academic success. A negative dimension 

was demonstrated through the lack of such behaviors. 

Responses of the advocates of students identified as 

most successful. Each of the advocates of students 

identified as most successful indicated a personal sense of 

responsibility for the student's success in high school. 

This certainly encompassed academic success, but it appeared 

often to extend to a more global meaning of success. 

Manuel's advocate, Mr. C., explained his beliefs by 

stating, "I think part of his emotional maturity or academic 

maturity came from knowing that there was at least one 

person on this campus that cared about him. And really, I 
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think he had the feeling like 'somebody's going to care 

whether I do well or not. And not just in my [Mr. C's] 

class but in all of my classes.' He knew that I was 

checking up on him in all his classes and I think it made a 

difference for him." Mr. C's actions appeared to be based 

on his belief that, "'at-risk kids like him, that for their 

first year in high school, need somebody in their life, 

either at home or at school. I think there is a real need 

for those kids, and I think this high school should be doing 

something for those kids." 

Richard's advocate, Mr. W., expressed his sense of 

personal responsibility, in part, by providing daily 

transportation to school and wrestling practice for Richard 

He noted that "I'd go pick him up everyday. One of the 

reasons was it was on the way, and the other reason was we 

wanted to make sure he got there." 

Chris' advocate, Mrs. M., explained that she didn't 

hesitate to "kick his butt" if the situation warranted it. 

She expressed a moral obligation, as an Hispanic teacher, to 

help Chris, who was also Hispanic, succeed. However, her 

sense of responsibility extended to all her students. She 

explained that, "as a teacher, you get the good, the bad, 

and the ugly. You better be prepared to love those kids, to 

educate them." Further Mrs. M. noted that her philosophy 



was to "educate the whole child, and the advocacy program 

allowed me to do that." 
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Two teachers, Ms. C. and Mr. M., volunteered as Aaron's 

advocates. Mr. M. never revealed to Aaron his voluntary 

role as advocate, preferring to provide quiet support and 

encouragement for Aaron's increasing academic successes. 

Ms. C., on the other hand, took a much more active role as 

Aaron's advocate. This seemed directly related to her 

beliefs about teaching. She noted her conviction that lack 

of motivation and disbelief in one's ability to succeed 

directly affect student learning and that to be effective, 

teachers must address these issues. "These are the kinds of 

things we have to deal with our kids before they get into 

the classroom or like at the time of bellwork. So that when 

we teach them, they are in the proper mind set to learn. If 

they are not motivated, and Lord knows they don't get it 

from in here [gestures to heart], we have to kind of guide 

them how. A lot of people don't tell them that they are 

worth anything, and when they finally figure out they are, 

then they do really nice work. That's why I like teaching." 

Since Lydia consistently earned As in all her courses, 

she did not fit the typical profile of an at-risk student. 

However, a number of factors put her at risk. These 

included leaving her parents and siblings in Saudi Arabia 

(where she was born and raised) to live with her maternal 



85 

grandparents whom she knew only slightly. Her grandparents 

divorced after her arrival. Although this in itself would 

understandably cause distress, Lydia's grandmother blamed 

the marital breakup on Lydia. This was catastrophic to 

~ydia's emotional health. Despite reassurances to the 

contrary and the unfailing support of her grandfather, Lydia 

required brief psychiatric care in a residential treatment 

center as well as ongoing therapy. Lydia's advocate, Mrs. 

S., expressed personal responsibility for protecting and 

supporting Lydia, particularly emotionally. She explained, 

"I think we were right on the fine line of being too overly 

concerned with Lydia, but we weren't in a position, at least 

I didn't feel I was in a position, to let her go for fear 

she would have fallen." 

In summary, advocates of the students selected as most 

successful each indicated a personal sense of responsibility 

for his/her student's success. This sense of responsibility 

was communicated through overt behavior, such as checking 

with the student's other teachers or escorting the student 

to class. Additionally, analysis of the interview data 

suggested that these advocates perceived their behavior as 

having a positive impact on the students' success in school. 

Lydia's advocate, for example, expressed the belief that 

without her support, Lydia "may have fallen." As another 



example, Richard's advocate picked him up for school 

everyday to "make sure he got there." 
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Responses of the advocates of students identified as 

least successful. Analysis of interviews with advocates of 

students identified as least successful revealed this sense 

of personal responsibility for student success to be much 

more ambivalent or perhaps lacking altogether. Mrs. T. 

volunteered as an advocate for both Donald and Felicia. 

Initially unable to recall either student by name during the 

interview, she spoke in general terms about students' lack 

of motivation or responsibility for learning. The problem, 

she indicated, lies with the student, because "our kids come 

to us expecting, they expect us to entertain them, to teach 

them, and if they don't learn, they assume it's because we 

haven't taught them." 

Michael spent his first two years in high school in an 

alternative program called the Block Program. This program, 

operating on the high school campus, utilized the 

"school-within-a-school" concept. Twenty freshmen students 

and 20 sophomore students identified as at risk were 

aSSigned to two teachers for their core subjects (math, 

science, English, and social studies). Additionally, a 

counselor was assigned half-time to work solely with these 

stUdents. The freshman students and the sophomore students 

each moved as a group between the two teachers. Electives 
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were taken with the general school population. Mrs. C. was 

the science/math Block Program teacher for the two years 

Michael was in the program. During Michael's third year in 

high school, Mrs. C. resumed teaching science classes to the 

general school population. Although she no longer had him 

as a student in one of her classes, she volunteered to be 

Michael's advocate. During the interview, her sense of 

personal responsibility for Michael's success seemed 

somewhat ambivalent. She stated, "I think at the time we 

did the best we could because we couldn't have had Michael 

in the Block Program for his whole high school career. I 

think that would have been babying him too much." 

Ms. M., Doug's advocate, was very forthright in stating 

that although her intentions to help Doug were good, her 

follow through was not. During the interview, she shrugged 

as she acknowledged her lack of time or effort spent on 

Doug. She expressed some regret, stating, "You know, if I 

had really wanted to devote a lot of time, I think I could 

have made a big difference." 

Christine's advocate, Mrs. H., expressed a sense of 

responsibility for Christine's success in school. However, 

Christine's chronic truancies appeared to defeat her good 

intentions. Mrs. H. noted, "One time she came three or four 

days straight, and I just kept complimenting her, and I 

said, 'Oh, Christine, this is great. This is what you are 
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going to need to do' and so forth. And all of a sudden, 

she'd be gone three or four days, and I thought, 'Well, I've 

scared her.' ... I would have given her a lot of credit if 

she would have just come. But when you don't come and you 

don't do anything, it's kind of hard to evaluate nothing." 

In summary, analysis of the interview data suggested 

that the advocates of the students identified as least 

successful were less likely to indicate a sense of 

responsibility for the student's success. Mrs. T., who 

volunteered as an advocate for both Donald and Felicia, 

expressed frustration at what she perceived as the students' 

lack of responsibility for their own learning. Michael's 

advocate voiced her belief that providing too much support 

could have been detrimental to Michael. Essentially, it was 

his responsibility to succeed. Doug's advocate stated that 

she simply did not have the time to share in the 

responsibility for his academic success. Although 

Christine's advocate, Mrs. H., indicated her sense of 

responsibility for Christine's success, she felt defeated by 

Christine's inability or unwillingness to share in this 

responsibility. 

Willingness to Go Beyond the Traditional Teacher/Staff Role 

Willingness to go beyond the traditional teacher/staff 

role was defined as voluntarily participating in activities 

that extended past the required job duties of faculty or 
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staff members. A positive dimension of this characteristic 

was demonstrated through participation in such activities. 

A negative dimension was demonstrated through lack of 

participation in such activities. 

Responses of the advocates of students identified as 

most successful. Advocates of students identified as most 

successful also demonstrated a willingness to go beyond the 

traditional teacher/staff role. This willingness was 

expressed through activities that occurred outside of the 

regular school day or behavior above and beyond that which 

was expected of a classroom teacher. 

For example, Manuel's advocate, Mr. C., indicated that 

in addition to conferencing with Manuel, he frequently made 

contact with Manuel's other teachers to check on his 

progress. He noted, "When we would get the attendance 

reports, I would talk to him about it and say, 'You missed 

this day here. What was going on?' or 'I noticed you missed 

third hour the other day. What happened? Where were you?' 

And then with the teachers that I knew he had, I would just, 

whenever I saw them, I would ask them." 

Mr. W., Richard's advocate, discussed the extensive 

amount of time he spent with Richard, not only during the 

school year but over the summer as well. He used wrestling 

practice during the summer as a time to build trust with 

Richard and his family. "I guess it happened during the 



summer time. We got a hold of him and were able to work 

with him a little bit, almost on a daily basis over the 

summer." 
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Chris' advocate, Mrs. M., also made efforts to maintain 

contact with him outside of the regular school day. In 

addition to frequent ppone calls home, she also attended 

many athletic events. She recalled, "I followed him all the 

way to Phoenix on three occasions when the boys went to 

[baseball] championships. . .. I enjoyed doing it 

because it allowed me to go one on one beyond the 

classroom." 

Mr. M., one of Aaron's advocates, felt his role was 

minimal. He explained that, "For my part, I didn't do a 

whole lot other than just check in with him every once in a 

while, see how things were going, give him a little 

encouragement." He stated, however, that he did make 

contact with Aaron outside the classroom as well and felt 

this was very valuable. Further, he noted, "I think with 

the advocacy program, too, you get to know kids better 

because you make contacts outside of the class situation. 

And so you get to see them in a little different light." 

Miss C., Aaron's other advocate, described the 

extended role she played with Aaron. "I was concerned 

because it seemed like in a couple of his other classes it 

was really up and down. So, we met in my room after class 
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one day, right before lunch, and talked about what his 

schedule looked like, what his classes looked like, what his 

interests were. We had lunch, and we decided that one of 

the things Aaron would do is to let me know ahead of time if 

he had difficult assignments in other classes. So, one of 

the things he had problems with was managing time, and if a 

difficult assignment came up, he just wouldn't hand it in. 

Especially chemistry. Chemistry was his hardest. So what 

we did in that case, as long as he was caught up in Spanish, 

I would either give him a pass to the library so he could do 

the work, or we had a table in the back of my room that he 

could sit and work at." 

Lydia's advocate, Mrs. 5., provided emotional support 

both during the school day and after school hours. Because 

Lydia's social circle was very small, she became part of an 

extended "family," maintaining frequent phone contact with 

Lydia's grandfather and participating in the celebration of 

special events. For example, she recalled, "I went to her 

graduation party, went to her birthday party, went to the 

party for grandpa that she had for his birthday." 

In summary, each of the advocates of the students 

identified as most successful perceived his/her mentoring 

role as extending beyond the normally assigned duties and 

responsibilities of school staff. They acted upon this 

perception i.n a number of different ways. Mr. C. checked 



92 

with Manuel's other teachers to monitor Manuel's attendance 

and academic progress. Richard's advocate, Mr. W., used 

wrestling practice during the summer months to build a 

supportive relationship with Richard and his family. Mrs. 

M. made frequent phone calls to Chris and his mother. She 

also attended many of his athletic events, both home and 

away. One of Aaron's advocates, Mr. M., felt his extended 

role was minimal, but he did indicate the importance of 

making contacts with the student outside of the classroom 

situation. Aaron's other advocate, Miss C., explained how 

she and Aaron together developed a plan custom-designed to 

enhance his opportunities for academic success. Lydia's 

advocate felt her role was to provide emotional support to 

Lydia, and she did this by participating in significant 

family events. Each of the advocates, in some way, 

demonstrated a willingness to go beyond that traditional 

teacher/staff role. 

Responses of the advocates of students identified as 

least successful. However, analysis of the interviews with 

advocates of students identified as least successful 

revealed few or no attempts to go beyond the traditional 

role of a teacher. There was no evidence that Mrs. T. 

(advocate for both Donald and Felicia) attempted to go 

beyond that traditional teacher role, nor did she express a 

willingness to do so. Michael's advocate, Mrs. C., 
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explained that they maintained more of a "casual 

friendship." Her role appeared to be less purposeful than 

those described by advocates of more successful students. 

This may have been because she no longer had Michael as a 

student. She explained, "It was more of a, it was not very 

academic as it had been [the two years] before. It was more 

of a, I was there if he needed someone to talk to, to share 

with. It was more of a personal friendship type thing." 

Ms. M., Doug's advocate indicated that although she had 

intended to provide encouragement and support to Doug, it 

simply did not happen. She explained, "My whole intent was 

to let him know that somebody cared. And that was really, I 

didn't go in with the intent of having, you know, 'I'm going 

to be your guardian,' or "I'm going to be your parole 

officer,' or whatever. So, it was just kind of, 'I know 

what's going on with you Doug.'" However, she felt that 

other responsibilities, including teaching and coaching, 

demanded most of her time. She expressed regret, stating, 

"You know, if I had really wanted to devote a lot of time, I 

think I could have made a big difference." 

Christine's advocate, Mrs. H., felt that Christine's 

sporadic attendance made it exceedingly difficult to step 

beyond the teacher's role, although she did make a number of 

attempts to do so. She tried to reach Christine through her 

younger sister, Teresa, but was not successful. She also 
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made a number of unanswered phone calls to Christine's 

parents. She recalled, "Since I had her sister, Teresa, I 

sort of worked through her to let me know when Christine was 

just at home killing time. I would try to call her, and if 

she didn't answer, then I would say, 'Well, she must have 

gone out.' And Teresa would say she was probably sleeping. 

. . • Maybe if I could have spent more time trying to talk 

with her parents. When I called, there wasn't any answer. 

I got more no answers than I did answers. I never did get 

to talk with either parent." 

In summary, analysis of the interviews with the 

advocates of the students identified as least successful 

suggested few attempts to go beyond the traditional 

teacher/staff role. There was no indication by Mrs. T. that 

she made extended efforts with Donald or Felicia. Ms. M. 

cited other responsibilities that prevented her from 

extending her mentoring role with Doug. Although Mrs. C. 

stated that she made herself available for emotional support 

for Michael, it was only if he approached her for help. 

Christine's advocate, Mrs. H., attempted to extend beyond 

the traditional role of teacher. She was unsuccessful, 

however, in her attempts to do so. 

Persistence in Maintaining Frequent Contact with the Student 

The third advocate characteristic that emerged during 

analysis was persistence in maintaining frequent contact 
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with the student. For the purposes of this study, frequent 

contact was defined as contact in person, through a written 

note, or by phone three times a week or more. A positive 

dimension for this characteristic was evidenced through 

advocate/student contacts three or more times per week. A 

negative dimension was demonstrated through advocate/student 

contacts two times a week or less. 

Responses of the advocates of the students identified 

as most successful. All five students identified as most 

successful had contact with their advocate(s) on an almost 

daily basis. For Manuel, Richard, Chris, and Aaron, this 

frequent contact was certainly facilitated by the fact that 

they were enrolled in classes taught by their advocate(s). 

However, the advocates indicated that they made special 

efforts to "check-in" with these students. As one example, 

Aaron's advocate, Ms. C., explained that "basically, every 

day in class I kind of checked-in, you know, 'How are you? 

How are the rest of your classes?" In another example, Mrs. 

M. recalled that her persistence with Chris continued 

outside her classroom, stating, "But I just really kicked 

his butt on a daily basis, and not just in my classroom. 

I'd see him being late to someone else's classroom, and I 

would walk with him to class, and he would be embarrassed. 

But all the time we were walking together, I was just 

chewing on him, and telling him he had to graduate." 



Lydia's advocate, Mrs. S., was the school nurse. 

During the second semester, Lydia became a student aide in 

the nurse's office. Prior to this, Lydia ate lunch in the 

office with Mrs. S. and a few other students every day. 
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This lunchtime ritual continued throughout the year. Mrs. 

S. believed that it was very important for Lydia to have a 

"place to go to" on campus. She recalled, "I think the 

availability of that program and her, you know, ease in 

coming in and accessing our services in our office, 

visiting, eating lunch there, and so forth was real good for 

her. It gave her some give and take with American kids." 

In summary, advocates of the students who were 

identified as most successful had daily contact with their 

students. Four of the students were enrolled in classes 

taught by their advocate. Lydia became a student aide for 

her advocate during the second semester of school. In 

addition to this scheduled contact, the advocates of the 

students identified as most successful perceived themselves 

as making special efforts to reach out to their students. 

Responses of the advocates of students identified as 

least successful. Analysis of interviews with advocates of 

the students identified as least successful suggested little 

contact was initiated or maintained between advocate and 

student. This may partly be explained either by the 

student's sporadic attendance or because the student was not 
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enrolled in a class taught by the advocate. Mrs. T. 

indicated that beyond telling her two students (Felicia and 

Donald) she was "adopting" them, little or no contact was 

made. This was quite probably exacerbated by Felicia and 

Donald's chronic truancies. This lack of contact was also 

noted by Doug's advocate, Ms. M., who confessed, "It turns 

out I really didn't have any contact with him hardly at all 

• and I honestly didn't make that much effort." Mrs. 

C., Michael's advocate, however, recalled that Michael did 

stop in about every week to "check in." Again, Christine's 

advocate expressed frustration with Christine's chronic 

truancy, saying, "My problem was getting her there, keeping 

her there." 

Advocates of the students identified as least 

successful did not maintain frequent contact with their 

students. There seemed to be a number of reasons for this. 

First, of the five students, only Christine was enrolled in 

a class taught by her advocate. Second, these students were 

all chronically truant. Third, Doug's advocate indicated 

that she made little effort to initiate contact with him. 

Belief in the Students' Potential to Succeed 

Belief in the students' potential to succeed was 

defined as a sense of optimism about the students' ability 

to learn and achieve, despite obstacles that hindered their 

progress. A positive dimension was demonstrated through the 
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advocate's statements about the student's potential and 

ability. A negative dimension was demonstrated through the 

advocate's statements about the student's lack of ability or 

potential. 

Responses of the advocates of students identified as 

most successful. The fourth advocate characteristic that 

emerged during analysis was a belief in the student's 

potential to succeed. Advocates expressed this belief both 

as a reason for volunteering to be an advocate and as a 

measure of their success in the endeavor. Analysis of the 

interview data suggested that advocates of the students 

identified as most successful tended to focus on the 

student's strengths rather than his/her weaknesses. 

Mr. C. recalled this about Manuel, "My first 

impression of Manuel was that he was a pretty bright kid but 

needed a little direction in where he should go, And he was 

a kid with a great sense of humor. ••. From my class, I 

didn't think he should have been failing [other classes] 

because I knew how bright he was. Sometimes freshmen get 

hooked into, 'I don't like that teacher, so I'm not going to 

do well." 

