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Abstract

In the current educational climate, educators are challenged to balance safety 
issues with compulsory attendance. The presence of violence, weapons, drugs, and 
alcohol at school disrupts and interferes with the educational process. Those stu-
dents who interfere with the learning of others may need additional services to enable 
them to be successful in school. There is evidence to suggest that these students’ 
misbehavior results from unmet physical, emotional, or social needs. Certain types 
of alternative schools provide psychosocial and educational interventions for these 
students. However, divergent missions and lack of empirical evaluations have failed 
to identify effective interventions for students assigned to alternative schools for dis-
ciplinary reasons. Accordingly, this study was conducted in an alternative school at 
which the first author was the school social worker. Specifically, the study examined 
the following psychosocial variables: self-esteem, depression, locus of control, and 
life skills using a pre-test and post-test design to measure changes at post-assignment 
as a way of evaluating the effectiveness of the program. In addition, educational 
variables, absences, grades, and school status were examined using a simple times 
series design to study changes and to further evaluate program effectiveness. Par-
ticipants evidenced statistically significant improvements in self-esteem, life skills, 
attendance, and grade point average upon successful completion of assignment to 
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an alternative school. The results suggest the importance of a multisystemic assess-
ment and intervention model in improving the school performance of disruptive 
youth.        

Introduction

Educators, families, and communities are uniting in a common mission: to edu-
cate their youth in an increasingly disruptive and violent educational climate. The 
prevailing educational dilemma of providing safe schools while fostering appro-
priate learning environments for all students has prompted communities to create 
alternative forms of education for students whose behaviors interfere with learning. 
The seeds of the existing trend can be traced back over the past twenty years, when 
teachers reported that they spent much more time controlling students than teach-
ing (Duke & Perry, 1978). While the concern over student behavior has grown, the 
pressure has mounted to create more learning options for adolescents—particu-
larly disruptive, violent students. For years, students have been literally “dumped” 
in alternative schools with little thought either to their return to traditional school or 
to the alternative program’s effectiveness. With the recent wave of school violence, 
legislators and educators have renewed interest in alternative schools. However, 
with the emphasis on end of the year testing, accountability, and evidence-based 
practice, alternative schools can no longer be a “warehouse” for unwanted stu-
dents. Outcomes are paramount for continued funding. The underlying issue of 
how educators can reasonably balance safety concerns with mandatory public edu-
cation remains a challenge. 

Many states have responded to the growing numbers of students at risk for social 
and academic failure by establishing alternative schools. Such schools are usually 
instituted in response to unique community problems, but the lack of standardiza-
tion of needs assessments and mission statements dilute efforts to generalize the 
success of one program to another (Franklin, 1992; Lange & Ysseldyke, 1994). 
What constitutes acceptable outcomes depends heavily on the mission of the alter-
native program and the expectations of the community. 

The major problem in evaluating alternative educational programs is the selec-
tion of acceptable outcomes that demonstrate individual program effectiveness. 
Interventions and outcomes vary with the type and mission of the alternative 
school. Educators are interested in two types of outcomes when conducting 
research on alternative schools, psychosocial and educational. Psychosocial (atti-
tudinal or behavioral) outcomes are the result of a psychosocial assessment. 
These outcomes consider specific changes in attitudinal or behavioral issues that 
may impact educational achievement (Aeby, Manning, Thyer, & Carpenter-Aeby, 
1999; AEP, 1984; Dupper, 1998; Franklin, McNeil, & Wright, 1991). Educational 
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outcomes are related to educational achievement, specifically grade point aver-
age, attendance, and school status (dropout). To include psychosocial outcomes 
in educational research presumes the link between these variables and educa-
tional achievement. Logically, interventions would be designed to improve client 
well-being, which could be defined as improvements in psychosocial as well as 
educational outcomes for students. In this study, an assessment and intervention 
development strategy was developed:  the Family-School Community Collabora-
tion (FSCC) Model (Carpenter-Aeby, 1999).  This model recognizes both psy-
chosocial and educational needs for students at risk for academic failure and/or 
dropout as a result of their behaviors. The FSCC model (discussed in the Meth-
ods section) combines family involvement, school investment, and community 
resources in order to implement appropriate interventions for chronically disrup-
tive students.  