Mr. W., Richard's advocate, was a rather quiet man who 

generally gave short answers to questions during the 

interview, often downplaying the role he appeared to play in 

Richard's increasing success in school. He made clear, 
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however, his belief in Richard's potential. He noted that 

Richard "made fabulous improvements in his academic area. 

You might not be able to tell from his grades, but his 

ability to concentrate and focus during class is very good. 

It's exceptional, but on the other end, his attendance is a 

little bit lacking so he's kind of staying in the same grade 

area because he misses school. But when he does come, he's 

real attentive." 

Mrs. M. used her belief in Chris' potential as a 

motivational tool. When consoling him after the 

disappointing loss of a baseball game, she explained to him 

that his chances of becoming a professional baseball were 

slim, but he "could become a student, and he could go to 

college. But before he can do that, he must graduate." She 

further noted that Chris had "some real leadership 

qualities, and I really appreciated that. We talked a lot 

about his leadership qualities, and he was a real leader for 

me in a class that was very difficult to teach." 

Both of Aaron's advocates expressed their belief in 

Aaron's ability to succeed. Ms. C. said she thought that 

"when he actually realized that there were people at school 

that cared about him and wanted to get him in classes that 

he liked and wanted to help him succeed, he's taken the ball 

himself. He did a wonderful job with the chemistry class." 

Mr. M. felt strongly that Aaron had academic skills far 
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beyond that of the average student. He stated that, "Aaron 

is a real sharp kid. When he first got to school, I don't 

think his priorities were very squared away, as far as what 

he wanted to do. . Aaron has just turned into an 

outstanding student. I think he has aspirations of being a 

paramedic-type person.' He wants to go to [the local 

community college], although he would do real well at [the 

state university]. • .. He's an excellent analytical 

thinker, and he can figure things out really well. He can 

visualize and picture things that other kids really struggle 

with." 

Lydia's advocate had no reservations about Lydia's 

academic potential, noting that "intellectually, she is 

very, very bright." She did express concerns, however, 

about Lydia's social skills with peers. She also felt that, 

at times, Lydia's emotional health was somewhat fragile. 

In summary, analysis of the interview data collected 

from the advocates of the students identified as most 

successful suggested that each held a belief in the ability 

of his/her student to succeed academically. Each advocate 

also indicated an awareness of obstacles his/her particular 

student must overcome to achieve success. For example, Mr. 

W. noted Richard's continued attendance problem, and Mrs. S. 

expressed concern for Lydia's emotional health. Despite 



these obstacles, the advocates each expressed the belief 

that the student had the potential to succeed in school. 
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Responses of the advocates of students identified as 

least successful. Advocates of students identified as least 

successful did not, in general, share this optimism about 

student potential. The one clear exception to this was 

Michael's advocate, Mrs. C. She strongly believed that 

Michael would eventually find success. She explained, "He's 

smart. He's a smart boy. Very intelligent. I just think 

his common sense isn't as sharp as it should be. 

He is a person where if you have a problem, he will solve 

it. You know, he takes it upon himself to solve it. Yet I 

know he's going to do well. • .. He's an incredible 

mediator. He solved more disagreements in the classroom. 

He definitely rose to the top as a leader. He's one of 

those students I don't worry about. He's going to be okay. 

One way or the other, he's going to be okay." 

Ms. M., Doug's advocate, seemed ambivalent about Doug's 

potential. She explained, "When he was there, he got stuff 

done. He'd finish faster than everybody. • He was a 

good kid and he tried hard. He just kept slipping up." 

Mrs. T., who volunteered to be advocate for both Felicia and 

Donald, revealed a generally pessimistic belief about her 

students' chance for success. She explained, "It's very 

hard when you tell a kid, 'I'm going to be there for you,' 
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to let them know that you really care, and it's not just 

'throwing a dog a bone' attitude, you know. That's what 

I've tried very hard to do. I think I succeeded in that. 

The kids seemed very pleased; they didn't seem as though I 

was looking down on them in any way. But I think there is a 

problem as to how to do that. Again, the time element, you 

know. And there's an implicit understanding that the reason 

I'm spending time with you is because you're having trouble, 

and you're having trouble because you don't have anybody 

else to go to. And it's really hard to make it clear that 

you really care about them without making that part clear 

too. I love the idea, I just don't quite think it can work 

the way it is." 

Christine's advocate talked about Christine's 

unfortunate ability to be almost invisible, even when she 

was present in class. "When she was there, she worked and 

she didn't cause any kind of distraction. So, if she wasn't 

there, I really didn't notice either, right away, only that 

her seat was empty. Because there wasn't any difference in 

the classroom." 

In summary, of the advocates of the students identified 

as least successful, only one, Mrs. C., clearly expressed a 

belief in her student's ability to succeed. Mrs. C. 

expressed a belief that Michael's intelligence and 

leadership skills were such that "one way or the other, 
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he's going to be okay." Doug's advocate, Mrs. M., indicated 

some optimism about his potential, but noted that "he just 

kept slipping up." Mrs. T. and Mrs. H. appeared to be 

somewhat pessimistic about their students' potential for 

academic success. For example, Mrs. T. noted that in her 

mentoring relationships with Felicia and Donald, there was 

an "implicit understanding that the reason I'm spending time 

with you is because you're having trouble, and you're having 

trouble because you don't have anybody else to go to." 

Summary of Findings Regarding Specific 

Advocate Characteristics 

This section provides a summary of findings regarding 

specific advocate characteristics as revealed through data 

analysis. Initial analysis of advocate responses suggested 

categories that were remarkably similar to those postulated 

by. Wehlage et ale (1989). The researcher was prepared to 

modify, add, or delete categories as suggested by further 

analysis, yet responses by advocates clustered quite readily 

under these four categories. Additionally, a pattern 

emerged in which advocates of students identified as most 

successful gave consistently positive responses that 

clustered within each of the four categories. On the other 

hand, no such pattern emerged from responses given by 

advocates of students identified as least successful. 

Rather, their responses were inconsistent across the four 
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categories: sometimes positive, often ambivalent, and 

occasionally negative. Analysis of the data appears to 

support Wehlage et al.'s findings that four advocate 

characteristics significantly and positively affect a 

student considered at risk. For the purposes of this 

research, those characteristics were described as a sense of 

responsibility for the student's success, a willingness to 

go beyond the traditional teacher/staff role, persistence in 

maintaining frequent contact with the student, and belief in 

the student's potential. 

Perceived Influence of the Advocate 

A second category of possibly significant dimensions 

revealed during analysis was the perceived influence of the 

advocate on student success as viewed by the students, the 

parents, and the advocates themselves. This section 

includes supportive findings from past researchers and 

relevant information about interview procedures. Additional 

sections provide illustrative data regarding the perceived 

influence of the advocates and a summary of findings. 

Research by Alleman, Cochran, Doverspike, and Newman 

(1984) indicated a cluster of behaviors that were key 

factors in effective mentoring. These included actively 

demonstrating trust and confidence in the mentee, praising 

and encouraging the mentee, explaining the rules and norms 

of the institution to the mentee, and protecting the mentee. 
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Alleman et al. concluded that what mentors do is critical to 

the effectiveness of the mentoring relationship. Simply 

agreeing to serve as a mentor is not, in and of itself, 

enough. 

In a quantitative research study by Slicker and Palmer 

(1993), an exploratory post-hoc analysis suggested that the 

quality of the mentoring relationship (as measured through 

mentor logs and student ratings of mentors) may have been a 

significant factor in at-risk students' persistence in 

school and academic achievement. This post-hoc analysis was 

implemented as a result of a large discrepancy in the 

quality of mentoring that occurred during the six months the 

initial research was conducted. A similar phenomenon may 

have occurred in this study as well. 

Students and parents were each informed that the 

researcher was writing a doctoral dissertation on factors 

that students, parents, and school staff felt helped or 

hindered their success in high school. In an effort not to 

bias the data, neither parents nor students were told that 

they were interviewed based on their participation in the 

Student Advocacy Program. The advocates, on the other hand, 

were aware that they were interviewed because of their 

participation in the Student Advocacy Program. The 

following sections illustrate the differences suggested by 

the data between the perceived influence of advocates who 



mentored the most successful students and advocates who 

mentored the least successful students. 

Perceived Influence of the Advocates of 

Students Identified as Most Successful 
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During the interview, students who were categorized as 

most successful identified their advocate as a positive 

factor in their academic success. Three of the five parents 

interviewed named the advocate as a positive factor. 

Additionally, the advocates themselves each indicated their 

belief that they were a positive factor. Respondents 

described specific advocate behaviors that supported this 

perspective. 

Manuel. When asked if there were any people or 

programs at school that helped him to be successful, Manuel 

immediately named Mr. C. He explained, "Mr. C., he does 

really good with kids. He talks to you. He tries to get 

you motivated. ••. He does activities that help you 

learn." Manuel went on to say that "the most important 

thing that he does is that if you're failing, he talks to 

you, and he wants you to get back on your feet again, 

saying, 'Hey, I'm not going to let you fail, so here I'll 

give you this and this work so you can bring up your grade • 

. If you want to do anything more for yourself, it's for 

you to do it.' That's what was so nice about him." In 

addition to academic support and verbal encouragement, 



Manuel also noted that Mr. C promised to take him out to 

lunch if he earned all Cs and above on his report card. 

107 

Manuel's mother did not specifically name Mr. C. as a 

positive factor in Manuel's academic success. However, she 

stated that she knew there were teachers who had taken a 

special interest in her son. She noted, "The teachers that 

are trying out there are the ones that are helping him out." 

She felt that "Teachers are what's most important; it's the 

teachers that make everything, I think." 

Mr~ C. expressed his belief that he had made a positive 

impact on Manuel. He felt that "What worked well for Manuel 

was knowing that somebody was on top of him and was doing 

research behind him all the time. And he knew he couldn't 

get away with things. • •. [I would] not only ask Manuel 

how he was doing in his classes but ask the teachers, and 

sometimes they differed. And so we would talk about, you 

know, 'I heard this from whomever and you said this. What's 

the balance between the two? What's really happening?'" 

Richard. Richard noted that, besides his mother, his 

advocate (and wrestling coach) was the person "who really 

helped me the most." He further explained, "Mr. W., he made 

sure I got into the right classes, and if he didn't think a 

class was right for me, if I explained the problem, like if 

I couldn't keep up with the teacher or, you know, if it's 

not my style, he would search and look for what would be 



best for me. I think he really helped me a lot. 
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He 

would have me bring my homework in every day after class, or 

he'd have me every day after school. Before practice, he'd 

help me with my homework, and he'd teach me how to do it, 

and then, after practice, again he'd be right there. 

In the summer I didn't even know, I wasn't in here checking 

out my classes or anything, and he was in here looking at my 

classes. He knew my schedule before I did, and he told me, 

'We may have to shift some things around, you know.' That's 

pretty much how he helped me." 

Richard's mother agreed that Mr. W. made a profound 

impact on her son. She explained that Mr. W.'s efforts 

helped Richard to stay academically eligible to participate 

in athletics. ThiS, in turn, helped him become more 

involved in school life and less susceptible to gang 

influences. Further, she noted, "Richard went to his class 

after school to do his homework. He helped Richard. He 

took Richard under his wing." 

Mr. W. emphasized the importance of establishing trust 

between school and home. He felt his efforts opened the 

lines of communication so that Richard had the support he 

needed to become successful. He explained, "I think trust 

was a big factor (or is still maybe, but not as big as it 

used to be), but the fact was that the family wasn't sure 

they could trust the school. That was my impression from 
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the beginning, that the parents and Richard didn't quite 

trust the school enough to think we were going to do the 

right thing for their son. After a lot of communication, 

they came to trust the school more and more. Then they were 

going to be honest with us about what was going on with 

Richard and maybe why he wasn't successful. I guess 

it happened during the summer time. We got a hold of him 

and were able to work with him a little bit, almost on a 

daily basis, over the summer. He just kept coming around 

and kept coming around and then it seemed to, he seemed to 

be a little more at ease and didn't have so much stress from 

the other situation he was involved in. You know, he was 

finding other things to do." 

Chris. Chris stressed his advocate's motivational 

approach. He recalled, "I met Mrs. M. my sophomore year, 

and she just, she's really into ethnicity, you know, like 

your race. So she knew I was Mexican and that I could speak 

Spanish, and she said, 'You know what? You can speak 

Spanish, and you are bilingual, and that's a real big 

potential.' And she said, 'You better put it to use.' So, 

you know ••• she motivated me a lot. We had a Spanish 

class [for Spanish speakers], and we learned a lot about 

Spanish, but it was basically about motivating yourself. 

. She was always encouraging me to do my homework, and 

she would always check up on me. So she took me in on this 
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thing, like where she had foster children. She took me in 

as one of her kids, so she would always check up on my 

attendance, and she would always check up on my grades, and 

she talked to my teachers to see how I was progressing in 

class. I think that she mainly started telling me stuff 

about my future, and then a lot of talking about college and 

stuff. That really got me thinking. I was like, 'I might 

be getting in trouble or something, you know [laughing].' I 

was screwing around and stuff, and I might not graduate or 

might not get into a good college. But toward the end of 

[the school year], I started thinking a lot about that, and 

I started thinking and thinking, 'What am I going to do?' I 

was behind on credits and stuff, so I was really worried." 

Laughing, Chris recalled Mrs. M.'s willingness to get 

tough with students if she felt it necessary. He noted, "A 

lot of people were scared of Mrs. M. She's a little woman, 

but a lot of people were scared of her because she would 

chew you out." He explained that he understood she was 

trying to get him to do his best and that "after I started 

knowing Mrs. M., she became like a mother to me, around 

school. And I didn't want to disappoint her, so I started 

motivating myself because I didn't want to go into bad 

hands. So I figured I might as well start doing my work so 

she won't get on my back." 



111 

Chris' advocate, Mrs. M., felt their common Hispanic 

heritage was an important factor in their relationship. She 

explained, "I think it's because I'm Hispanic also, you 

know, all parents have their limits and their boundaries for 

their kids, but I think as an Hispanic teacher I was allowed 

by the kids to go as far as I did. I mean, I would grab 

Chris, and I'd say, I would speak to him in very harsh 

Spanish, and I would say that he had to get his act 

together, or I would chew on him, and he would not like it. 

And, you know, he would get, not scared or frightened, but 

mad at himself. . .. You've got to know the language. I 

think the language is the equalizer. I would do all of my 

chewing in Spanish because the Spanish language is more 

colorful; it's got love in it, and its got discipline in it 

at the same time." 

Aaron. When asked if there were any people or programs 

that helped him be successful in school, Aaron named one of 

his advocates, Ms. C. He recalled, "Last year I w~s adopted 

by Ms. C. She adopted me, and if I needed any help with 

classes, I could like talk to her, or she would help me with 

any of my classes and staying eligible [to participate in 

athletics] and all this other stuff, which was really nice . 

• . • I didn't really need much help. I mean except with my 

English, but that's because I'm not very good in English . 

. . • She just kept asking me, 'Do you need any help? If 
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you need any help, we'll sit down at lunch.' You know, she 

just offered to help. She just wanted me to tell her what's 

going on and if I needed to get my, you know, to look at my 

grades or something, she would go get my grades which was 

really nice. . I didn't have to worry as much. I mean, 

if I needed help, there was help there." Aaron stated that 

in addition to academic assistance, Ms. C. was there to 

support him emotionally as well. He explained, "She was 

really nice, and I wasn't scared to go see her or talk to 

her because I know you can be real scared to go see someone, 

one of your own teachers." 

Aaron's mother gave no indication that she was aware of 

the advocacy program or of her son's involvement in it. 

However, she made a revealing comment that may provide at 

least a partial explanation for this lack of awareness. 

When asked about Aaron's year in school, she stated, "Aaron 

has always been a real independent, self-motivated person. 

You know, he's real independent. He's more of a, he does 

things on his own without us having to, you know, help him • 

. . • He doesn't like to share a lot of things with us. 

He's kind of closed mouth, so we don't always know 

everything that's going on with him." 

Ms. C. was secure in her belief that her efforts made a 

positive impact on Aaron and his success in school. 

Recalling the establishment of their mentoring relationship, 



113 

she noted, "I said, 'Aaron, I'm going to adopt you.' He's 

like, 'really?' I said, Yes, I'm just going to check up on 

what you are doing in classes and how you are doing. I know 

you are doing really well here [in Spanish], and I'd like to 

make sure you do well everywhere else too.' He was very 

receptive to the idea. He felt kind of special, I think. 

He was joking with all the kids, saying 'Yeah, Ms. C. is my 

mom.' He enjoyed it, and I enjoyed it as well." Further, 

she noted the changes she saw in Aaron as the school year 

progressed, "I think at the beginning of the year, before 

the program started, he was kind of tired and just sick of 

school, and I don't know if he necessarily saw a means to an 

end. I mean, graduation, I don't think was an end that 

mattered to him at that point. I think when he actually 

realized that there were people at school that cared about 

him and wanted him to get in classes that he liked and 

wanted to help him succeed, he's taken the ball himself. He 

did a wonderful job with the chemistry class." 

Although Aaron did not mention him during the 

interview, Mr. M., Aaron's other advocate, felt that he 

also contributed to Aaron's success. He explained, "For my 

part, I didn't do a whole lot other than just check in with 

him once in a while, see how things were going, give him a 

little encouragement . [but] if someone comes along and 

tells you that you're doing a good job, obviously it makes 
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you feel a little better. Your confidence is a little 

higher, and you might take on more of a challenge in the 

future than maybe you normally would. In Aaron's case, I'm 

not sure. Maybe without me, he would have done the same 

thing. But I'm sure it never hurts; it doesn't hurt a 

thing. The only thing it can do is help. I can't ever see 

it being a negative." 

Lydia. As with the other students identified as most 

successful, Lydia named her advocate (the school nurse) as 

someone important to her success in school. As noted 

earlier, Lydia's need was for emotional rather than academic 

support. This was further revealed in her answer to the 

question regarding people or programs that helped her be 

successful in school. She stated, "Mrs. S. and Mrs. B. [the 

nurse's assistant], because I ate lunch there and then I was 

a teacher aide, and they were pretty nice. They were almost 

like my friends because I really didn't know anybody." 

Lydia's grandfather repeatedly stressed the importance 

of Mrs. S. and other school staff members who helped to 

provide the emotional support Lydia so desperately needed. 

He explained, "I'm forever grateful to • Mrs. S and Mrs. 

B. and so many others who were so gracious and so friendly 

and made this youngster, who was very confused and going 

through a tough time of adjusting, made her feel 

comfortable, made her feel at home, were able to listen to 
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her and offer something useful back. I know it helped. I 

tried to do it on my own, and I found that I wasn't able to 

as a single individual. I needed help. I didn't come here 

and ask for it, but I got it. 