Given the ambiguous contributions of various intervention models in alterna-
tive schools, the authors relied on the existing literature to determine effective 
practice. Five such outcomes have been used in program evaluation for alterna-
tive schools over the last twenty years. As a result, these outcomes were incorpo-
rated in this study: (1) student characteristics driving the mission and the model 
(Chavkin, 1993; Gold & Mann, 1984); (2) social work interventions: individual, 
family, school, community (Adelman & Taylor, 1997; Carpenter-Aeby & Knapper, 
1995; Carpenter-Aeby, Salloum, & Aeby, 2001; Franklin & Streeter, 1995; Sed-
lack, 1997; Weiss & Edwards, 1992); (3) psychosocial outcomes (Cox, Davison 
& Bynum, 1995; Mizell, 1978; Stathe & Hash, 1979);  (4) educational outcomes 
(Aeby, et al., 1999; Cross & Hunter, 1984; Foley, 1983; Franklin & Streeter, 1991; 
Macrockie & Jones, 1987); and (5) program mission outcomes (Chalker, 1996; 
Reilly, 1986). The purpose of this paper was to examine five types of outcomes 
(student characteristics, social work interventions, psychosocial, educational, and 
program missions) in an alternative school for chronically disruptive students to 
determine program effectiveness.

Method

The focus of the current study was an off-campus disciplinary alternative 
school. Students were assigned to this program as the result of a disciplinary hear-
ing following suspension or expulsion from the home (traditional) school for seri-
ous violations of the code of student conduct. The assignment time was limited: 
less than 45 days, 45 days, 90 days, or 180 days. The assignment depended on 
the severity of the offense. This section describes the site of the study, participants, 
outcome measures, research design, analysis, and intervention model used in this 
study.  
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Alternative School Site

Originally, this alternative school was established in 1974 to create safer schools 
by simply removing disruptive students without any intervention. Following a 44% 
dropout rate in 1993, an infusion of CrossRoads (also known as Cities in Schools 
or Communities in Schools) funding changed the mission of the alternative school 
(Aeby, et al., 1999). Significantly, CrossRoads programs recognized the relation-
ship between socio-emotional factors and academic achievement.  As a result, in 
1994, the community collaborative modified the mission to include dropout pre-
vention and the provision of social services. 

Students assigned to the alternative school received both psychosocial and aca-
demic services. Individualized academic programs of study were established for 
each student in an effort maintain students’ academic standings. The teachers at the 
alternative school followed the same curriculum as the home (or referring) school. 
Each student was allowed to work at his/her own pace while assigned to the alterna-
tive school. During this time, students were also required to develop a portfolio of 
their work. This portfolio was designed to demonstrate the work completed during 
the assignment (Carpenter-Aeby & Kurtz, 2001). 

Participants

Participants included families and students. In effect, both were assigned to the 
alternative school and expected to participate in the program. Interestingly, during 
the six years of the program (1994-2000), there was 100% participation of the fami-
lies. The heavy emphasis on family involvement was essential in the success of the 
students (Aeby, et al., 1999). The students who were assigned to the alternative 
school in this study shared several general characteristics. Each was enrolled in the 
public school system and was between the ages of 10 and 22 in grades four to twelve. 
Each student had violated the school system’s student code of conduct, thereby 
interfering with the learning process. Prior to assignment by the disciplinary hear-
ing officer, each student was afforded a due process hearing as designated by school 
board policy. The records of students who completed their assignment during the 
1996-1997 school year and participated in both pre- and post-tests for the psycho-
social variables served as the data source (N=100).

Outcome Measures

This study incorporated psychosocial and educational outcomes as well as stu-
dent characteristics, social work interventions, and fulfillment of the mission of 
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the program. Four measures of student psychosocial functioning were examined 
at intake and exit: (1) self-esteem using the Rosenburg Self-Esteem Scale—RSE 
(Rosenberg, 1979), depression using the Depression Self Rating Scale—DSRS 
(Birleson, 1980, 1981), locus of control using the Nowicki-Strickland Locus of 
Control Scale—NSLCS (Nowicki & Strickland, 1973), and life skills using the Life 
Skills Development Scale–Adolescent Form—LSDS-B (Darden, Ginter, & Gazda, 
1996). Two measures of educational performance, grade point average (GPA) and 
attendance, were examined at intake, exit, and 90 days post-assignment. GPAs were 
calculated on a 0 - 100% scale, with 100% being the highest possible grade. Atten-
dance was calculated by the number of days attended.  A third measure of educa-
tional performance, school status, was examined 180 days post-assignment. It was 
defined in three ways: in school, dropped out, or graduated. In addition to psy-
chosocial and educational outcomes, three other aspects were observed: student 
characteristics, social work interventions, and fulfilling the mission of the alterna-
tive school (program mission outcomes).

Research Design

This study used a purposive sample of students assigned to the alternative 
school during the 1996-1997 school year. To be eligible for the study, students had 
to complete the program requirements: attend intake and exit interviews, receive 
social work services, and complete a portfolio of his/her work. The purposive 
sample allowed the researchers to examine those students who had been assigned 
to an alternative school and had received services through the FSCC Model. The 
design for this evaluation study can be represented as: 

Psychosocial Variables O
1
 X O

2

Educational Variables O
1
 X O

2
 O

3
 O

4
  

Analysis

In addition to descriptive data, the pre- and post-tests for the psychosocial out-
comes (self-esteem, depression, locus of control, and life skills) were analyzed with 
related sample t-tests. The researchers chose a .025 significance level using the 
Bonferroni correction for one-tailed directional hypotheses (.05 significance level) 
and assumed a medium effect size for program evaluation of .45.  Thus the power 
was .94 based on a sample size of 100 participants (Lipsey, 1990, p. 92). The 
researchers made a slight Bonferroni correction to reduce the possibility of the 
findings occurring by chance.

The educational outcomes (GPA and attendance) were compared at several 
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time intervals: intake (pre-test), exit (post-test), 90 school days post-assignment, 
and 180 school days post-assignment, using paired sample t-tests (pre-assign-
ment versus assignment, pre-assignment versus 90 days post-assignment, and pre-
assignment versus 180 days post-assignment). School Status was examined one 
time at 180 school days post-assignment.  It was measured in three categories: in 
school, dropped out (officially withdrawn from school), and graduated. All data 
were analyzed using SPSS 8.0 program for Windows.

The Family-School-Community Collaboration Intervention 
Model (Table 1)

While the state of program evaluation for alternative schools is confusing and 
contradictory, it is generally agreed that social work services including counseling, 
therapy, group work, and case management have been credited in some effective 
programs. However, few outcome studies have combined psychosocial and edu-
cational outcomes (Aeby, et al., 1999; Franklin, 1992). Building an intervention 
model such as the FSCC Model described in this section requires an examination 
of methods shown to be successful (evidence-based practice) and the recognition 
of the importance of eliminating psychosocial barriers before addressing educa-
tional issues.

The school social worker combined the psychosocial approach and systems 
theory for intervention development. Incorporating the two theoretical frame-
works, the social worker designed an assessment and intervention development 
model, the Family-School-Community Collaboration Model, shown on page 91 
(Carpenter-Aeby, 1999). Framework One, the psychosocial approach, empha-
sized key assumptions in relationship building and assessment. Therefore, the cli-
nician works in conjunction with the client (in this case the student and his/her 
family) to create an intervention plan that can be partialized and prioritized. The 
psychosocial approach allowed families, school staff, and community agencies 
to work together to assess psychosocial needs, recognize client functioning, and 
develop an individual success plan (program of study) for each student (Goldstein, 
1995, p. 1948). 

Framework Two, systems theory, incorporated multiple systems for interven-
tion:  individual, peer, family, school, agency, and community (Fine & Carlson, 
1992). The FSCC Model provided a multi-systemic framework for psychosocial 
and educational assessment and intervention development to address the unique 
social and educational needs of students who had violated the code of student 
conduct  (Carpenter-Aeby & Knapper, 1995). Multiple systems are involved in 
order to assure sustaining changes within each of the systems: individuals, family, 
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school, and community (Adelman & Taylor, 1997; Fine & Carlson, 1992; Weiss 
& Edwards, 1992). Interventions, assessment, and ongoing evaluation were devel-
oped to contribute to the overall improvement of the client (student/family) and the 
effectiveness of the program, consistent with evidence-based practice.