Mrs. S. was aware of her role in supporting Lydia. She 

expressed some concerns about overstepping her bounds yet 

felt Lydia benefitted by their relationship. She explained, 

"I think maybe sometimes we overstepped things. We became 

more of a 'mom' role to her. And that was okay because I 

guess she needed it. • .. I think we gave her a lot of 

attention." 

To summarize, students who were identified as most 

successful consistently perceived their advocates as having 

a positive influence on their academic success. 

Additionally, the students described specific ways their 

advocates helped them to be successful in school. These 

methods included verbal encouragement, reward lunches, 

tutoring, and occasional reprimands. For example, Richard 

recalled that his advocate helped him with his homework 

before and after wrestling practice. As another example, 

Chris stated that Mrs. M. would "chew him out" if he did 

something wrong. He said he "didn't want to disappoint her" 

so he started doing his school work. 

Additionally, three of the five parents of students 

identified as successful perceived their child's advocate as 
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having a positive influence on his/her academic success. 

Manuel's mother indicated an awareness that a teacher had 

taken a special interest in her soni however, she was unable 

to identify him by name. She felt that the teachers' 

influence, in general, was most important for students' 

success. Richard's mother felt that Mr. W. helped him to 

succeed both athletically and academically. Lydia's 

grandfather expressed deep appreciation for the emotional 

support provided to Lydia by her advocate. 

Finally, advocates of the students identified as most 

successful expressed a belief that they exerted a positive 

influence on their students' success in school. For 

example, Mr. C. felt that by constantly checking on Manuel's 

progress in all his classes, he motivated Manuel to attend 

school and complete his assignments. As another example, 

Mr. W. believed that his persistence in working with Richard 

helped establish trust between the school and Richard's 

family, which prompted Richard to become more engaged in 

school. 

Perceived Influence of the Advocates of 

Students Identified as Least Successful 

Of the five students identified as least successful, 

only one named his advocate as someone who helped him be 

successful and/or persist in school. The remaining four 

students (and their parents) were unable to name any such 
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seemed to agree that they had been of little or no help. 
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Michael. As the one student who identified his 

advocate as being helpful to him, Michael explained, "Mrs. 

C., even though I wasn't in her class last year, was still 

real helpful because she kind of got me out of most of my 

ditching. You know, because she was always saying, 'Get to 

class. If you don't get to class, you're grounded,' and 

that kind of stuff. I liked that because there was one 

teacher who did care. She was always checking on my 

attendance. I also had her my freshman and sophomore years 

for biology, and in all my years in school, in science I 

have never gotten over a D. The first time I went to her 

class, I got an A and a B and I was like, 'Whoa!'" 

Michael's father also indicated some awareness of the 

positive impact Mrs. C. had on his son. He noted that 

Michael "had a science teacher that he mentioned that seemed 

to take an interest in him or something. I guess it was 

kind of . she went out of her way to talk to him and 

stuff." He went on to say that he was surprised and 

somewhat confused that a teacher would take such an interest 

in Michael. 

Mrs. C. felt she helped Michael, yet she also indicated 

that not having Michael as a student made the mentoring 

relatlonship more difficult to maintain. She recalled, "I 
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program. And when I had him, oh, he was doing fantastic • 
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. . . I had him four hours a day, so he really couldn't get 

into too much problems there [but this year] I didn't 

have him in class. Unfortunately, as crazy as things were, 

I was not able to keep up with him as well as I had the 

years before. But he did come in every week and check in 

with me." 

Donald and Felicia. The remaining three advocates each 

made revealing comments about the quality of the mentoring 

relationship they established with their students. For 

example, Mrs. T., advocate for both Donald and Felicia, 

recalled "I started out by just, you know, talking to them 

so that I would be there for them and so on, and they seemed 

so grateful. The attitude was always that of 'Oh, wow! She 

really cares about me.' Unfortunately, I lost, if not' all 

of'them, practically all of them. Therefore, I couldn't do 

much with them, that was the only negative thing. I 

think they dropped out of school. None of them dropped out 

of my class because they didn't want to be because 

they didn't like my teaching or they didn't like me, or they 

wanted another teacher. It seems to me they dropped out of 

school. There may have been one that was put into another 

type of program because they weren't dOing their work, but I 

can't even remember their names right now." 



119 

Doug. Ms. M., Doug's advocate, noted, "I adopted him 

because I had had him from the year before, but it turns out 

that I really didn't have any contact with him hardly at 

all. When I would see him, I would check up on him, but I 

didn't really I thought it would be easier to do 

than it was. And then, because I didn't have him in class, 

I really didn't see him that much, and I honestly didn't 

make that much of an effort." 

Christine. Christine's advocate, Mrs. H., viewed her 

mentoring experience as frustratingly unsuccessful. She 

explained, "I thought if I could talk to her and try to 

become, not a friend, but someone that she could talk with 

about her other classes. I asked her if she was having 

problems in other classes. I told her if she brought her 

work, we could figure out what to do. Well, it never 

happened. • We had that little understanding and. I 

said, 'I want you to feel free to talk to me about any of 

your other classes or anything that you want to talk about.' 

I said, 'I'm a mother. I can listen. I've had teenagers.' 

At no time did she ever come in." 

In summary, of the five students identified as least 

successful, only Michael perceived his advocate as having 

influenced him to be successful in school. He noted that 

she "kind of got me out of most of my ditching." Michael's 

father indicated some awareness, as well as confusion, that 
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a teacher had taken a special interest in his son. Mrs. c. 

felt that although she strongly influenced Michael in 

previous years, this influence was diminished because she no 

longer had him as a student in class. 

Further, none of the parents of the remaining four 

students perceived any school staff member as having an 

influence on their children. When asked the question, "Were 

there people or programs at school that helped your 

son/daughter academically or personally?," each parent 

replied "No" or "I don't know." Additionally, the advocates 

themselves felt they had little or no impact on their 

student's success in school. 

Summary of Findings Regarding the Perceived 

Influence of the Advocate 

AnalYSis of the data suggested that the quality of the 

mentoring relationship may be a significant factor 

influencing an at-risk student's academic success. Students 

who were categorized as most successful consistently 

identified their advocates as positive factors in their 

academic success. They were able to identify specific ways 

their advocates helped them to be more successful in school. 

Further, three of the five parents of students identified as 

successful were aware of the mentoring relationship and 

named the advocate as a positive factor in their son or 

daughter's success in school. Additionally, the advocates 
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themselves each indicated their belief that they were a 

positive factor and often cited anecdotal evidence as proof. 

Conversely, only one of the students identified as 

least successful named his advocate as having a positive 

impact on his academic success. The father of this student 

also indicated an awareness of the advocate's influence on 

his son but seemed somewhat puzzled by her interest. The 

other four students did not identify their advocates as 

having a positive influence on their academic success. In 

fact, they did not indicate an awareness of having an 

advocate. Additionally, the advocates themselves seemed to 

feel they had been of little or no help to these students. 

students' Attitudes Toward School 

A third category with potentially significant 

dimensions that arose during analysis was student attitudes 

toward school as revealed by the students and their parents. 

The students and their parents made statements during the 

interviews that tended to fall into one of three areas: 

student statements expressing like/dislike of certain 

classes or teaching methods, student statements expressing 

opinions regarding school rules, and parent statements about 

their child's disconnection from school prior to entering 

high school. The following sections examine each of these 

three areas and provide a summary of findings. 
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students' Like/Dislike of Classes or Teaching Methods 

During the interviews, several students made statements 

expressing their opinions about a particular course or a 

teacher's method of instruction. They also provided 

anecdotal evidence in support of their opinions. 

Responses of students identified as most successful. 

Two of the students identified as most successful made 

statements expressing their like/dislike of certain classes 

or teaching methods. Manuel felt that the science teacher 

to whom he was assigned at the beginning of his freshman 

year made the subject too difficult for him to learn. He 

explained, lilt's hard to memorize all the bones and 

everything, and she doesn't do fun activities in there. II 

Manuel stated that he transferred from this class into a 

science class taught by Mr. C., who became his advocate. 

Throughout the interview, Manuel stressed the 

importance of having fun while learning. He stated that Mr. 

C. "does fun activities that help'You learn." He said Mr. 

C. had a teaching style similar to another teacher, Ms. W. 

He noted "I like her because she's really smart, and she's 

intelligent, and she knows how she thinks you want to learn. 

It's a fun way and it's pretty good. Like with Ms. W. right 

now, we're doing activities in there, and we're learning 

about mice and learning about muscle and tissue. She has it 

fun in there. She has you draw art things, and you learn 
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about it. • •• Today she's going to give us a phobia, like 

a mental problem, and we're going to have to act it out ,and 

then the kids in the audience are going to tell me what I'm 

trying to do •.. so I think that's real fun." 

Lydla expressed dislike of her typing class, although 

it appeared to have more to do with the relative immaturity 

of the other students and the teacher's possible lack of 

class control than with the subject matter. She explained, 

"I liked all the classes except for typing. I took typing, 

too. There were a lot of freshman, too many people that 

didn't pay enough attention, or just didn't care, I guess. 

The counselors told them to take typing so they could type 

their papers, but they didn't really want to, so that was 

kind of frustrating. I was the only senior in there and 

just because the teacher was so frustrated and upset all the 

time, and then she left and another teacher came, and they 

gave her a hard time too. It wasn't that great." 

To summarize, Manuel and Lydia each indicated a dislike 

of a particular class or teaching method. Manuel dealt with 

his situation by transferring to another science class. 

Manuel explained his preference for a hands-on approach to 

teaching that made learning fun for him. Lydia persisted in 

typing, despite what she perceived as the other students' 

lack of motivation and the teacher's lack of control and 

earned an A. 
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Responses of students identified as least successful. 

Four of the five students identified as least successful 

expressed dislike of a certain class or teaching style. 

When asked what things kept him from being successful in 

school, Michael replied, "The way teachers teach their 

class, you know, some do it in a way where they say, 'Do 

it!' and we are going, 'What?' Doug seemed to echo this 

opinion when he stated, "The teachers that I have now, 

they don't seem to, they don't explain things too well. 

They don't, they say when it's due, but they don't say what 

to do thoroughly. They say it's due here and here, but then 

you just move on. It's like, well if you didn't get it 

then, you're pretty much lost." Doug went on to say that 

"It's just that high school is too restrained. It's not the 

work. It's just the way it's given to me." 

Although Felicia tended to be very vague throughout the 

interview, she said she really didn't like any of her 

classes. Christine also did not particularly like any 

class; however, she specifically disliked her government 

class. She recalled, "You had to get up in front of the 

class a lot and do this and do that and get into groups. I 

just don't like that stuff." 

In summary, Michael, Doug, Felicia, and Christine each 

expressed dislike of a certain class or teaching style. 

Michael and Doug specifically felt teachers did not give 
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adequate explanations for assignments. Although Christine 

identified government as one class she particularly 

disliked, both Christine and Felicia indicated that they 

really did not like any of their classes. 

Students' Opinions Regarding School Rules 

During the interviews, several of the students 

expressed opinions about school rules. Of particular 

concern were the tardy policy, the no smoking rule, and the 

closed campus. Students' opinions about the rules ranged 

from agreement, to disagreement with acceptance, to strong 

disagreement. 

Responses of students identified as most successful. 

Three of the students identified as most successful 

expressed opinions regarding school rules. When asked what 

he would change about the high school, Richard immediately 

replied, "All the gates. All of a sudden we feel like we're 

in prison, and nothing's really happened [here]. I could 

understand over there at [a high school in a neighboring 

district] where they are all paranoid. I think we have 

excellent security, and they don't have to throw up all the 

gates and stuff." Richard paused during this statement and 

seemed to rethink his position, saying, " But I guess they 

do. You know, I didn't really agree with the ... you 

know, last year, I was a sophomore, and it didn't affect me 

or anything, but I thought that the freshmen were treated 
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unfairly not being let off [to go off campus during lunch]. 

I was talking to [the assistant principal] in his room, and 

he told me that 'well, the freshmen, they come up [to high 

school] you know, and they are young, and then they start 

hanging out with older people, and they may hang out with 

the wrong crowd, and then they go off campus, and they 

usually don't come back [for classes after lunch].' And 

then I started thinking, 'Hey man, that sounds familiarl' 

Like, 'You know, you're right. You're doing a good jobl'" 

Chris' comments regarding school rules appeared to 

reflect a gradual change in viewpoint that occurred over his 

four years in high school. He explained, "I think when you 

are a senior, you think more into perspective, like what the 

teachers are doing is best for you. So it's like you're a 

senior and you know what the teachers are doing. You know, 

it's like, yeah, she's doing this because, you know, you're 

more understanding. But when you're a freshman, it's like, 

the teacher this, the teacher that. All you do is complain. 

But when you get on to experience what the teachers know, 

it's better for you. You realize what the teachers are 

doing is for you own good." 

Chris expressed his agreement with school rules, 

particularly the tardy policy, stating, "I think the school 

is very strict. People say, 'Man, it's too strict. The 

tardy policy is impossible, five minutes to get to class. 
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No way!' But if you really think about it, and you really 

push yourself to just stop, you don't stop to socialize and 

go straight to class, you do make it on time. I probably 

wouldn't change the tardy policy. It just makes me more 

responsible to go to class." 

Aaron expressed disagreement with some of the school 

rules, yet he also expressed an understanding for their 

existence. He noted, "Well, the detention is kind of harsh. 

That's really harsh. It's after your second tardy yo~ get a 

detention. That's getting kind of out of hand. But, I 

mean, with the bells and everything, that's fine because 

you're getting used to college and everything, where there 

are no bells at all, you just have to go by the clock." He 

went on to say, "I don't really agree with, I liked it when 

the campus was open and stuff. But then nowadays with the 

gangs and everything, I mean you really can't do anything 

about it. I don't really like the tardy system now at 

school, but now that I think about it, it's good. • I 

guess I can understand with the security guards and all the 

fences and the stipulations they put on us because, I mean 

with today's society it has to be done." 

To summarize, Richard, Chris, and Aaron each expressed 

opinions regarding school rules. Richard disliked the 

fences and gates which surrounded the campus and the school 

policy that required freshmen and sophomores to remain on 
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campus at lunch. Aaron disliked the tardy policy that 

required a student to serve after-school detention after a 

second tardy. However, both Richard and Aaron also 

indicated that they understood and generally agreed with the 

school rules. Chris indicated a strong agreement with the 

school rules, stating that, as a senior, "you realize what 

the teachers are doing is for you own good." 

Responses of students identified as least successful. 

Two of the students identified as least successful expressed 

dislike of certain school rules. Doug commented that the 

one thing he disliked most about school was "the fences, 

bars." Donald had a great deal more to say on the subject. 

He said, "First off, I would make it less of a prison • 

. I'd make it to where there was less security guards, 

but I guess from the faculty's point of view, they want more 

security guards to keep the students in line. But from our 

po1nt of view, the only way they are going to keep us in 

line is if they chill out. Because the more security guards 

is just going to make us wilder. I think they should cut 

down on security, and they should let everyone off for 

lunch. That's another big thing; there's too many people on 

campus at lunch time." 

Donald also expressed disagreement with the no smoking 

policy on campus. He explained, "Another thing is that I 

don't see what the problem of smoking is, just as long as 
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it's open and nobody is offended by it. See, like over 

there by ROTC [Junior Reserve Officers Training Corps], 

there is a little area with a bunch of trees and picnic 

tables. It's perfect because the trees filter out the smoke 

and nobody gets harmed by it. Only the smokers go there. I 

don't see what the big deal is about smoking over there, 

just as long as we throw our butts in the garbage." 

Further, Donald said he disliked how he was treated on 

campus, citing the tardy policy as an example. He said, "We 

get harassed every day. And just for stupid little things. 

Oh, and the tardy bells too. We should have a warning bell 

because I've gotten like 30 detentions this year for too 

many tardies." 

Donald went on to explain that he had a plan to get the 

policy requiring freshman to remain on campus at lunch 

changed. He stated, "Anyway, I'm going to see if I can get 

into wrestling, and if I can then I'm going to help out the 

school. If I help out the school, then I want them to help 

me out somehow. Because when I'm helping out the school, 

getting a good name for wrestling, since I'm helping them 

out better there, I want them to at least help me do 

something. I know they are trying to help keep me in school 

and stuff, but I'm doing that myself." When asked what he 

wanted the school to do for him, he laughed and replied, 
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"Let the freshmen off campus. That's basically what I. 

want." 

In summary, Doug and Donald both expressed dislike of 

certain school rules. Doug stated that what he disliked 

most were the fences surrounding the campus. Donald 

disliked the number of security guards on campus, the policy 

that required freshmen and sophomores to remain on campus at 

lunch, the no smoking policy, and the tardy policy. 

Parents' Statements Regarding Their 

Child's Disconnection From School 

Parents of three of the students identified as least 

successful made statements expressing their belief that 

their son or daughter became disconnected from school prior 

to entering high school. No such statements were made by 

parents of the students identified as most successful. 

Doug's mother indicated that he had always been a 

"difficult" child in school. She stated that during Doug'S 

elementary school years, she and her husband (Doug's father) 

worked closely with the school staff, which seemed to have a 

positive impact on Doug. She noted, "Well, from the time he 

started school, I mean kindergarten, he's always been, 'I'm 

going to get away with as much as I can get away with, and 

when they put their foot down and stop me, then I'll stop 

doing it.' So for the first month of every year of school, 

the teacher called me every day, or the principal called me, 
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and they had an on-site school psychologist, and between the 

three of us or the four of us, we could have our hands on 

him until he settled down ... the rest of the school year, 

oh little things now and then." 

Doug's family moved from a smaller school district to 

the current one at the end of his sixth grade year. As Doug 

progressed through school, his mother felt she had been 

unable to achieve the same degree of cooperation from the 

school as she had in his primary years. It is unclear 

whether the move to a larger district or the nature of 

interaction between home and school for junior high and high 

school students contributed to this. Doug's mother 

expressed frustration at not being notified immediately of 

Doug's absences. She explained, "My husband had a red flag 

put on his records so that if he cut a class or missed a 

class or whatever happened, we were supposed to be notified, 

and they didn't even notify us at that." She felt this 

contributed to Doug's lack of success in school because 

"he'll go until he can get away with whatever he can get 

away with, and if he gets away with cutting one class, he's 

going to cut them all. He's just that type of kid, and I'm 

not saying it's the school system's fault. I'm just saying 

that he's a very independent, challenging kid and he needed 

that 'Stop!' from the very beginning and it wasn't. And 

like I said, we didn't know. We moved here, and 
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everything's fine; he's going to school; he's being a good 

kid. Then we find out he's flunking all his classes. You 

know, what is going on here? Don't they notify you? ' 

Because my kids grew up in the district, I mean I got three 

girls in college now, and then I have Doug who can't make it 

through high school." 