Transition and follow-up services were believed to play an important role in the 
reduction of school dropout rates when considering alternative schools. Macrockie 
and Jones (1987) reduced dropout rates by initiating a “re-entry program” to assist 
in returning to the “home” school. The combination of treatment and the delivery 
of additional social services may support educational achievement in the preven-
tion of school dropout. Hence, the FSCC Model outlined the three-step transi-
tion process for returning to traditional school from alternative school:  (1) intake 
and on-going assessment, (2) intervention development and monitoring, and (3) 
transition and follow-up. The social worker conducted intake interviews with each 
student and his/her family to assess educational strengths and barriers in order to 
facilitate the family-school partnership. In turn, this partnership invited commu-
nity agencies to share in the collective investment of educating students with the 
ultimate goal of developing productive community members.

The program of study focused on the temporary, albeit mandatory, assignment. 
As such, the social worker brokered social services necessary for the student’s pro-
gram of study to maximize academic success. During the assignment to the alter-
native school, the social worker provided fifteen social work services including 
individual counseling, group work, family counseling, and staffings on-site at the 
school (Carpenter-Aeby, et al., 2001). The social worker also trained family mem-
bers as advocates to network and broker social services and community resources, 
as well as coordinated the transition and adjustment services from the alternative 
school to the transition destination (i.e. home school, Youth Detention Center, 
GED program, night school). Support services were provided during the follow-up 
period.

Results

Student Characteristics

Of the 100 students, 24 students were assigned for less than 45 days; 49 were 
assigned for 45 days total; 23 were assigned for 90 days, and 4 were assigned for 180 
days. The average student was 15 years old (25%), in the ninth grade (37%), and 
receiving free or reduced lunch (79%). Students were predominately male (58%) 
and were of African American (76%) or Euro-American (21%) origin. Twenty-
eight percent of the students received special education services.
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Students were assigned to the alternative school based on thirteen categories of 
referral. The most frequent reasons for referrals were drugs and/or alcohol (24%), 
weapons (18%), fighting (18%), violent acts (8%), sexual harassment (6%), insub-
ordination (6%), interference with school personnel (4%), verbal abuse/profanity 
(4%), and disruptive conduct (2%). Sixty-six percent of the referrals were made 
as a result of violence or potential violence against others. Additionally, twenty-
four percent of the referrals were for drugs and/or alcohol.  The remaining ten per-
cent was a combination of habitual offenders, administrative placements, criminal 
assault, battery, and theft.

Social Work Interventions

Hours of clinical social work services were calculated to describe the character-
istics of students assigned to the alternative school and guide intervention develop-
ment. Descriptive statistics were used to compare the social work services. The 
summary totals reveal that the 100 participants received approximately 20 hours of 
social services during their assignments. Participants received at least nine different 
types of social services. Most notably, all students and families participated in intake 
(1.10 hours per student) and assessment (2.30 hours per student). Other types 
of family participation varied: 99% received 2.3 hours related to evaluation; 98% 
received 2.4 hours of family meetings; 97% received 1.8 hours of family therapy; 
89% received 1.21 hours related to exit interviews; 84% received 3.4 hours of indi-
vidual counseling.     

Psychosocial Outcomes

There were positive changes in the measures of self-esteem after completing 
the alternative educational program. Self-esteem is said to improve as the score 
increases; therefore, a one-tailed directional hypothesis and a paired sample t-test 
were used to test statistical significance.  These findings indicate that there was 
a statistically significant difference in the pre- and post-test scores. The paired 
sample t-test using the mean of the total score revealed a statistically significant dif-
ference, (t=2.30, df=99, p=.024, r=.430) shown in Table 2 on page 92.

There were changes in the measures of life skills after students completed 
the alternative educational program. Scores are said to improve as they increase; 
therefore, a one-tailed directional hypothesis was used. These findings indicate 
that there was a statistically significant difference in the pre- and post-test scores. 
Results from Table 2 show that the paired sample t-test using the mean of the total 
score revealed a statistically significant difference (t=2.59, df=99, p=.011, r=.671). 
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One hundred participants were assessed pre- and post-assignment in measures of 
four psychosocial variables: self-esteem, depression, locus of control, and life skills.  
In pre- and post-test measures of those variables, statistically significant differences 
were indicated in self-esteem and life skills. Although pre- and post-measures of 
depression and locus of control did not reveal statistically significant differences, 
positive improvements were shown.  