Doug's mother felt that Doug had goals but seemed 

unwilling to work to achieve them. Her frustration over his 

seeming lack of motivation was obvious. She said, "You 

know, he has goals and stuff he wants to do, but he doesn't 

want to work to achieve them. You know, all goals have to 

be achieved by hard work. It's not just, you know, 'Give me 

the goals' or you don't appreciate them. So, I really don't 

know. I don't understand him at all. I mean, he just 

thought he was so stupid that in fifth grade we had him, 

what's that test? It's a test for kids to prove how smart 

he was. As a result from this, he got a scholarship for 

physics at the junior college there in town. And it's like 

you would think that just by achieving stuff, you know, you 

could do something like that. And he loved itl As a matter 

of fact, he was on the news. He made the news, everything, 

and it was a big deal. Next year, it's like no big deal, 

nothing seemed to challenge him again." 

Felicia's mother discussed the tremendous amount of 

time Felicia missed from school as a result of not feeling 
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well. This pattern of non-attendance began in elementary 

school and continued through high school. Felicia's mother 

indicated that she was unhappy with the situation, yet she 

seemed to feel helpless to change it. She said, "She takes 

so much time off of school, and she thinks she's always 

sick, which I don't know if she is or not. I know she gets 

tired real easy, and maybe it just weighs her down, and 

after she rests a while, then she's fine. I don't want her 

to be home all the time, you know, because she don't do 

anything here. So why should she stay home? Last year, 

well the other years, I've had to go pick her up, and I even 

had to drive 25 miles. Well, that would be 50 miles a day. 

When she was in elementary school, they promised me that if 

I got her to school that they would make sure that if she 

got sick, they would have someone take her home. But they 

backed out on the deal, so whenever she got sick in the 

morning, I didn't send her to school. So, what do you do? 

She's been on all kinds of medication, and nothing has 

helped her. So, at this point, you know, I do what I can. 

And I can't take time off work all the time to come home and 

pick her up." 

Both of Christine's parents expressed a certain degree 

of helplessness and frustration with their daughter's 

apparent lack of interest in school, which they felt began 

in junior high. Her mother explained, "She had to go, but 
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she didn't really, I mean, I don't know what the word is you 

could say, but she wasn't enthused about any of the subjects 

or anything she took. . .. It started in junior high." 

Her father continued the explanation by saying, "She just 

says she doesn't like the subjects; she doesn't like the 

teachers. I don't think it was really that. She just 

didn't want to go." 

In summary, parents of three of the students identified 

as least successful made statements expressing a belief that 

their son or daughter became disconnected from school prior 

to entering high school. Doug's mother chronicled the 

behavioral problems she encountered with Doug and school 

beginning with his enrollment in kindergarten and continuing 

through his promotion to high school. Felicia's mother 

talked of her daughter's chronic yet vague ailments which 

frequently kept Felicia from attending school. Her status 

as a single parent made it difficult for her to pick Felicia 

up in the middle of the day if she got sick. So, if Felicia 

complained of not feeling well, she did not send her to 

school at all. Christine's parents felt that Christine's 

lack of interest in school began in junior high and had 

continued through high school. 
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The students and their parents made statements during 

the interviews that tended to fall into one of three 

groupings: student statements expressing like/dislike of 

certain classes or teaching methods, student statements 

expressing opinions regarding school rules, and parent 

statements about their child's disconnection from school 

prior to entering high school. Students identified as most 

successful and as least successful expressed dislike of 

certain classes or teaching styles; however, there appeared 

to be some differences in how they responded to the 

situation. Manuel indicated that he switched from one 

teacher to another teacher who taught more to his learning 

style. He seemed to believe strongly that he learned best 

through a hands-on, active approach. He indicated in the 

interview that he made efforts to learn about different 

teachers' style of teaching and then tried to get the 

teachers from whom he thought he would learn best. Although 

Lydia indicated her dislike of the typing class, she stuck 

with it, did her work, and earned an A in the course. 

On the other hand, students identified as least 

successful did not demonstrate these coping skills. Rather, 

they gave up, stopped trying, or simply stopped attending 

class. Michael and Doug in particular expressed frustration 
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that the teachers "went too fast" and did not explain things 

thoroughly. Both of these students also had chronic truancy 

problems. It is questionable whether their truancy 

contributed to their lack of understanding the coursework or 

their lack of understanding contributed to their decision to 

ditch school. Quite possibly, each of these factors 

affected the other. 

Several of the students, successful and non-successful, 

expressed opinions regarding school rules, but there were 

distinct differences in their approach. Successful students 

tended to express an understanding and acceptance of school 

rules, even if they did not particularly like them. They 

seemed to have developed the ability to view rules from a 

broader perspective. Safety, academic success, and personal 

responsibility were all identified as reasons for the school 

rules. The two non-successful students who expressed 

opinions about school rules did not seem to have such a 

perspective. They tended to view rules as restrictive and 

unfair. Donald saw the rules as subject to negotiation, 

stating his belief that if he "helped the school" by 

wrestling, the school would give him something he wanted in 

return, namely, the right to leave campus at lunch. He did 

not indicate an awareness that off-campus lunch privileges 

could be gained by earning at least five credits. 
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Analysis of the data suggested that students identified 

as most successful tended to have developed effective 

methods to deal with unsatisfactory situations, e.g., 

changing teachers, attempting to view the situation from 

another perspective, or working within the system. This 

adaptability helped them to continue in school. However, 

students identified as least successful did not appear to 

possess this skill. When they experienced dissatisfaction 

with certain situations (classes, tardy policy, closed 

campus), they tended to drop out or fade away from school. 

The tendencies indicated by the data may be related to 

Wehlage et al.'s (1989) notion of school membership. 

Wehlage et ale argued that school membership is created 

through the development of social bonding. Further, they 

asserted that 

a student is socially bonded to the extent that he 

or she is attached to adults and peers, committed 

to the norms of the school, involved in school 

activities and has belief in the legitimacy and 

efficacy of the institution. (p. 117) 

Students identified as most successful seemed to have 

developed stronger membership ties (or social bonds) with 

the school than those students identified as least 

successful. For example, students identified as most 

successful tended to identify their advocate more readily as 



138 

having had a positive impact on their academic success than 

students identified as least successful. Further, they 

seemed more willing to abide by school rules and more 

understanding of the reasons for the rules. Students 

identified as most successful also were more likely to 

report involvement in extra-curricular activities 

(particularly athletics) while students identified as least 

successful claimed little or no involvement. 

All 10 students, when interviewed, expressed their 

belief in the importance of education. Further, they all 

expressed their intention to earn a high school diploma 

eventually. However, students identified as least 

successful seemed to demonstrate greater ambivalence about 

the importance of education through generally higher truancy 

rates, more discipline referrals, lower grades, and fewer 

credits earned than students identified as most successful. 

Additionally, parents of three of the students identified as 

least successful reported their belief that their child 

became disconnected from school well before entering high 

school. 

Conclusions 

Analysis of the data from this research study suggested 

that the Student Advocacy Program was perceived by the 

students, their parents, and advocates as positively 

impacting the school lives of some at-risk students who 
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participated in the program. However, the program was 

perceived as having little or no impact on others who 

participated. Data analysis suggested specific categories 

and dimensions within the categories that appeared to affect 

the degree to which the program was perceived to promote the 

academic success of individual students. 

Categories were formed by clustering responses from 

students, parents, and advocates that were similar in 

nature. Although the responses were similar, they often 

ranged on a continuum from highly positive to ambivalent to 

somewhat negative. The terms positive and negative were 

used to indicate the degree to which a specific factor 

appeared to be present or absent in the participants' 

responses. 

One category appeared to be specific advocate 

characteristics such as a sense of responsibility for the 

student's success, a willingness to go beyond the 

traditional teacher/staff role, persistence in maintaining 

frequent contact with the student, and belief in the 

student's potential. Students identified as most successful 

tended to have advocates who demonstrated consistently 

positive dimensions for each of these characteristics. 

Their advocates expressed a sense of personal responsibility 

for student success, evidenced a willingness to go beyond 

the traditional teacher/staff role, were persistent in 
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maintaining frequent contact with the student, and expressed 

a belief in the student's potential. Advocates of students 

identified as least successful appeared less likely to 

demonstrate positive dimensions of these characteristics. 

Additionally, although an advocate may have indicated a 

positive belief or behavior for one or two of the 

characteristics, this dimension was not consistent across 

all four characteristics. For example, Michael's advocate 

expressed a very positive belief that Michael would succeed. 

However, she was somewhat ambivalent about her 

responsibility for his success. 

Another category revealed during analysis was the 

perceived influence of the advocate on student success as 

viewed by the students, the parents, and the advocates 

themselves. Advocates of students identified as most 

successful tended to be perceived as effective by the 

student, their parent(s), and the advocate. Advocates of 

students identified as least successful tended not to even 

be identified as a factor in the student's academic life. 

The one exception to this was Michael's advocate, who was 

identified by both Michael and his father as a positive 

influence. Analysis of the data tended to support Slicker 

and Palmer's (1993) finding that the quality of the 

relationship between an advocate and an at-risk student may 
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persistence in school and academic achievement. 

141 

A third category that arose during analysis involved 

student attitudes toward school as revealed by students and 

their parents. Students identified as most successful 

tended to demonstrate more effective methods for dealing 

with classes or teaching methods they disliked and seemed 

more willing to conform to the rules and norms of the school 

than students identified as least successful. For some of 

the students identified as least successful, parents 

reported that a pattern of disconnection from school emerged 

prior to their enrollment in high school. 

Research by Wehlage et ale (1989) seemed to confirm 

this notion that the dropout problem is extremely complex. 

They noted that there are a number of factors, including 

social and family background, personal problems, and school 

issues, that are interrelated and interact to impact the 

at-risk student in ways that are not yet fully understood. 

Additionally, their research indicated that factors may 

affect each student differently and at different times. In 

other words, situations that may cause one student to drop 

out may have little noticeable effect upon another student. 

The success of a particular strategy may depend on its match 

with the right student at the right point in time. The 

success of the Student Advocacy Program with a particular 
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student at risk quite likely depends on the implementation 

of a careful selection process as well. 

The analysis of data in this exploratory study focused 

on uncovering potentially significant categories and their 

dimensions among students at risk and a Student Advocacy 

Program at a specific ·high school. Three categories, 

(specific advocate characteristics; influence of the 

advocate as perceived by the students, parents, and the 

advocates themselves; and student attitudes toward school) 

emerged during analysis. Explaining these categories, their 

dimensions, and relationships among them is left to future 

confirmatory studies, although implications for practice and 

future research are discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter includes a summary of the study, 

conclusions, and recommendations. Recommendations are 

organized into two sections: recommendations to improve the 

Student Advocacy Program and recommendations for future 

research. The following section provides a summary of the 

study. 

Summary of the Study 

This study explored, described, and analyzed the 

perceived effectiveness of a mentoring program known as the 

Student Advocacy Program for at-risk students at a senior 

high school in a southwestern city in the United States. A 

case study methodology was used to gain an understanding of 

the perceptions of students, parents, and volunteer staff 

members participating in the program. As an exploratory 

study, this research sought to uncover significant 

dimensions among students at risk and a mentoring program 

at a single high school that may provide insights into 

similar programs at other schools. 

In-depth interviews with students, parents, and 

advocates were conducted in order to gather qualitative data 

on the program, its processes, and complexities. Document 
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verify interview findings. 
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This study focused on 10 of the 52 students who 

participated in the Student Advocacy Program during the 

1992-93 school year. Counselors at the target high school 

were provided with a list of the 52 students and were asked 

to agree on the five students whom they considered to be the 

most successful and the five students they considered to be 

the least successful. The five students identified as most 

successful were contacted and interviewed. Four of the five 

students identified as least successful were contacted and 

interviewed. One student could not be located, so the 

student considered "next on the list" as least successful 

was contacted and interviewed. Advocates and at least one 

parent or guardian of each student were also contacted and 

interviewed. Additionally, data on attendance, discipline, 

and academic progress of these 10 students were tracked and 

collected for the 1992-93 school year. 

Seven male students and three female students were 

selected for this study. Grade level for each student was 

determined by number of credits earned toward graduation. 

Four of the male students were classified as freshmen, two 

as sophomores, and one as a junior. Of the female students, 

one was classified as a freshman and two as seniors. Of the 

five students identified as most successful, four were males 
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and one was a female. Two of the male students were 

classified as freshmen, one as a sophomore, and one as a 

junior. The one female was classified as a senior. Of the 

students identified as least successful, three were males 

and two were females. Two of the male students were 

classified as freshmen and one as a sophomore. One of the 

female students was classified as a sophomore and one as a 

senior. 

In an effort to create a meaningful picture of the 

Student Advocacy Program, each student was initially treated 

as an individual case study. Data from each case study were 

analyzed for emerging themes and categories. These case 

studies were then analyzed as a group to uncover common 

themes and categories. Questions guiding this analysis 

included the following: Are there common themes among case 

studies? Do these themes seem to cluster in meaningful 

ways? Are there common categories within an individual case 

study and across case studies? Are there similar dimensions 

of each category within an individual case study? Across 

case studies? 

Intensive data analysis revealed three categories and 

their dimensions that may warrant further investigation in 

future research studies. These included specific advocate 

characteristics; the perceived influence of the advocate on 

student success as viewed by the students, the parents, and 
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the advocates themselves; and student attitudes toward 

school as revealed by the students and parents. Specific 

advocate characteristics included a sense of responsibility 

for the student's success, a willingness to go beyond the 

traditional teacher/staff role, persistence in maintaining 

frequent contact with the student, and belief in the 

student's potential. The perceived influence of the 

advocate ranged from having a positive impact on the 

student's persistence in high school and academic success to 

having minimal or no impact. Student attitudes toward 

school as revealed by students and parents included 

expressing like/dislike about certain classes or teaching 

methods, expressing opinions regarding school rules, and 

parent statements that their child was disconnected from 

school prior to entering high school. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to explore, describe, and 

analyze the perceived effectiveness of a mentoring program 

called the Student Advocacy Program. Case study methodology 

was utilized to gather and analyze qualitative data gleaned 

from in-depth interviews and school records. The following 

questions guided this study: What components of the Student 

Advocacy Program positively impact the school lives of 

at-risk students? What factors do students, their parents, 

and their advocates perceive as contributing to the success 
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of the Student Advocacy Program? What other school, family, 

and/or community factors may contribute to these students' 

decisions to persist or drop out of school? 

The Student Advocacy Program appears to be making a 

difference in the school lives of some at-risk students due 

to a number of factors'. Analysis of the data suggests that 

specific advocate characteristics and the degree to which 

they are present may positively influence a student's 

academic success and persistence in school. These 

characteristics include a sense of personal responsibility 

for the student's success, a willingness to go beyond the 

traditional teacher/staff role, persistence in maintaining 

frequent contact with the student, and belief in the 

student's potential. Additionally, analysis suggests that 

the quality of the advocacy relationship may impact a 

student's success in school. Advocates of the most 

successful students tended to be viewed as a positive 

influence on the student's success by the students, their 

parents, and by the advocates themselves. Advocates of 

students classified as least successful, with one exception, 

were not identified as having any influence, positive or 

negative, on the student's success. Finally, student 

attitudes toward school (as indicated by opinions regarding 

classes/teaching styles, school rules, and previous 

disconnection from school) appeared to affect and be 
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affected by a number of factors, possibly including the 

quality of the advocacy relationship and the degree to which 

the student desires or has attained school membership. 

The Student Advocacy Program may be making a positive 

difference in the lives of some at-risk students by 

fostering a close personal relationship between students and 

their advocates. However, simply participating in the 

program does not guarantee that such a bonding will occur. 

Analysis of the data suggests that advocate beliefs, time 

and effort invested by the advocate, and the student's 

attitudes toward school all may affect the development of 

this close personal relationship. 

The decision of a student to drop out or persist in 

school is influenced by a complex web of interwoven factors. 

These factors include social and family background, personal 

problems, and school issues and characteristics. 

Additionally, research indicates that these factors may 

affect each student differently at different times· (Wehlage 

et al., 1989). The students involved in this particular 

research study were undoubtedly affected by these factors as 

well. However, participation in the Student Advocacy 

Program for some students appears to make a positive 

difference in their school lives. 
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Recommendations 

There were three primary goals of this research study. 

One was to gain an understanding of how the Student Advocacy 

Program influenced students considered at risk to persist in 

school. A second goal was to gather data on changes 

suggested by study participants to improve the Student 

Advocacy Program. A third goal was to provide school 

administrators qualitative data to consider when making 

future decisions regarding the Student Advocacy Program. 

These goals serve as a framework for recommendations. 

Recommendations to Improve the Student Advocacy Program 

The following recommendations suggest methods to 

improve the Student Advocacy Program based upon findings of 

this research study. The recommendations cover topics 

including advocate recruitment, selection, and training; 

student recruitment and selection; parental involvement in 

the mentoring process; and frequency of advocate-student 

contacts. Additionally, incorporating the Student Advocacy 

Program as one component of a district-wide dropout 

prevention plan is discussed. 

Recommendation 1 

Conduct an introductory workshop on the Student 

Advocacy Program for all staff members. During the 

interviews, some of the advocates indicated little 
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understanding of the mentoring role and its accompanying 

responsibilities. Providing an overview would serve a 

number of purposes. First, all staff members would acquire 

a basic understanding of the program and its objectives. 

Second, the workshop may serve as a tool to recruit 

potential advocates. Third, staff members may be more 

likely to recommend students to the program. 

Recommendation 2 

Develop a screening process that identifies staff 

members who are likely to be effective advocates. The 

findings of this study suggested that specific advocate 

characteristics were perceived as important factors in 

advocate effectiveness by students, parents, and advocates. 

A process that considers such factors (a sense of 

responsibility for the student's success, a willingness to 

go. beyond the traditional teacher/staff role, persistence in 

maintaining frequent contact with the student, and belief in 

the student's potential) would facilitate the recruitment 

and selection of effective advocates. 

Following the selection process, provide in-depth, 

ongoing training for all staff members designated as 

advocates. Many of the advocates expressed both a desire 

and a willingness to attend workshops focused on the 

development and enhancement of effective mentoring skills. 

Suggested topics for advocate training workshops included 
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communication skills, mediation skills, tutoring strategies, 

outside referral agencies, and legal issues. 

Recommendation 3 

Develop a selection process that identifies students 

likely to benefit from participation in the Student Advocacy 

Program. The findings from this study suggested that the 

Student Advocacy Program was probably most effective with 

students who exhibited mild to moderate risk factors, that 

is, students who still exhibited some desire to be connected 

with school. It seems reasonable that students who perceive 

some value in attaining and maintaining school membership 

are more likely to benefit from a mentoring relationship. 

Next, inform each student of his/her selection as a 

candidate for the program and secure his/her consent to 

participate. Some of the students interviewed for this 

study seemed unaware or only vaguely aware that they were 

participants in the Student Advocacy Program. Securing the 

student's commitment to the mentoring process would serve to 

enhance the chances for its success. 

Recommendation 4 

Inform parents of their child's selection as a 

candidate for the program and secure consent for their child 

to participate. Many of the parents interviewed indicated 

little or no awareness of the Student Advocacy Program. 
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Parents who were aware of the program were supportive and 

very appreciative that a school staff member made a special 

effort to help their child succeed academically. By 

involving parents in the advocacy process, a stronger web'of 

support for the student appeared to be woven. 

Recommendation 5 

Encourage advocates to have meaningful contact with 

their student a minimum of three times per week. Findings 

of this study suggested that frequency of contact was an 

important factor in the advocacy relationship. Advocates of 

the students identified as most successful were in contact 

with the students on an almost daily basis. Ideally, a 

student would be enrolled in one or more classes taught by 

his/her advocate to help ensure frequent contact. 

Recommendation 6 

Continue to include the Student Advocacy Program as one 

component of a district-wide effort to reduce the dropout 

rate. The findings of this study suggested that the Student 

Advocacy Program is an appropriate intervention for some, 

but not all, students at risk. The decision to drop out or 

persist in school is influenced by a complex set of factors, 

including social and family background, personal problems, 

and school issues and characteristics. These factors affect 

each student differently and may affect a specific student 
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differently at different times. School systems must have a 

variety of strategies and programs designed to meet the 

diverse needs of students at risk effectively. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The recommendations for future research are based upon 

questions and issues that surfaced during the course of this 

exploratory study. These include conduc'ting confirmatory 

studies to determine the actual effects of specific advocate 

characteristics and the quality of the mentoring 

relationship on at-risk students' decisions to persist or 

drop out of school. Further studies are suggested to 

investigate the relationship between the development of 

students' attitudes toward school and their decisions to 

persist or drop out of school. Additionally, a 

recommendation is made to investigate specific factors that 

may indicate whether or not a particular student is likely 

to benefit from a mentoring relationship. The final 

recommendation is to examine the effects of including 

parents as partners in the mentoring relationship. 

Recommendation 1 

Conduct a confirmatory study to determine the actual 

effects of specific advocate characteristics (such as a 

personal sense of responsibility for the student's success, 

a willingness to go beyond the traditional teacher/staff 
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role, persistence in maintaining frequent contact with the 

student, and belief in the student's potential) on an 

at-risk student's decision to persist or drop out of school. 

The findings of such a study would be useful in at least two 

ways. First,. the information would be helpful in the 

recruitment and selection of advocates who are more likely 

to be successful with at-risk students. Secondly, the 

information would be helpful in designing a training program 

for advocates. 

Recommendation 2 

Conduct a confirmatory study to determine whether the 

quality of a mentoring relationship is a significant factor 

in an at-risk student's persistence in school and academic 

achievement. In a qualitative research study on a high 

school mentoring program, Slicker and Palmer (1993) 

conducted an exploratory post-hoc analysis which suggested 

that the quality of the mentoring relationship is a 

significant factor. The findings of this study supported 

this as well. A confirmatory study would provide an 

opportunity to verify these findings. 

Recommendation 3 

Further investigate the relationship between the 

development of student attitudes toward school and the 

decision to persist or drop out of school. Interviews with 
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some of the parents suggested that negative student 

attitudes toward school were formed in the early school 

years. Perhaps a mentoring program would be more effective 

if it were initiated prior to high school. 

Recommendation 4 

Investigate the specific factors that indicate whether 

or not a particular student would benefit from a mentoring 

relationship. Previous research indicated that no single 

program can be designed to benefit all students. Further, a 

program that may help a particular student at one point in 

his or her life may be of little help at a different time or 

under different circumstances. By developing a profile of 

the student most likely to benefit from a mentoring program, 

precious resources of time and money could be used more 

efficiently and effectively. Students less likely to 

benefit from a mentoring relationship could be targeted for 

other at-risk programs. 

Recommendation 5 

Examine the effects of including parents as partners in 

the mentoring relationship. Little research has been 

conducted in this area. Analysis of data from this study 

indicated that the parents of students identified as most 

successful were more likely to be aware of their child's 

advocate than parents of students identified as least 



successful. It seems that parental awareness of and 

involvement with the mentoring relationship are likely to 

have a positive impact on the student's academic success. 

Conclusions 
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The recommendations that arose from this research study 

were categorized under suggestions to improve the Student 

Advocacy Program and suggestions for future research. 

Findings of this study indicated that the Student Advocacy 

Program appeared to impact the school lives of some at-risk 

students positively. Recommendations were developed to 

expand and enhance this positive influence. First, analysis 

of the data implied several refinements to the program that 

may serve at-risk students more effectively and increase the 

likelihood that they will persist in school. Second, 

confirmatory research may verify potentially significant 

findings of this study. Additional research would examine 

other factors such as student characteristics and parental 

involvement that may impact the effectiveness of the 

mentoring relationship. 
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INDIVIDUAL CASE STUDIES 

Manuel 

Manuel entered high school as a freshman in the fall of 

1992. The freshman year was a rocky one for Manuel, 

particularly the first semester, when he failed two of his 

classes. He believed several factors contributed to this. 

These factors included too much socializing, teachers who 

did not teach to his learning style, a lack of understanding 

the importance of his grade point average, and 

non-participation in school athletics. 

Manuel recalled that as a new freshman, he was a 

"goof-off," talking to his friends and often not paying 

attention in class. He noted that he had the most 

difficulty in classes in which the teacher lectured, and the 

students were expected to listen and take notes. 

He said he had trouble staying on task and sometimes 

became a discipline problem. This, in turn, had a negative 

impact on his grades. 

Manuel also expressed frustration that he was not made 

aware of the importance of a student's grade point average. 

Further, he said that until his counselor explained 

otherwise (late in the first semester), he was not aware 

that a failing semester grade meant that he did not earn 

credit towards graduation. When told that students were 

given all of this information during freshmen orientation 



and in the student handbook, he stated that he did not 

attend the orientation, and he had not read the student 

handbook. 

He also noted that through eighth grade, a failing 

grade had no impact upon his promotion to the nex.t grade. 

The concept of credits necessary for graduation was 

completely foreign to him. 
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Additionally, Manuel did not participate in school 

athletics during his freshman year. As a sophomore, he 

expressed regret over this decision. He explained that 

athletes must abide by a "no pass, no play" rule, which 

requires them to be passing all of their classes on a weekly 

basis to be eligible for competition. Manuel felt that 

this constant feedback and encouragement by coaches would 

have helped him be more academically successful during his 

freshman year. 

Mr. C., Manuel's science teacher, volunteered to be 

Manuel's advocate during the first semester of his freshman 

year. When interviewed, he recalled being surprised when 

Manuel's name appeared on the list of students who had 

failed two or more classes because "From the experiences I 

had with him in my class, I didn't think he should have been 

failing because I knew how bright he was. Sometimes 

freshmen get hooked into, 'I don't like that teacher, so I'm 

not going to do well.'" Mr. C. began to check on Manuel's 
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attendance and grades in other classes. He confronted 

Manuel when he was dOing poorly and encouraged him in his 

efforts to do better. Mr. c. noted, "I think he had the 

feeling like somebody's going to care about whether I do 

well or not. And not just in [science], but in all [his] 

classes. He knew that I was checking up on him in all his 

classes and I think it made a difference for him." 

While Manuel struggled through most of his freshman 

year, there were gradual signs of improvement, including 

passing all six of his classes for the second semester. He 

attributed this to a number of factors. First of all, his 

group of friends changed. He moved from spending time with 

"friends who wanted to just go out and have fun all the 

time" to friends who "are very intelligent, and they like to 

do work and everything. . .. They kept me going to 

classes." He also changed a couple of classes after the 

first semester to teachers who used different teaching 

strategies. He found this helped him to become more engaged 

in learning, explaining that "It's probably the creativity 

of the teachers; they are very active and everything . 

and that is how I want to learn. That should be more 

throughout the school because more people would have fun and 

that way learn more." 

Manuel's mother, Mrs. 0., echoed the importance of 

Manuel's teachers in helping him to be successful, "The 
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teachers playa very important part in it, you know • • 

Manuel is the type of person who needs somebody to tell him 

how well he's doing." She noted that several teachers 

called her on the phone or made arrangements to meet with 

her for a conference. She recalled that one teacher even 

took Manuel out to lunch at the mall. 

Mrs. O. stated that she was both surprised and 

concerned about Manuel's freshman year. She felt part of 

his behavior was due to peer pressure "because when you're a 

freshman, you're new and you know, you kind of have to show 

..•. The boys have this thing where they have to show 

where they stand. He got in trouble, which surprised 

me because what teachers tell me about Manuel, and what I 

know about him, is that he is a very sweet boy, very 

respectful and everything. But sometimes I think he takes 

his frustrations out with some teachers he doesn't get 

along with, but 90% of his teachers he does. He started 

off roughly, but he's doing great now." 

Manuel believed that his mother was the number one 

reason for his success in school. He explained that "she 

talked to me about it and helped me with my homework and 

everything like that." Mrs. O. stressed how important 

education was to Manuel's future, saying "I keep telling 

him that school is the most important time of your life; 

this is what you are going to remember . . . because I know 
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what my husband and I had to go through and how I had to 

work through the summer and nights. I worked graveyards and 

went to high school. I helped my mom that way because we 

were such a large family." She explained that education is 

highly valued by their extended family and that Manuel 

receives encouragement from his many aunts and uncles, who 

are "all very successful because they went to college. I am 

the only one who didn't." 

When interviewed during the first semester of his 

sophomore year (1993-94), Manuel claimed that he was earning 

all As and Bs in his classes. Mr. C. was continuing as his 

advocate, and Manuel was a student aide for him during one 

class hour. Manuel expressed appreciation for Mr. C.'s 

continued support, saying "The most important thing he does 

is that if [I'm] failing he talks to [me], and he wants [me] 

to get back on [my] feet again, saying 'hey, I'm not going 

to let you fail, so here I'll give you this and do this work 

so you can bring up your grade. If you want to do more for 

yourself, it's up to you to do it.' That's what's so nice 

about him." 

Manuel also felt that most of his sophomore teachers 

"make learning fun." For example, "Mr. 5., he's really 

good. He does fun activities, like he has you working with 

your hands, and you can talk within your group and 

everything. Then you can do fun activities like glue and 



163 

color, things you want to do in there. And you are learning 

about the world, Eastern Europe and all that. We're 

learning how they, what their problems are and everything 

like that, and how they make their money on crops and all 

that kind of stuff. That's really good, and it's fun." He 

also discussed another teacher, Ms. W., "She's very active 

in there, and she wants you to do stuff and draw. Like 

today she's going to give us a phobia, like a mental 

problem, and we are going to have to act it out, and then 

the kids in the audience are going to tell us what we are 

trying to do. That's fun. It makes it easier to learn." 

At the time of the interview, Manuel was not 

participating in school sports. However, he stated his 

intentions to play baseball in the spring. He felt this 

would help him keep his grades up, "It's not going to be 

that hard because I will know when I'm passing and when I'm 

failing, so that's going to be easier." He also expressed 

his hope of earning an athletic scholarship for college. 

Manuel stated that he planned to earn As and Bs for the 

rest of his high school career. He wished that he had been 

aware of the importance of good grades before he entered 

high school and suggested that someone "should talk to 

seventh and eighth graders right now so that when they come 

up here, they'll be ready for the GPA [grade point average] 

and what they are looking for in this high school and 
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everything, because you need a good GPA to get into 

colleges. . .. If I would have done good last year and got 

a good GPA, I wouldn't be worried about it now. I would be 

like trying . I'd be doing good and not having to try my 

hardest to keep my grades up. That's pretty hard, but I'm 

trying." 

Note: Manuel withdrew from high school in December, 

1994 with 10 credits earned. He re-enrolled through an 

off-campus alternative program in January, 1995 and had 

earned an additional credit as of June, 1995. 

Richard 

As a freshman, Richard had a very difficult year. 

Learning disabilities placed him in special education 

resource classes, which seemed to make him feel both 

embarrassed and resentful. His connection with school was 

tenuous at best. The pull of his gang-member friends was 

much stronger. Although Richard insisted he was never 

officially initiated ("jumped-in") as a gang member, his 

dress, demeanor, and friends indicated strong gang ties. 

Richard noted, "When I came here my freshman year, I really 

messed up. I got into a . • • I started hanging out with a 

bad crowd, you know, and I really messed it up." Richard 

was making little academic progress. His report card for 

the first semester showed mostly failing marks, and his 

attendance was checkered with absences. Richard could be 
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intimidating to his peers; however, he was generally 

respectful towards adults, which may help to account for few 

disciplinary referrals during this time period. 

Prior to the start of the second semester, Richard was 

involved in a gang-related fight at the mall, and he was 

stabbed. As Richard remembered it, "I was walking through 

the mall, and a gang fight broke out, and I was walking, and 

everything was so confusing. There was like 15 guys from 

each side going at it, and all of a sudden somebody attacked 

me. I didn't know what was going on." The injuries were 

serious. In fact, according to Richard, he almost died. 

Richard transferred to a high school in a neighboring 

district immediately after the stabbing. His mother hoped 

to get him away from the trouble he was encountering. 

Although neither Richard nor his mother revealed much about 

Richard's semester at this other high school, evidence 

indicated that things continued to go poorly. His advocate 

noted "I guess he thought maybe he'd fit in over there. He 

didn't. He was just having trouble in general, not just 

Flowing Wells [High School]" Richard and his mother chose 

not to inform the school to which he transferred that he 

qualified for special education resource classes. Rather, 

he enrolled in mainstream classes, most of which he failed. 

The summer between Richard's first and second years in 

high school proved to be a pivotal time in his life. 
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Richard was contacted by the wrestling coach at Flowing 

Wells High School who encouraged him to come to practice at 

the school. Richard began going to practice, and gradually 

a change occurred. His coach, who later officially became 

his advocate explained, "We got a hold of him and were able 

to work with him a little bit, almost on a daily basis over 

the summer. He just kept coming around and kept coming 

around, and then it seemed to, he seemed to be a little more 

at ease and didn't have so much stress because whatever 

other situation he was involved in, you know, he was finding 

other things to do." 

Prior to the beginning of Richard's second year, his 

coach contacted the high school counseling department and 

discussed Richard's re-enrollment at Flowing Wells. When 

Richard registered for school, courses and teachers were 

selected to create the optimum opportunity for success. 

Because of his strong opposition to being placed in special 

education classes, he was officially exited from that 

program. Richard claimed, "My wrestling coach, he's the one 

who really helped me the most. He made sure I got into the 

right classes and if he didn't think a class was right for 

me . if I explained the problem, like I couldn't keep up 

with the teacher, or , you know, if it's not my style, he 

would search and look for what's best for me." Until 

Richard began to drive himself, his coach picked him up 
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every day to ensure that he was attending school. He also 

tutored him on a regular basis. Richard recalled, "He would 

have me bring my homework in every day after class, or he'd 

have me every day after school, before practice. . •. He'd 

help me with my homework. . .• He'd teach me how to do it 

and then, after practice, again he'd be there." 

There were other factors at school that assisted 

Richard as well. A teaching assistant in math tutored 

Richard on a regular basis before school. The football 

coach constantly reminded him to keep his grades up and stay 

out of trouble. Richard also became involved in Tucson Teen 

Congress. This was a group of students from 13 local high 

schools who served as an advisory panel to local and state 

politicians. It provided students with leadership 

opportunities and a chance to make a difference in their 

community. Richard described Tucson Teen Congress with an 

obvious pride of membership, "We're a diverse group. 

There are Hispanics, White, Black, Asian and together we try 

to think of things, try to get . see how we can improve 

this community. We talk a lot with the media; they come to 

us for advice on what they need to do to keep teens off the 

streets and stuff. That's basically what we do. We meet a 

lot with the mayor. I've personally got to sit on a panel 

. with Senator De Concini and talked to Congressman Jim 

Kolbe. We just have a lot of fun. It's really great." 



Richard also earned high school credit in the summer by 

enrolling in a class for Teen Congress participants. 

In addition to Richard's attitude toward school 
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changing, his parents' attitudes changed also. Richard's 

mother was always her son's staunchest ally, and she felt 

Flowing Wells was not a good place for her son in his 

freshman year. She felt that the teachers neither liked nor 

understood him. She insisted that her son had always been a 

"good boy," even when there were rumors of gang affiliation. 

When Richard returned to Flowing Wells, his coach and 

advocate worked to keep the parent-school lines of 

communication open. He believed it was a matter of trust. 

"I think trust was a big factor. • The family wasn't 

sure it could trust the school. That was my impression from 

the beginning--that the parents and Richard didn't quite 

trust the school enough to think we were going to do the 

right thing for their son. After a lot of communication 

they came to trust the school more and more, and then they 

were a lot more honest with us about what was going on with 

Richard and maybe why he wasn't successful. I would say the 

parents had a big influence on Richard and [are] why he is 

doing a lot better now." Richard's parents, particularly 

his mother, became very involved in both the wrestling and 

football programs. Mrs. H. was in attendance at every meet 
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and game and also volunteered to coordinate the food for the 

"hospitality room" during wrestling tournaments. 

Richard's re-enrollment at Flowing Wells was not 

without difficulties. Old habits die hard, and Richard's 

attendance remained a problem. His coach/advocate expressed 

frustration over the inconsistent attendance saying, "Yeah, 

well, there's always a reason. Sometimes it's not the whole 

day; it's just the first part of first period, or the 

whole first period, or it's a number of different things." 

However, his coach/advocate further noted that his 

involvement in school activities sometimes was the reason 

for missing classes. Richard also continued to struggle 

academically. Although he passed all but one of his 

classes his second year (giving him a total of 10 credits), 

his goal was to earn a B average. At the end of the 1992-93 

school year, Richard's grade point average was a low c. 