Educational Outcomes 

With respect to attendance, 68% of the students entered the alternative place-
ment program with over ten days of absences (per semester), which in high school 
is simple failure.  Although the remaining 32% were not technically failing (missing 
over 20 days for the school year according to school board policy), they had missed 
vital teaching time and could be considered academically deficient. At each time 
period (exit, 90 days post-assignment, and 180 days post-assignment) the atten-
dance data drops on students due to transfer to other school systems or programs 
that do not maintain the same records.  Therefore, only a limited comparison can 
be made based on these numbers. 

As with the attendance outcomes, the grade point averages indicated that stu-
dents had been out of school for at least 10 days and were failing academically. 
Grade point averages were inspected at three time periods (exit, 90 days post-
assignment, and 180 days post-assignment). Students entered the alternative 
educational program with failing grades (m=61.20 of 100).  At the alternative edu-
cational program, students were able to establish passing grades (m=76.73), but 
were not able to sustain passing grades at 90 days post-assignment (m=62.81) or at 
180 days post-assignment (m=64.29).

Thirty-four of the 100 students had missing educational data, either atten-
dance and/or grade point averages, at various time intervals for different reasons 
(for example, transition to another school system, transition to juvenile detention, 
change of home placement, assignment to a group home). Missing data dilutes any 
comparisons that could be definitive; however, it does demonstrate that the stu-
dents were failing when they entered, improved their grades while at the alterna-
tive educational program, and dropped below 70% at both the 90- and 180-day 
post-assignment intervals when they returned to traditional school. Students could 
improve their academic careers while at the alternative school, but could not sustain 
their gains in other settings.

School status was examined three times (exit, 90 days post-assignment, and 
180 days post-assignment). No students were out of school until 180 days post-
assignment. At that time, two students were in jail and not receiving educational 
services; therefore, they were classified as “dropped out of school.” 
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Program Mission Outcomes

One aspect of program evaluation often ignored is the examination of whether 
the missions of the program were fulfilled. In this case, the program mission could 
be simplified to three goals:  to increase school safety and security, to reduce school 
dropout, and to provide chronically disruptive students with appropriate social 
services, community involvement, individualized instruction, and transition to 
other programs needed to become successful students and productive citizens. 
The alternative school met the basic criteria for the mission of the program by 
removing dangerous, violent, and chronically disruptive students from traditional 
school as evidenced by their reasons for referral (identified above under Student 
Characteristics). Each was afforded due process and assigned to the alternative 
school. Once assigned to the program, each student was assessed and provided 
appropriate social services, community involvement, individualized instruction, 
and transition to other programs. Two important outcomes were that (1) all partici-
pants remained in school for at least 90 days post-assignment (at 180 days post-
assignment) and (2) only two of the 100 participants dropped out of school.

Increase School Safety and Security

School safety and security are fundamental concerns for educators and parents 
today. Therefore, reducing violence and increasing safety in traditional schools by 
providing alternative programs in an educational setting where violent/disruptive 
students can be removed from regular schools and receive continuous educational 
services creates a safer school climate in the traditional school. By removing the 
violent offenders, the traditional school is a safer, more secure learning environ-
ment. 

Reduce School Dropout

School retention and dropout prevention are important aspects of the edu-
cational system. School status was examined with participant outcome at 180 
days post-assignment. Eighty-five students were still in school and 13 had gradu-
ated. Only two participants were considered “dropped out” one year after complet-
ing the program at the alternative school. This finding is particularly noteworthy 
because the two students were in jail; thus their educational careers were inter-
rupted. Furthermore, this finding is important when compared to the school dis-
trict’s dropout rate of 44% and the national average of 25% (Aeby, et al., 1999; 
“Clarke County Dropouts,” 1997).
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Provide Services for Success

Chronically disruptive students should be provided with appropriate social ser-
vices, community involvement, individualized instruction, and transition to other 
programs needed to become successful students and productive citizens. The third 
part of the mission statement reflects a shift in the educational philosophy of assist-
ing students to become “ready to learn” before expecting them to perform. The 
alternative school emphasized providing services to enhance a student’s educa-
tional potential. Subsequently, students participating in this study received clinical 
social work services during the assignment, the opportunities for individualized 
instruction, and the occasion for transitions to other programs. 

Community involvement was defined as networking, collaborating, or linking 
community support, resources, and services external to the school system with stu-
dents assigned to the alternative school. Specific examples of community involve-
ment included coordination of probation visits; linking family, school, and agency 
communication to adequately assess and place students in appropriate academic 
settings; reports to court; networking with university-based counseling and mental 
health counseling; and coordinating the mock trial at the University of Georgia Law 
School. Community involvement was examined at the intake interview (pre-assign-
ment) by self-report of the students and families regarding the agencies already 
involved in the students’ lives. Students reported that the majority of them (65%) 
had no community involvement. Of the remaining 35%, 25% were adjudicated 
when they were assigned to the alternative school, that is, they had probation offi-
cers, while 10% were involved with other community agencies (Department of 
Family and Children Services [DFCS]=4%, Department of Children and Youth 
Services [DCYS]=3%, and Mental Health=3%). Community involvement at the 
alternative school was particularly important to maintain or reestablish contact 
with agencies (such as DFCS, DCYS, Mental Health, or the courts).  In doing so, 
the client and his/her family were able to address related medical/health issues that 
affect educational performance.  At the exit interview, community involvement was 
revisited by surveying the number of agency contacts and hours of referrals received 
while attending the program.  Thirty-six students received at least one agency con-
tact (m=1.14) during their assignments, while 63% received almost four hours of 
referrals (m=3.90) during their assignments. Community involvement continued 
for those who were already involved and increased for those who were not involved 
prior to their assignments. According to family exit interviews, this increased com-
munity involvement seemed to have a positive impact on families because they were 
not as isolated and hopeless in meeting the needs of their children. One grand-
mother summarizes many family members’ feelings by saying, “I do not feel like I 
am all by myself any more…I know where to go to get help and it’s out there if I can 
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make myself get it…I have a good kid, but I am old and tired…I get so tired I can’t 
do it alone…Now I know I have folks to help me.”

Individualized instruction was an important aspect of the CrossRoads program 
philosophy. Several characteristics may have supported students’ individualized 
instruction: the structure of the alternative school, the emphasis on individual com-
puter work, smaller class sizes, individual assessment and evaluation, and regular 
staffing of students. Specifically, assessment, evaluation, staffing, and teacher con-
ference hours were reviewed at the exit interview to determine their contributions 
to the development of each student’s individualized instruction plan and goals.  All 
students received assessment hours (m=2.30 hours) and 99% received evaluation 
hours (m=2.30 hours) to create a program of study.  In addition, 37% of the students 
received almost two hours of staffing (m=1.90) during their assignments.  Twelve 
percent received more than one hour (m=1.42 hours) of teacher-family conferences 
designed to develop individualized instruction programs while attending the pro-
gram. Each student received an individualized instruction plan, meeting the criteria 
for providing individualized instruction.   

Based on the individualized assessments and evaluations, students were recom-
mended for placement in programs which met their psychosocial and educational 
needs. Students were able to transition to other programs that fit their needs at a 
particular time. These programs included the Youth Detention Center, the psycho-
educational program, night school, the GED program, and other school systems. 
Academic transition and adjustment were inspected using psychosocial and edu-
cational measures. The examination supported the belief that the assignment to 
the alternative school improved well-being and yielded statistically significant dif-
ferences in pre- and post-test measures of self-esteem (t=2.3), life skills (t=2.59), 
attendance (t=5.14), and grades (t=8.10) at exit from the program.

Discussion

The educational outcomes found in this study support two previous findings 
in the literature. First, educational outcomes (attendance and grades) improved 
significantly in the alternative educational setting but declined when students 
returned to traditional school  (Aeby, et al., 1999; Franklin, 1992; Raywid, 1994). 
Second, this study suggests that, while enrolled in the alternative school, students 
had higher levels of attendance than prior to and after leaving the program, and they 
earned passing grades that were significantly higher than at pre-test and follow-up 
(Reilly, 1986). These findings support claims that student achievement increases 
at alternative educational programs due to onsite social services, smaller classes, 
and counseling teachers (Aeby, et al., 1999; Franklin, 1992).  Interestingly, students 
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improved attendance and grade point averages but could not sustain the improve-
ments following exit from the program. Considering grade point averages, students 
improved their school performances, particularly grade point averages, but not 
enough to pass except at the alternative educational program. 