Perhaps one of the biggest obstacles Richard had to 

overcome when he returned for his second year was his 

reputation as a gangster. Richard said he felt that 

although school staff "treated me pretty good," many 

students still believed he was part of a gang. "I felt I 

had to do something to prove I wasn't. I told the head 

leader of this gang that either way, I was in by guilt of 

association, so I wanted them to jump me out. I just wanted 

to let it be known that I am not a part of this. He said he 
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understood because I wrestled and I played football, and he 

said, 'You don't belong in a gang, man.' I didn't get hurt 

or anything. And people either feared or respected me for 

that." 

Richard continued to attend the high school and to be 

on track for graduation. He did not seem to dwell on the 

past but talked of the future, like getting into college on 

an athletic scholarship. He perhaps summed it up best with 

these words, "I was young then, ignorant. I really didn't 

think. You know I just needed a little help. My 

turning point was when I saw I was hurting my family and 

stuff. . You know, I won the [wrestling] award for most 

improved." 

Note: Richard graduated from high school on schedule 

in May, 1995 with a 1.9 grade point average. 

Chris 

At the beginning of the 1992-93 school year, Chris had 

earned 10 and one-half of a possible 12 credits. This gave 

him sophomore-level standing, although he was in his third 

year of high school. Chris began the first semester of his 

high school career at a high school in a neighboring 

district. According to his mother, Chris began associating 

with the "wrong crowd." She recalled "We were having 

problems with all the little gangsters and stuff. We had to 



move because we had an incident at home. He brought some 

kids over, some things happened, and we had to move." 
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Chris didn't discuss specifics, but he did note that he 

wasn't "too serious" in his freshman year. He attributed 

this mostly to "friends and your image around your friends. 

Basically, it's like if your friends do this then you want 

to do this with your friends, so you go on and do it, and 

then you get in trouble. • I think that's what 

basically got me in trouble . . . being lazy and peer 

pressure." 

During his initial sophomore year in high school, Chris 

was enrolled in a Spanish class taught by Mrs. M., who later 

became his advocate. She served as his advocate for two 

years, 1991-92 and 1992-93, until she look a sabbatical to 

pursue her doctorate degree. Chris, his mother, and Mrs. M. 

all agreed that her influence was pivotal to Chris' 

increasing success in school. Both Chris and Mrs. M. are 

Mexican Americans. From Chris' perspective, Mrs. M. made 

him realize he had potential and helped instill deep pride 

in his ethnic heritage. She pointed out to him that his 

fluency in both English and Spanish gave him a tremendous 

advantage in school and work. He remembered, "She was 

always encouraging me to do my homework, and she would 

always check up on me. So she took me in this thing like 

where she had foster children. She took me in as one of her 
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kids, and she would always check up on my attendance, and 

she would always check up on my grades, and she talked to my 

teachers to see how I was progressing in class. She 

mainly just started telling me about my future and then a 

lot of talking about college and stuff. That really got me 

thinking. . I was like ... I might be getting in 

trouble or something, you know [laughing]; I was. 

screwing around and stuff and I might not graduate . . • or 

might not go to a good college." 

Chris' girlfriend, Shannon, was a year behind him in 

school. As an honor student, she took her studies very 

seriously and, according to Chris and Mrs. M., insisted that 

Chris did as well. She encouraged him to attend summer 

school to get "caught up" on his credits. During the summer 

of 1993, Chris enrolled in summer school and completed the 

first semester of an algebra class. On the last day of the 

first summer session, however, he was involved in a fight 

with a student from his former high school. According to 

Chris, he did not start the fight. However, he acknowledged 

his involvement and was not allowed to enroll in summer 

school for the second session. His successful completion 

of one session of summer school gave him another one 

half-credit (for a total of 16.5) towards the necessary 22. 

This allowed him to be on track for graduation provided he 



successfully earned five and one-half credits during his 

senior year. 
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Chris' mother stated her belief that Chris had many 

good teachers. She said she talked to a few of them, and 

"they seemed to like Chris a lot." She noted that Mrs. M. 

took a special interest in Chris, keeping track of his 

progress. She recalled, "One time she even called home and 

told Chris 'you better straighten up or you're in trouble 

with me.'" Chris' mother stated that his coaches also had a 

powerful influence on Chris. Not only did they work to 

improve his athletic skills, they maintained a constant 

vigilance on his grades. This was especially important, 

because athletes who were failing one or more classes were 

ineligible to compete. 

Chris went out for two sports during high school, 

baseball and football. He noted a close communication 

between his coaches and his classroom teachers. He felt 

this was particularly true with his football coac~, 

explaining that "Every teacher that knows you're in trouble 

[academically] will go tell your football coach, and your 

football coach will chew you out, and then after that it's 

like, well, you know, 'I better get on the ball; otherwise, 

coach is gonna get mad and I won't play.' So that kind of 

motivates you." He said that his coaches expected a strong 

commitment to the team, and if a player is "failing in 
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school, then you are not being committed to the team." He 

said coaches routinely released players from practice so 

they could take care of academic problems. However, players 

who weren't at practice got less playing time on the field, 

so players worked to keep their grades up. 

According to Mrs. M., Chris struggled in athletics. 

She described a championship baseball game she attended in 

which Chris pitched but was pulled after a couple of innings 

due to poor performance. This was an important game for 

Chris. Not only was it a championship game, but his father 

was there also. Mrs. M recalled, "He didn't do well, so 

they took him out almost immediately. He was embarrassed. 

His father, it was the first game his father had gone to. 

But then we talked about it afterwards on Monday because I 

kept telling him that Monday would come. And he said, 'You 

know, I'm not making it in school, and I didn't make it to 

varsity for football, and now that I made it to varsity 

baseball, I suck.' I told him he wasn't going to be a 

baseball player professionally, nor was he going to be a 

football player professionally. But he could become a 

student, and he could go to college. But before he could do 

that, he must graduate. And I just kept tabs on him 

constantly." 

At the time of the interview, Chris' goal was to attend 

a two-year college on a baseball scholarship and then 
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transfer to a university. He saw baseball as his "ticket" 

to post-secondary education. He stated, "I'm trying to go 

for baseball. . .. I can't go academically, of course. 

But in sports, I think I can make it in sports." He stated 

a belief that family finances would prevent him from 

attending school without some kind of scholarship. His 

long-term career goal was to become a dental surgeon. 

Chris expressed the desi.re to "start my freshman year 

over again" several times during the interview. In 

reflecting upon his time in high school he said, "I think 

that when you're a senior, you think more in perspective, 

like what the teachers are doing is best for you. 

When you're a senior you know what the teachers are doing 

••. you're more understanding. But when you're a 

freshman, it's like, 'the teacher this, the teacher that.' 

All you do is complain, but when you get on to experience 

what the teachers know • • • you realize that the teachers 

are doing it for your own good." 

When asked for any additional comments he would like to 

make before concluding the interview, Chris made an appeal, 

"I don't know if this paper is going out to somebody, or if 

you're gonna read it to anyone, like your lower classmen or 

people who are getting in trouble. I would just really like 

to say that when you get into high school, the minute you 

get into high school, be serious. Because if you're not 
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serious, you are going to fall behind. You are going to get 

into trouble, and then when you realize that being good in 

school and playing sports in school could pay for your 

college and you would never have to worry about anything. 

• Later on in your future you could have a high paying 

job. and a nice home, you know, you'll have a future. 

You won't be working at McDonalds for the rest of your life. 

So, you see, pay attention in school. The minute you get 

here, pay attention. Don't screw up. Don't ditch. 

Try to understand what the teachers go through. It is 

for your own good." 

Note: Chris graduated from high school in May, 1994 

with a 1.97 grade pOint average. 

Aaron 

In the. fall of the 1992-93 school year, Aaron was a 

junior on track for graduation in the spring of 1994. 

Having never failed a class in his high school career, he 

had accumulated all 12 of the expected credits, and he had 

earned an additional credit in algebra through a placement 

exam prior to entering high school. Aaron did not fit the 

typical profile of an at-risk student, yet two staff members 

had listed his name as someone who they felt could benefit 

from a mentoring-type relationship. Each noted that his 

high academic potential was not consistently demonstrated in 
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and a female, adopted Aaron for the 1992-93 school year. 
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Ms. C., one of Aaron's advocates, was especially 

concerned about Aaron's inconsistent grades. Although he 

was an excellent student i~ her Spanish class, he appeared 

to struggle in other classes. She made it very clear to 

Aaron that she wanted to "adopt" him and provide support for 

his success in school. She recalled, "I said, 'Aaron, I'm 

going to adopt you. • •• I'm just going to check up on 

what you are doing in classes and how you are doing. I know 

you are doing really well here, and I'd like to make sure 

you do well everywhere else, too.' He was very receptive to 

the idea. He felt kind of special, I think. And he was 

joking with all the kids, 'Like yeah, Miss C. is my mom'. 

He enjoyed it, and I enjoyed it as well." 

Ms. C. explained that she and Aaron together decided 

how she could best support his efforts to be a successful 

student. "I was concerned because it seemed like in a 

couple of his other classes, it was really up and down. So 

what Aaron and I did, after we started the advocacy program, 

was we met in my room after class one day, right before 

lunch, and we talked about what his schedule looked like, 

what his classes looked like, what his interests were. We 

had lunch, and we decided that one of the things Aaron would 

do is to let me know ahead of time if he had difficult 
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assignments in other classes. . .. One of the things he 

had problems with was managing time and if a difficult 

assignment carne up, he just wouldn't hand it in. Especially 

chemistry, chemistry was his hardest. So what we did in 

that case, as long as he was caught up in Spanish, I would 

either give him a pass to the library so he could do the 

work, or we had a table in the back of my room that he could 

sit in and work at. Basically, every day in class I kind 

of checked in, you know, 'How are you? How are the rest of 

your classes?'" 

Mr. M., Aaron's chemistry teacher, was his other 

advocate. He saw the 1992-93 school year as a pivotal year 

in Aaron's life. As he recalled, "Aaron is a real sharp 

kid. When he first got to high school, I don't think his 

priorities were very squared away, as far as what he wanted 

to do. • .• Last year was a turning point in that he 

decided that he was not going to play sports, and he was 

going to be a good student instead of just being so-so at 

both because he has a lot going on at horne and other places. 

As a result, Aaron has just turned into an outstanding 

studen·::. " Mr. M. explained that he, unlike Ms. C., never 

specifically told Aaron that he was his advocate. He simply 

made an extra effort to check up on Aaron, encourage him, 

and praise him. 
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Both Ms. C. and Mr. M. seemed to agree that the major 

reason for Aaron's success was Aaron himself. However, they 

also felt the extra support at school made a crucial 

difference in his self-confidence and desire to succeed. 

Mr. M. felt some of Aaron's increasing success in school was 

the result of his own maturity, but he also felt that 

outside influences played a role, "I mean, if someone comes 

along and tells you that you're doing a good job, obviously 

it makes you feel a little better; your confidence is a 

little higher, and you might take on more of a challenge in 

the future than maybe you normally would. In Aaron's case, 

I'm not sure, maybe without me he would have done the same 

thing. But I'm sure it never hurts •.. the only thing it 

can do is help." Ms. C. echoed this opinion that the 

advocacy program made a difference for Aaron. "Last year 

before the advocacy program started, he was kind of tired, 

just sick of school, and I don't know if he necessarily saw 

a means to an end. I mean, graduation I don't think was an 

end that mattered to him at that point. When he 

actually realized that there were people at school that 

cared about him and wanted to get him in classes that he 

liked and wanted to help him succeed, he's taken the ball 

himself." 

When asked what helped him be successful in school, 

Aaron quickly responded "the teachers. The teachers are 
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really nice, and they are willing to help." He named Ms. C. 

specifically, saying how much he appreciated her support and 

caring. He explained, "I didn't have to worry as much. I 

mean if I needed help I knew there was help there so I 

didn't have to worry about it." Aaron also felt his 

girlfriend, who was a freshman at a nearby university, 

helped him to be successful and motivated at school. He was 

particularly proud of the fact that he had been able to help 

her in a couple of her college courses, one of which was 

physics. 

Aaron's long-term career goal was "to go into some kind 

of medical profession." He thought he might first pursue a 

two-year degree to become an emergency medical technician 

and then transfer to a university to pursue a medical 

degree. He explained that he planned to put himself through 

college by "working on cars. I like using my hands, fixing 

things." 

Aaron's mother described him as a "real independent, 

self-motivated person." She stated that he didn't "like to 

share a lot of things with us [his father and her]. He does 

things on his own, without us having to help him. You 

know, he's kind of closed mouth, so we don't always know 

everything that's going on with him." She explained that 

school athletics had been very frustrating for Aaron and 

that he had done better academically when he concentrated on 
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his classes rather than both classes and sports. She said 

his time outside of school centered around his girlfriend 

and church youth group activities. Although Aaron's mother 

stated that she felt that this was a "really good school," 

she was unable to name any specific programs or people who 

had been of help to Aa'ron. 

Note: Aaron graduated from high school in May of 1994 

with a 3.5 grade point average. 

Lydia 

Although of American heritage, Lydia was born in Saudi 

Arabia and lived the first 17 years of her life there. Due 

to what her grandfather said were a number of "unfortunate 

circumstances," Lydia came to the United States to live with 

her grandparents in September, 1991. Rather than entering 

high school after the fall semester had already begun, Lydia 

enrolled in an English as a Second Language course at the 

local community college. Then, during the spring semester 

of that school year, Lydia attended high school in a 

neighboring school district. 

According to both Lydia and her grandfather, Lydia's 

transition to American culture was difficult. Because 

Lydia's mother had a difficult time learning Arabic, English 

was spoken at home in Saudi Arabia; however, it was British 

English. Lydia stated that she took English as a Second 

Language at the community college "just to see how well I'd 
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do, just to finish off the semester." She also expressed 

nervousness about enrolling in an American high school 

"because I had no idea where I was going to fit." According 

to Saudi rules, Lydia needed one more year of studies to 

complete her high school requirements. However, she spent 

one semester at another high school and two more semesters 

at Flowing Wells before graduating. 

Lydia excelled as a student, earning straight As in all 

her courses. Both she and her grandfather expressed delight 

in her opportunity to take classes previously unavailable to 

her in Saudi Arabia, particularly dance, photography, and 

Shakespeare. 

Lydia noted distinct differences between Saudi schools 

and American schools. She stated that in Saudi, much more 

memorization is required, and few questions are allowed. 

She stated that "It's kind of like when you ask a question, 

like you don't understand something, that you're questioning 

what the teacher is teaching. Here sometimes we would 

end up talking about politics or stuff like that, especially 

in ••• sociology, but in Saudi Arabia, no way. No, things 

like that you can't [discuss]. It's just facts and memorize 

and that's it. This is a fact, and you need to accept it 

without question. That was the law • . . well, baSically 

the classes they gave were chemistry, biology, physics, 

which was really facts and math. Arab world history--you 
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don't know if it's real or what. And then the Arabic 

language, the grammar and essay writing and all that stuff • 

. It was very hard for me [here] because I had to learn 

how to think, which I had never done. I was really a good 

memorizing student, and now I'm kind of lost in between • 

. • . I've lost some of my memorizing capability by trying 

to think more." 

Lydia excelled academically, but she struggled socially 

with her peers. She expressed concern over their seeming 

lack of respect for others, openly sexual behavior, and 

propensity towards violence. "It's just strange to me to 

see how violent kids can get. I mean, yes, the boys in 

Saudi Arabia fight in the streets and stuff like that, but 

they just fight, never guns . • • and seeing how many 

[unmarried] pregnant girls there were [in school], that 

really shocked me .••. [In Saudi Arabia] you never see 

that, because it's hidden • but when they do find out, 

they are either stoned to death or something like that, so 

it's a very serious thing. • I came here and could 

count 10 or 20 [pregnant girls attending school], and I was 

really shocked • to see that most of them were proud of 

what they were and that shocked me • . • because I know how 

hard it would be, and I saw my mom . she was older . 

but still my family has 10 kids, step-kids and her kids, but 

you know she is struggling, too. And she's older and 
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it's really hard." 
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Even as a student, most of Lydia's time was spent in 

the company of adults. She ate her lunch in the office of 

the school nurse (who became her advocate). Lydia noted how 

important her relationship with Mrs. S and Mrs M. (the 

nurse's assistant) was, "They were almost like my friends 

because I really didn't know anybody." She ate lunch with 

them everyday "except when [the office] was closed, and then 

I really got lost; I didn't know where to go." Although 

Lydia appeared to be unconcerned about her lack of teenaged 

friends, her grandfather felt it was somewhat of a problem. 

He explained, "Lydia has had no social life. That's nobody's 

fault except for her work ethic. She does not have time, 

besides which she points out that coming from the culture 

she did, and coming here where kids rattle on about this and 

that and there are no limits as to what they can discuss·or 

virtually when they discuss them, either among themselves or 

others • • • the topics that kids select here for general 

discussion have no appeal for her. She has no familiarity 

with the morals and habits they are talking about. 

It's all lost on her and I'm afraid very much that it shows. 

It reflects back to the other parties, and they feel that 

she's a bit cool, aloof, standoffish, or whatever. She 

would dearly love to have some close friends, but she cannot 
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bring herself to become a close friend with anyone whose 

thought process is below hers. She gets along beautifully 

with adults." 

In addition to the nurse's office staff, Lydia felt 

several of her teachers and many of the school counselors 

helped her be successful in school. She said she felt lucky 

that she got all the "good teachers." Lydia's grandfather 

felt the climate of the school helped Lydia be successful. 

"When we walked in the front office, we were greeted by 

people who seemed genuinely interested in what they were 

doing. They weren't just there going through the motions • 

. • . It was quite refreshing. I felt maybe too that was 

part of the reason why Flowing Wells excelled. This 

was a good place for my granddaughter." However, both Lydia 

and her grandfather expressed frustration and anger towards 

the counselor assigned to Lydia. They felt he had not been 

responsive to many of Lydia's academic needs, including 

transcript evaluation, consideration for National Honor 

Society, and eligibility for graduation honors. They noted 

that others in the counseling office ended up taking care of 

these concerns for them. 

In addition to Lydia's difficulty in establishing 

relationships with her same age peers, she also faced 

difficult problems at home. Within a few months after 

Lydia's arrival in the United States, her grandparents were 
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separated and then divorced. Lydia's grandfather became her 

sole legal guardian. He only alluded to the break-up of 

the marriage; however, both Lydia and her advocate 

discussed the deep distress this occurrence caused Lydia. 

Lydia expressed some of her confusion and upset when she 

briefly described what happened," I don't know why, 

because she agreed that I could come here, and then three 

months later she said that she didn't want me there anymore. 

I don't know why. We went to marriage counseling and all 

that kind of stuff and they said basically it may be 

jealousy. I don't know what it is, but she finally said for 

both of us to get out, and she didn't want us in her home 

anymore (actually their home). My grandfather really wanted 

me to come to Flowing Wells, and he said fine, and we moved 

to the apartment. But it's still very hard for me to deal 

with it. I mean, I don't know, I still don't know what I 

did. And she accused me of some really nasty things . 

like she said the only reason I came from Saudi Arabia was 

to take her place as a wife, and that really shocked me. 

. I was the last one to know that she said that about 

me. She told all her friends, all my aunts. It's 

still really hard on me, but I try not to think about it." 

Lydia's advocate noted the tremendous amount of 

emotional support Lydia required while in school. She 

explained that Lydia had met her grandparents only a couple 
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of times prior to moving to the United states to live with 

them. Then, when her grandparents separated, "grandpa was 

a dear, but I mean he was 70 years old, and all of the 

sudden he's with a 17 year old very, very bright little girl 

who was raised in a different society, a different culture . 

. She didn't know which end was up. As far as getting 

her to interact with kids, to go to a dance, to wear a 

dress, I mean it was hard. ... Her mental health was 

precarious at times • . . so I think we were right on the 

fine line of being too overly concerned with Lydia, but we 

weren't in a position, at least I didn't feel I was in a 

position, to let her go for fear she would have fallen." In 

addition to daily lunches together, Lydia's advocate 

attended birthday and graduation parties for Lydia and made 

her home phone number available to both Lydia and her 

grandfather. 

At the time of the interview, Lydia was a freshman at a 

state university, living off-campus with her grandfather. 

She said her plan was to apply for an interdisciplinary 

major in journalism, media, and Middle Eastern studies 

because she eventually would like to be a photojournalist. 

She said she still felt "a little awkward in this country," 

but she had become involved in the university's Office of 

Minority Student Affairs and was becoming acquainted with 

other students from foreign countries. She expressed little 
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interest in returning to Saudi Arabia, "unless it is for a 

short visit." 

Note: Lydia graduated from high school with a 4.0 

grade point average in May, 1993. 

Donald 

By the end of the 1992-93 school year, Donald was 

facing a second year as a freshman, having earned no 

credits during his initial year in high school. When asked 

to summarize his first year in high school, Donald stated, 

"Well, the very first day I wasn't here because I was too 

busy ditching. The rest of the school year was mainly 

ditches and getting in trouble and getting suspended and 

expelled, just basically a lot of stuff that shouldn't have 

been happening." He said that prior to high school, his 

attendance record had been "perfect." He said he didn't 

really have a reason for ditching. He explained, "I just 

wanted to see what it would be like to ditch one entire 

year, because I heard everyone else was doing it." 

Donald expressed regret over his decision to ditch. He 

said he usually would ditch by himself or with one other 

person and that it became pretty boring after a while. 

Further, he noted the impact it might have on his future 

plans of college and a career in forestry. "It messes your 

life completely up. Because I just found out not too long 

ago that colleges are not really accepting people that have 
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not gotten good grades the full four years of the [high 

school] lives and that just screwed up my whole life right 

there. So, I don't know what I'm going to do now." His 

biggest regret, however, seemed to be the school's 

requirement (for all students with freshman status) that he 

remain on campus at lunch time. He felt the lunch lines 

were too long, and the campus security guards were too 

strict, not allowing students to smoke on campus. 

Donald identified two individuals who encouraged him to 

persist in school, despite his ditching. One was his 23 

year old brother who, Donald claimed, threatened to "whoop 

my butt if I didn't go back to school." The other person 

was a teacher, Ms. H. Although Ms. H. was not Donald's 

"official" advocate, she taught a personal development class 

designed specifically for students who were considered at 

risk for leaving high school prior to graduation. Donald 

enrolled as a student in that class sometime during the 

1992-93 school year. Donald said Ms. H. was someone he 

could talk to freely, noting, "She was there when my friends 

weren't, and my parents and nobody else was there, she was." 

He said that she listened to him, gave him advice helped 

him see things "I wouldn't have been able to see." He 

admitted, however, that it was not enough to keep him from 

continuing to ditch school. Donald regretted that Ms. H. 

had moved out of the state and was no longer teaching at the 
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high school during the 1993-94 school year. He was unable 

to name any other staff person or program that was of help 

to him. He appeared completely unaware that another staff 

person had "adopted" him during the 1992-93 school year. 

When interviewed, Donald's advocate expressed 

frustration over being unable to establish a mentoring 

relationship with Donald. She said his poor attendance, 

coupled with the demands of her teaching load, prevented her 

from having any type of impact on Donald and his school 

career. 

Donald's mother expressed hope that Donald would 

discontinue his practice of ditching and become serious 

about school. She explained that they had a long 

conversation about his future. "I told him he needs to 

graduate from high school so he can go to college. 

Otherwise he will end up bartending like me or being a 

waiter somewhere. I told him to get a job that he can use 

his head instead of his body." She said that Donald's time 

outside of school was generally spent at home with her or 

with his older brother, who lived in a trailer next to their 

trailer. 

Donald's mother said he had little interest in sports, 

yet Donald expressed an interest in becoming involved with 

the school's wrestling program. His desire to be in the 

program, however, appeared to come with conditions. He 
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stated, " I'm going to be wrestling here pretty quick. It 

starts today. Anyway, I'm going to see if I can get into 

wrestling, and then if I can, then I'm going to help out the 

school. If I can help out the school, then I want them to 

help me out somehow. Because when I'm helping out the 

school getting a good name for wrestling, since I'm helping 

them get better up there, I want them to at least help me do 

something. I know they are trying to help keep me in school 

and stuff, but I'm doing that myself." When asked what he 

wanted the school to do for him, he replied, "Let the 

freshmen off campus (laughing). That's basically what I 

want." 

By the spring of the 1993-94 school year, Donald had 

again been suspended for ditching. 

Note: Between August, 1992 and November, 1994, Donald 

dropped out and re-enrolled in high school three times. He 

withdrew again in January, 1995, having earned a total of 

two credits. There is no indication from school records 

that he was enrolled elsewhere as of June, 1995. 

Michael 

Michael entered high school as a freshman in the fall 

of 1990. At that time, ~is anticipated graduation date was 

spring of 1994. However, at the end of the spring semester, 

1992, Michael had accumulated only nine and one-half of the 
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sophomore-level standing for the 1992-93 school year. 
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During the 1990-91 and 1991-92 school years, Michael 

participated in the Freshman/Sophomore Block Program. This 

two-year program was designed to help students identified as 

at risk to adjust successfully to the academic and social 

demands of high school. The names of students identified as 

at-risk by counselors at the feeder junior high were 

provided to the Block Program staff (two full-time teachers 

and a part-time counselor.) These students were then 

contacted and invited to apply for admission. The 

application process included an interview conducted by the 

Block Program staff with the student and parent(s). Block 

Program students took their required core classes (math, 

science, English, and social studies) together as a group. 

Electives were scheduled individually according to student 

interest and ability. 

As a participant in the Block Program, Michael earned 

six out of six possible credits his freshman year and three 

and one-half out of six possible credits his sophomore year. 

His math/science teacher (who was his advocate) described 

Michael as a very caring individual who frequently put the 

needs and wishes of others before his own. His strong 

mediation skills were often instrumental in resolving 

conflicts in the Block classes. In summarizing his successes 
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in the Block Program, she recalled that "he definitely rose 

to the top [in the block program] as a leader." 

Michael also viewed himself as a leader. He claimed, 

"Most of the students at this school look up to me, you 

know, everybody knows me. You say Michael T., or Stranger 

(which is my nickname) and they say 'Yeah, he's over there.' 

I know a lot of the students, and I know a lot of them look 

up to me." While Michael enjoyed what he perceived to be a 

high social status among his peers, he also felt 

responsibility as a role model. He explained, "Well, I'm a 

real big hypocrite when it comes to ditching. I tell other 

people not to ditch, yet I do it myself. I'm gonna try and 

stop, you know, all this year I ditched and got suspended, 

and I just got back. I keep telling people, 'Don't ditch. 

You're gonna end up like me, and you don't want that.' And 

they're like, 'Oh no, it's okay.' What really kind of 

irritates me is all the students look up to me, and they see 

me ditching so they're gonna ditch. So if they start seeing 

me in school maybe I can get them in school." 

According to both Michael and his advocate, his reasons 

for ditching were much the same as the reasons he was seen 

as a leader. Friends were his top priority. If he felt a 

fellow student needed him, he would ditch class to be with 

that friend. He noted that his reasons for ditching were 

often not factors the school had the power to control. "Like 
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my personal life, like a girlfriend wanting to ditch or 

whether it be a friend having a problem with his girlfriend 

or a lot of the times I had to go off, I ditched because 

one of my friends was threatening to kill themselves. And I 

am totally against that. Ever since I tried it I was 

totally against it . so a lot of time it was for other 

people's problems, you know, trying to help them out." 

There were times, however, when Michael's decision to ditch 

was directly related to school. "Sometimes it's just 

because I don't like the class. I can miss so many days, 

and I felt like they would let me slide a couple more and 

maybe a couple more after that." Michael's truancies became 

increasingly worse his sophomore year, directly contributing 

to his failing four classes. 

While both Michael and Michael's advocate described him 

as a leader, Michael's father felt that "he's kind of a 

follower." He said that Michael is "kind of rough on the 

outside, but inside he's got a big heart and he kind of 

He's pretty loyal to his friends, and he kind of 

does what they want to do." All agreed that Michael would 

go out of his way to be a friend. As his advocate put it, 

"If I had to pick an animal that he reminds me of, it would 

have to be a golden retriever, because they are so loveable 

and just at anyone's request, he will take it, and you can 

get as mangy looking as you want, but the temperament is 
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others." 
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During Michael's second and third years in high school, 

another factor contributed to his chronic ditching and poor 

performance in school. Michael began using marijuana 

heavily, often coming to school stoned, if he came to school 

at all. Michael recalled, "I was too stoned or just too 

tired in particular to go to class, you know, because last 

year was the year I got stoned a lot. I was just into pot, 

and I just kind of did it and did it. I went into class, 

and I was so stoned that I just did my own thing . 

That's why I'm off drugs now, because I realized what I did 

and I realized it was stupid." 

Michael's advocate said that although Michael set high 

goals for himself, he often had difficulty achieving them. 

"He lets too many thing get in the way. He's a very 

short-term person •••• I noticed in the classroom that 

I'd have to set, you know, 'This is what you need to get 

done today' or 'Michael, what do you need to get done in the 

next hour?', let alone next week or what's a year from now." 

Although Michael may have had difficulty reaching his goals, 

he, his advocate, and his father were unanimous in the 

belief that eventually Michael would graduate from high 

school. 



When asked what helped him be successful in school, 

Michael immediately responded with his advocate's name. 
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When asked how she helped him, Michael listed several 

things, including checking on his attendance, encouraging 

him to go to class, being there when he needed to talk, 

letting him know she cared about him, and teaching to his 

learning style. In describing her teaching methods, Michael 

recalled, "We did a lot of group study, you know, a lot of 

hands on, which is what I am good at, and we did a lot of 

reviewing. She would give us a packet and give us 10 or 12 

reviews. That helped me out because every time I 

would forget something in the packet I could get the review 

and look back and find it and do it. Usually by the second 

time, I remembered." 

Michael's advocate felt that during Michael's first two 

years in high school, she was able to "keep track of him" 

better because "between the other Block Program teacher and 

me, we saw him four hours a day." After those first two 

years (during the 1992-93 school year), she did not have 

him as a student in class. "Unfortunately. I was not 

able to keep up with him as well as I had the year before. 

. . . He did come in every week and check in with me. But 

it was more of a, it was not very academic as it had been 

before. It was more of a, I was there if he needed someone 
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friendship type of thing." 

197 

Michael's father also mentioned Mrs. C, Michael's 

advocate, as having a positive influence on Michael. He 

recalled noticing that she seemed to go out of her way "to 

talk to him and stuff." Interestingly, he expressed almost 

a bewilderment that a teacher would take a special interest 

in Michael. 

Michael also mentioned another teacher who was helpful 

to him. This teacher had a well-deserved reputation for 

being very tough, yet she appeared to never give up on 

Michael. Although his ditching had caused his grade to 

plummet to an F, she gave him the encouragement and support 

to raise the F to a passing grade by the end of the 

semester. 

According to both Michael and his advocate, Michael's 

father played a major role in Michael's life. It seemed 

that although Michael took numerous detours, his father's 

influence (and to a lesser extent, his sister) helped pull 

him back to the right track. Michael stated, "My father is 

like my life. There's no one else beside him that could 

make me stop doing anything, except for my girlfriend, you 

know •••• My dad is a strong believer in education and so 

is my sister. They both tell me, 'We went through it; 

you're going through it.' Both my brothers dropped out; my 
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sister, my dad, and my mom all graduated, you know, but my 

sister and my dad are the ones pushing me more. Last year 

[1992-93] I ditched a lot, and my dad kept telling me to 

make education my number one priority. •.• My father has 

those 'looks,' and when he gives those 'looks,' you're like 

'oh, no!' After I ditched a lot, he said 'When they [the 

school] give you those notices to drop [due to 

non-attendance], then take your mom over there so you can 

drop out and then start packing your shit.' I was like, 

'I'm off to school.' You don't get to stay in my dad's 

house if you haven't graduated or if you've dropped out." 

Michael's father appeared to be reluctant and somewhat 

uncomfortable about being interviewed regarding Michael's 

educational experience. It took a great deal of persistence 

and repeated phone calls by the researcher before he agreed 

to the interview. Although Michael's father did not engage 

in lengthy discussion on any item during the interview, he 

did indicate his desire for Michael to complete his high 

school education so that he could get a good job. He 

thought Michael should pursue a career as an auto mechanic 

or in construction because "he's really good with his hands. 

I don't think he's gonna be any great scholar, but I 

want him to have his high school diploma so he can get a 

good job." 
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When Michael was asked about future career goals, his 

first reaction was to shrug and say, "I haven't really 

thought about it." After some thought, however, he stated 

his desire to go into the military service or become a 

police officer, "to correct my wrongs, you know." He 

believed that, as a police officer, he wouldn't be so quick 

to judge people by how they look. Further, he felt that "as 

a kid coming from the streets, being on the streets most of 

[my] life, then going back as a police officer, [I'd] 

understand, you know. By the end of the 1992-93 school 

year, Michael was a full year behind in credits. However, 

he emphatically stated his will to achieve his goal of 

earning a high school diploma, "I plan on graduating. I'm 

bound and determined to graduate." 

Note: Michael dropped out of school in November, 1993. 

He re-enrolled in August, 1994 only to drop out again in 

December, 1994 after the fall semester ended. He earned a 

total of 12 and one-half credits. There is no indication in 

his school records that he was enrolled elsewhere as of 

June, 1995. 

Doug 

The 1992-93 school year was Doug's second year in high 

school. However, he was classified as a freshman, having 

earned only three and one-half of the six credits necessary 
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to achieve sophomore status. This was due, in large part, 

to Doug's continual truancy. 

Both Doug's mother and his advocate believed Doug had 

high academic potential and was capable of being successful 

in school. His mother recalled that in fifth grade, Doug 

was tested by a school psychologist. " He just thought he 

was so stupid that in fifth grade we had him tested. 

It's a test basically for kids and to prove to him how smart 

he was. As a result from this, he got a scholarship 

for physics at the junior college from there in town. And 

it's like you would think that just by achieving stuff 

you could do something. . And he loved it! As a matter 

of fact, he was on the news, he made the news and 

everything. It was a big deal. Next year, it's like no big 

deal, nothing to challenge him again." 

Doug's advocate had him as a student in her biology 

class during his initial freshman year. She stated that 

Doug was unwilling to invest much effort in school work. 

"You know, studying wasn't cool with the crowd he hung out 

with. But he did fine [when he was in class]. In fact, 

because he got dropped before he finished my class, he tried 

to test out, and he thought for sure he did fine. He didn't 

do that well on the [competency] test. But it didn't take 

that much effort for him. If he put forth 50% of the effort 

I was asking of him, he could have passed easily." 
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Doug blamed his lack of school attendance on different 

factors. One was misinformation he received from older 

peers while he was still in junior high. "In junior high 

you always hear about 'oh, you can ditch all you want in 

high school." When Doug enrolled in high school, friends 

encouraged him to ditch school with them. Doug recalled, 

"It's like 'come on, let's go!' But then that one class 

turns into a lot more classes." A third factor was his 

belief that teachers did not adequately explain the 

coursework. (Although it seems this could possibly have 

been exacerbated by his infrequent attendance.) "The 

teachers ... they don't explain things too well. 

They say when it's due, but they don't say what to do 

thoroughly. They say, 'it's due here and here,' but then 

they just move on. It's like, well, if you didn't get it, 

then you're pretty much lost." 

When asked if there were any particular teachers or 

other people on campus that helped make a positive 

difference for him in school, Doug's answer was "no, not 

really." He appeared to be completely unaware that someone 

had volunteered to be his advocate. Doug's advocate stated 

that they had little contact. She explained that "I adopted 

him because I had him from the year before . • . but it 

turns out that I really didn't have any contact with him 

hardly at all. When I would see him, I would check up on 
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him, but • . . I thought it would be easier to do than it 

was. Because I didn't have him in class I really didn't get 

to see him that much .•. and I honestly didn't make that 

much effort." 

Doug's mother expressed tremendous frustration about 

Doug's lack of success in school. She alternated between 

blaming Doug himself, his friends, the school, and Doug's 

father. When asked to describe Doug's second year as a 

freshman, her initial response was "I don't think he did 

well because I don't think he had an interest in it. He's 

very intelligent, but he doesn't apply himself. And he 

doesn't have any motivation. So he cut a lot of classes. 

We tried saying, 'If you do good in school, if you just pass 

your classes, you'll get your driver's license. That didn't 

work; nothing has worked to get him to go." Doug's mother 

stated that she believed he had always required special 

attention, tracing back to his enrollment in kindergarten. 

She explained that in Doug's elementary school (located in 

another state), the teacher, principal, psychologist, and 

she would meet during the first month of school each year, 

and "between the four of us we could have our hands on him 

until he settled down. . The rest of the school year 

[there would only be] little things now and then." 

Doug, his parents, and his three older sisters moved to 

their current residence at the end of Doug's sixth grade 
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year. Although she didn't comment on his junior high years, 

Doug's mother felt there was a pronounced lack of 

communication between the high school and her and Doug's 

father. She frequently compared the close communication she 

felt existed between the staff at the former school district 

(including her daughters' junior and senior high schools) 

with the often delayed, generally poor communication she 

felt occurred at the high school. She explained, "Number 

one, if the kid missed one class [in the former school 

district], the parents were phoned at night. Here 

it's like we don't know until Doug is kicked out of school. 

My husband had a red flag put on his records so that if he 

cut a class ·or missed a class or whatever happened, we were 

supposed to be notified, and they didn't even notify us at 

that. . .. We were used to, if my kid did something wrong, 

I was going to be notified the day it happened, not six 

weeks later when it's out of control." Doug's mother stated 

that she and her husband were unaware of Doug's ditching 

school until they received his first report card, which 

indicated that he was failing all his classes. She believed 

that if they had been informed when he first started 

ditching classes, they could have been more effective in 

stopping the behavior. She explained, "He'll go until he 

can't get away with it, and if he gets away with cutting one 

class, he's gonna cut them all. And he's just that type of 
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kid. I'm not saying it's the school system's fault. I'm 

just saying that he's a very independent, challenging kid, 

and he needed that 'STOP!' from the very beginning, and it 

wasn't there." During his earlier interview, Doug appeared 

to agree with his mother's explanation. "You do it once or 

twice, and you don't get caught, and then you just do it 

some more and some more. You figure that you're not gonna 

get caught, so then after a while you get caught and you 

just want to ditch more." 

Doug's mother also indicated peer pressure was a factor 

in Doug's ditching school, although she indicated acceptance 

of his friends. "He got in with basically •.. the kids 

aren't bad that he runs around with; they are just weird, 

but they are good kids." Further, she noted that when 

Doug's friends' parents insisted they stop ditching and 

attend school, they did so. Doug, on the other hand, "was 

like, 'oh, well.' Nothing worked. I don't know what else 

to try beyond that. I mean, you can't lock him in his 

room. " 

Doug's mother expressed frustration with the school, 

but she did not place blame on the teachers. She believed 

that the desire to be with friends, not the desire to avoid 

a class or teacher, led to his frequent ditching. "I don't 

think it's the teachers themselves that he doesn't go to a 

class, because he doesn't like a teacher. He didn't go to a 
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another lunch period, he'd cut class so they could be 

together for two hours." 
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Doug's mother indicated that she and his father were 

often at odds on how best to deal with Doug. When his 

mother was interviewed, Doug was on suspension from school. 

(Earlier in the school year, Doug had Signed a contract 

indicating that he understood he would be suspended for 

failing to serve a detention.) She agreed with the 

consequence; however, Doug's father did not. He felt Doug 

should not have received a detention for being tardy because 

it was his fault Doug arrived at school late. (He had 

driven Doug to school.) Doug's mother noted that "if Doug 

was late, he should have served the detention and avoided 

being kicked out of school, or [his father] should have gone 

into the office ••. and signed him in." Doug's mother 

said she arranged for her brother, a high school dropout who 

subsequently earned his GED, to attend classes with Doug. 

Doug's father opposed the plan, arguing that Doug was not a 

baby and didn't need anyone holding his hand. Doug'S mother 

recalled that her husband "just kind of 'boo-hooed', you 

know 'you did good with the girls, but this is a boy.' I 

know the difference between a girl and a boy, but they need 

their education no matter what. If I told the girls to do 

something, they would just do it. With him it's always the 
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why. Never just do it. . .• The thing that upsets me too 

is that my husband wants to handle him, and so I said fine 

... and he doesn't tell me anything, and I find out that 

something has happened and I go, 'Why didn't you tell me 

about this?' .•• We communicate very well; it's just that 

this is one thing that· we have butted heads on. He doesn't 

agree with my techniques, and I don't agree with his, so I 

let him do it himself, and he can take all the blame when 

things go bad." 

Although his mother might have disagreed, Doug believed 

that his father helped him stay in school. He saw his 

father as his advocate, noting that "he would just try to 

get me out of trouble a lot, try to clear my name and all 

that stuff." He said that his dad often talked to him about 

school. 

When asked about his career goals, Doug initially 

stated that he didn't know. When pressed, he said his dream 

was to be a commercial pilot. He knew that his current 

grades and school records would make that dream difficult, 

if not impossible, to achieve. He indicated a desire to go 

to college, "but it's just that ..• high school is just 

too restrained. It's not the work, it's just the way it's 

given to me." He expressed dislike for the fences that 

enclosed the school campus, the tardy bells, and the class 
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academically, would provide more freedom of movement. 
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During his third year in high school (1993-94), Doug 

achieved sophomore status. His attendance was better, 

although still spotty. His mother expressed surprise that 

he was still attending school; she thought he would drop out 

as soon as he turned 16. She felt he was doing somewhat 

better in school, possibly because she had angrily "given 

up' on him during the previous summer. In fact, she kicked 

him out of the house. "I just flat told him that he was a 

loser, and he was going to be a loser all his life, and if 

he didn't shape up, I mean if he didn't want to go to 

school, he could move out. I mean, 'go on your own, get a 

job,' that type thing. I don't know, maybe that had 

something to do with it .•. you get to the point you don't 

care anymore. He took off with his friends for a 

week, and when he came back, he was like a different kid 

• and he has tried [in school] this year." 

Doug stated that his more regular attendance was his 

own doing, "I just knew I had to do it. It's just me, I 

guess." Further, he said that if he could do things 

differently, "I would not listen to other people and what 

they say. Because I was doing okay before I met some 

people. Well, I wasn't doing the best, but I was doing 

better, but I met some people and they got me to ditch the 
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so I kept dOing it and doing it, and by the 

end of the year, I was pretty screwed. So, that is pretty 

much what I would change." 

Note: Doug was withdrawn from school in February, 1994 

due to chronic truarlcy. He earned a total of seven and 

one-half credits. There is no indication in his school 

records that he was enrolled elsewhere as of June, 1995. 

Felicia 

Felicia enrolled in high school as a freshman at the 

beginning of the 1992-93 school year. She earned only 

one-half credit before dropping out in February of 1993. 

When interviewed several months later in the fall of 1993 , 

Felicia had re-enrolled as a freshman. She stated that her 

reason for returning to school was "to see if I could change 

everything." However, her connection with school appeared 

to be extremely fragile. She was unable to list the classes 

in which she was currently enrolled, other than she thought 

she was passing math and possibly English. 

When asked what factors helped her stay in school, her 

response was "my friends." She stated that she came to 

school because that was where her friends were. She said 

she had considered dropping out again and attending night 

school, but her friends discouraged her from doing so. She 

did not feel her teachers were of help to her in any way, 

nor could she name any staff person, program, or activity on 
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campus that had or could have helped her academically, 

personally, or vocationally. Further, she stated that her 

mother had left the decision to drop out or persist in 

school up to her, saying "It's your life, and I can't make 

you go to school." When asked what she would like to do 

eventually when she got out of school, her reply was, "I 

don't know." 

Felicia's advocate had little recollection of her as a 

student, noting only that she thought she had dropped out of 

her class early in the school year. She admitted "I can't 

even remember her name right now." 

Felicia's mother expressed a great deal of frustration 

and a sense of helplessness over Felicia's lack of success 

in school. She recalled that in elementary school, Felicia 

had been tested for Special Education services but did not 

qualify. She stated that Felicia was "more or less sick all 

the time" and that the undiagnosed health problems had 

plagued Felicia since birth. She said that it was a 

tremendous hardship on her, as a single parent, to travel 

over 25 miles from her place of work to pick Felicia up from 

school when she felt unwell. She noted that the school 

nurse tried to help this situation, "I do like the idea of 

the nurse talking to me about when Felicia gets sick and her 

staying there [in the nurse's office] until after lunch, 

because then she starts feeling better, you know, instead of 
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someone having to pick her up. She takes so much time off 

of school, and she thinks she's always sick, which I don't 

know if she is or not. I know she gets tired real easy, and 

maybe it just weighs her down, and after she rests a while 

she's fine. And I don't want her to be home all the time, 

you know, because she don't do anything here, so why should 

she stay home?" 

Felicia's mother expressed her belief that the high 

school was "the best school in town," yet she was unaware of 

any teachers or programs that might have helped Felicia be 

more successful in school. She noted that Felicia never 

really talked about school or teachers; "she just talks 

about her friends." 

Note: Felicia dropped out of school in March, 1994, 

having earned a total of three and one half credits. There 

is no indication from school records that she was enrolled 

elsewhere as of June, 1995. 

Christine 

Christine enrolled in the high school as a freshman in 

the fall of 1988. She was placed in several special 

education classes, due to her learning disabilities. Very 

soft-spoken and admittedly shy, Christine was never a 

discipline problem in school. Although she struggled 

academically, her attendance was fairly consistent until the 

fall of 1991. During this semester, her attendance grew 
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steadily worse until she was dropped for non-attendance. 

She would have been eligible to re-enroll for the spring 

semester of 1992, but her parents decided to keep her out of 

school for the remainder of the year. They hoped that by 

keeping her out of school, they could keep her away from 

some students with whom she had been ditching. When she 

returned to school in the fall of 1992, however, her 

truancies increased. As her father recalled, "She just got 

mixed up with the wrong crowd. They were ditching school all 

the time, never even showing up." Her mother went on to 

explain, " I kept her out the whole year, to keep her out of 

that crowd, but then she went right back anyway so it didn't 

help. We couldn't do anything with it because she just 

wanted to do what she wanted to do." 

By the fall of 1993, Christine was a high school drop 

out, having been officially withdrawn from school in the 

fall of 1992 due to non-attendance. She came to the 

interview with her husband, also a high school drop out. 

She was quite obviously pregnant and stated the baby was due 

in a couple of months. When asked what factors kept her 

from attending school, Christine's initial response was that 

she didn't like some of the students and that her government 

class was too hard because it required speaking in front of 

the class and group work. She said, "I just don't like that 
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"were okay ... but I just never felt like going." 
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Christine stated that she felt the biggest obstacle to 

her success in school was her parents. She said they pushed 

her to succeed, but she felt their expectations were beyond 

her abilities, and she eventually gave up trying. "They 

always wanted me to do the best I could, and I tried doing 

that, and then they said I could do more, and it just didn't 

work. They'd push me too hard. I guess I couldn't do it, 

and they got mad at me, and I just blew them off." She also 

expressed jealousy over a younger sister who was achieving 

both academically and athletically at the high school, 

claiming "they do everything for her and they never did 

anything for me . • . like being at school when I needed 

them; they weren't there. If I needed help with my 

homework, they weren't there." 

Christine noted that some of her teachers were helpful 

in keeping her in school for the time she was there. She 

specifically recalled a math teacher who expressed an 

interest in her and seemed genuinely concerned about her 

absences. Many times, however, Christine did not get the 

help she felt she needed because the teachers were "busy 

helping all the other ones . . . or they explained it but I 

didn't get how they were explaining it and it was just kind 
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of hard." She said she did best in classes "where you could 

work at your own pace. like typing." 

Although Christine gave no indication she was aware of 

it, her typing teacher, Mrs. H., was her advocate for the 

1992-93 school year. Mrs. H. described her attempts to 

establish a trusting relationship with Christine ... [She] 

was a quiet person in my class, never one to cause any 

distraction. She didn't talk a lot with the other students. 

I'd consider her a loner, maybe. I never did see her coming 

in with anyone particular or going out with anyone in 

particular. When she was there, her work was average or 

below. But my problem was getting her there, keeping her 

there. She would say, 'Yes, I'm going to.' We would talk . 

• I thought if I could talk with her and try to become, 

not a friend, but someone that she could talk with about her 

other classes. I told her if she brought her work, we would 

figure out what to do. Well, it never happened. But she 

was always agreeable, always seemed like she wanted to do 

right. And since I had [her Sister], I sort of worked 

through [her] to let me know when Christine was just at home 

killing time. I would try and call her, and if she didn't 

answer, then I would say 'Well, she must have gone out.' 

And [her sister] would say that she was probably sleeping." 

Mrs. H. expressed regret that she had been unable to 

establish contact with Christine's parents. She said she 
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had never been able to reach a parent, despite numerous 

phone calls home. She felt that perhaps a contract between 

herself, Christine, and her parents may have encouraged 

Christine to attend school regularly. However, she noted 

the sad fact that Christine was easily overlooked, whether 

in class or not. "When she was there, she worked and she 

didn't cause any kind of distraction. So if she wasn't 

there, I really didn't notice either, right away, only that 

her seat was empty. Because there wasn't any difference in 

the classroom." 

Christine stated that she had intended to enroll in 

night school for the 1992-93 school year, "but I never got 

around to going down there, or coming here to get the 

transcripts or whatever you need for it." She expressed her 

belief that education was important and that she planned to 

complete her high school diploma through a night school 

program after the baby was born. 

Note: Christine was withdrawn from high school in 

October, 1992, having earned 16 and one-half credits. There 

is no indication from school records that she had enrolled 

elsewhere as of June, 1995. 
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THE SCHOOL SITE AND PROGRAMS FOR STUDENTS AT-RISK 

Following are a description of the school site and a 

summary of the existing at-risk programs at the school site. 

The development and implementation of the Student Advocacy 

Program are also discussed. 

Demographics - Target School District 

The site of this research study was the only high 

school located within a unified school district that served 

a community of 40,000 in a 13 square mile section of a large 

southwestern city. The community was characterized as 

having the highest percentage of residents receiving 

assistance from the Department of Economic Security in the 

entire metropolitan area. Of approximately 1,800 students 

enrolled in grades 9 through 12, nearly 50% qualified for 

the federal free or reduced lunch programs in 1992 as 

compared to 29% in 1987. The community was also 

characterized as highly mobile, evidenced by the fact that 

over 470 students transferred from the school during the 

1991-92 school year. The ethnic composition of the school 

underwent changes in the five years prior to the study, 

experiencing a significant increase in non-white students. 

The ethnic composition of the student body was approximately 

74% white, 21.5% Hispanic, 2% black, 1% Asian and 1.5% 

American Indian. 
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Although a variety of factors contributed to the 

at-risk status of many students, both the high school and 

the school district had earned a reputation for delivering a 

quality educational program. The high school received the 

United States Department of Education National Secondary 

School Award in both 1988 and 1991. Additionally, it was 

the first high school in the state to earn the National 

Drug-Free School Award in 1989. Most of the other schools 

in the district (one middle school and five elementary 

schools) had also received similar recognition for 

outstanding programs. 

The district also worked diligently to maintain a 

positive, supportive relationship with the surrounding 

community. The local police department formed a close 

partnership with the school district, particularly at the 

high school level, to ensure safe, orderly campuses. 

Business and industry representatives, parents, and 

community members served on various school advisory boards 

and frequently made classroom presentations. While 

neighboring districts experienced repeated failure of school 

bond elections in recent years, voters in this district 

consistently passed school bond requests. 

Retention Programs -Target School District 

The drop-out and graduation rates for the target high 

school continued to be of concern to educators, parents, 
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students and the community. Many programs were implemented 

to meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student 

population. Some designed specifically for at-risk students 

included Student Assistance Teams (SAT), Stairway, STRIVE, 

Project Inscape, Impact, and Individual Growth and 

Development (IGD) classes. 

SAT groups, co-facilitated by a trained professional 

counselor and volunteer staff member, were available for 

students dealing with such issues as incest and 

molestation, drug and alcohol abuse, divorce, and general 

concerns of adolescence. The groups, which were voluntary 

and maintained strict confidentiality, met on a weekly basis 

during the school day. 

The Stairway Program (formerly known as the Block 

Program) used a modified "school-within-a-school" format for 

25 freshmen and 25 sophomores identified as at risk. A team 

of two teachers and one counselor taught the core classes, 

provided both one-on-one and group counseling, monitored 

attendance, and handled all discipline referrals. 

STRIVE (§tudents Trying to Increase the yelocity of 

their ~ducation) classes allowed students who were behind in 

credits needed for graduation to work individually at a more 

rapid pace, thereby providing them the opportunity to earn 

more than the standard one-half credit per class per 

semester. 
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Project Inscape was an alternative school housed on a 

site separate from the main high school campus. serving a 

maximum of 20 students, it was a highly structured 

counseling-based educational program for students who, for a 

variety of reasons, had not been successful on a traditional 

high school campus. 

Impact involved a team of trained staff members who 

screened referrals and developed a plan of action for 

students suspected of abusing drugs and/or alcohol. 

IGD classes were designed specifically for older high 

school students (junior and senior level) who needed 

additional support and encouragement to persist in school. 

The format for the class included group counseling, study 

skills development, and community service activities. 

There were many other programs and services at the 

target high school, including English as a Second Language 

cl~sses and tutorial assistance, special education classes, 

honors and advanced placement courses, comprehensive 

vocational education, athletics, Army JROTC, band, chorus, 

drama, theater dance, career education and a fine arts 

magnet. Students were provided a variety of opportunities 

to become involved and experience success in high school. 

Yet the drop-out rate indicated that a significant number of 

students left school before completing the requirements for 

high school graduation. This could be attributed to many 



factors including low socio-economic status, low academic 

ability, or ethnicity; however, the school community 

continued to search for ways to serve the needs of these 

students. 

student Advocacy Program Description 
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Initially implemented during the 1989-90 school year, 

the Student Advocacy Program was conceived to address 

concerns voiced by students, parents, and staff regarding 

students who seemed to be disengaged from school and at a 

high risk for dropping out. The program experienced 

continuous refinements, yet the basic design of the program 

remained relatively simple. In many ways, it formalized a 

process developed informally by educators in schools across 

the country. Students grades 9 through 12 were identified 

as candidates for the program in one of two ways: by 

earning two or more failing grades on the initial student 

progress report (based on the first four and one-half weeks 

of school) or by staff referral. A list of the names of all 

students earning two or more failures was distributed by 

confidential memo to all staff members. The memo included a 

brief description of the Student Advocacy Program and 

indicated that the students listed might especially benefit 

from additional support during the school year. Staff 

members were also invited to add the names of students they 

had already targeted for additional support. Those staff 
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members who were willing to become an advocate for ("adopt") 

one or more students notified the program coordinator by 

submitting a tear-off sheet provided at the bottom of the 

memo. All advocates were asked to attend a brief workshop 

to review expectations and procedures for the program. 

The role of the aqvocate was to support and encourage 

his or her adopted student(s) to persist and succeed in 

school. Essentially, the advocate served as a student's 

mentor. This support took many forms including daily 

check-ins, breakfasts and/or lunches together, special 

occasion cards, notes of praise, positive phone calls home, 

and rewards for improved attendance and grades. Advocates 

sometimes interceded on the student's behalf with other 

staff members, parents, or students. Advocates were 

particularly creative in personalizing their support to meet 

each student's unique needs and interests. 

Approximately every three weeks throughout the school 

year, advocates received computerized attendance, grade, and 

discipline reports on their adopted students. Many utilized 

the school counselors as consultants for additional 

information, insights, and possible strategies to use with 

their particular student(s). 
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