Two points may be made. First, the findings in this study seem to suggest that 
the Family-School-Collaboration Model was a promising intervention for students 
assigned to an alternative educational program.  It utilized interventions and strat-
egies not found in traditional schools, such as intensive social services, smaller 
classes, lower teacher-student ratio, more individualized attention, and community 
resources and support. These seem to contribute to increased attendance and aca-
demic performance.  While students tended to increase their academic function-
ing at an alternative educational program, once they returned to the traditional 
school with the same environment, problems, stressors, and demands, the students 
seemed to regress to the patterns of coping that resulted in assignment to the alter-
native educational program in the first place. Systems theory would support the 
assumption that if only one system changes (the student in this case), the individual 
would be unlikely to sustain changes once returned to an unchanged system. In 
other words, all systems must accommodate, support, and reinforce changes in 
order to sustain them (Fine & Carlson, 1992; Weiss & Edwards, 1992).   

Many of the students assigned to the alternative educational program in this 
study entered the program having been frequently absent from school (attendance 
determined by number of days present, m= 71.04 days out of 90) and with failing 
grade point averages (m=61.20).  Indeed, an alternative educator stated, in words 
which echo this program, “Our students have been pushed ahead at some point in 
their schooling because someone didn’t want to stop and educate them.  So from 
that point on, they are streamed [or tracked] so that no one seriously expects them 
to learn anymore” (as cited in Gagne, 1996, p. 310).

In program evaluation, statistical significance may not be practically or clinically 
meaningful.  Royse and Thyer (1996) suggest two additional questions to deter-
mine meaningful change:  (1) Are the clients better off because of the intervention? 
and (2) Were there real changes? The psychosocial outcomes found in the study 
showed both statistical and clinical significance in self-esteem and life skills.  These 
outcomes support the predominant findings of the literature. Those findings may 
also support the indication that the clients were better off because of the interven-
tions and there were real changes for two of the four psychosocial outcomes.

Two educational outcomes in this study (attendance and grade point averages) 
supported the previous literature that claimed students could show significant 
improvements in an alternative educational program, but could not sustain them 
beyond that setting. The third educational outcome, school status, showed that 
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even after one year (180 school days), all except two students were still in school 
somewhere.  In this case, the two students were in jail rather than having voluntarily 
dropped out. Being in school gave students more supervision and the opportunity 
to learn; these students were better off than if they were out of school or in jail.

In a perfect world, Plato proposed that guardians rear children instead of fami-
lies.  To Plato, the state was more egalitarian than the family-centered system, which 
failed to protect some children from parental neglect.  Of course, these safeguards 
must be weighed against the nurturing of a potentially more personal system, the 
family. Areen (1973) suggested that “Schools can perhaps be that intermediate 
‘community’ but only if individual families can share with the state the responsibil-
ity of shaping them” (p. 190).  Alternative schools with strong parental and com-
munity involvement offer that intermediate community with their personalized, 
nurturing educational settings.  Alternative schools do not need to be dark ware-
houses or daycare centers to merely accommodate potentially unsafe, violent, or 
disruptive students.  On the contrary, alternative schools may be centers of light 
and hope to change the educational process for those students who need time to 
learn or time to settle down or time to reorganize and regroup.  They should be 
educational settings where students may restart their educational careers, a type of 
educational bankruptcy court where students and families bottom out of the edu-
cational system. At an alternative school, they could get reorganized to start again 
without being marginalized, stigmatized, or penalized. The achievement of this 
goal will require funding, community commitment to spend the money to educate 
all students (particularly troubled students), the dedication of teachers, parents, 
and social workers, and be driven by needs and based on effective program evalu-
ation. Also, adding school social workers and reducing their caseloads to meet the 
changing, demanding, intensive, increasingly disruptive student population may 
improve traditional schools.

In conclusion, this study offers three important applications to school social 
work practice. First, the findings support and confirm what Franklin (1992) and 
other researchers have found with regard to multisystemic intervention (Aeby, et 
al., 1999; Gagne, 1996; Raywid, 1984; Reilly & Reilly, 1983; Weiss & Edwards, 
1992). Specifically, alternative schools using a multisystemic assessment and inter-
vention model such as the FSCC Model seem to create an environment in which 
students can survive and, perhaps, even thrive both psychosocially and education-
ally. Students experienced increased self-esteem and enhanced life skills as well 
as improved educational performance. This is especially noteworthy given the 
spectacularly unsuccessful school histories of students referred to the alternative 
school. Second, the findings confirm that these students continue to need addi-
tional assistance even after they have successfully completed their assignments at 
the alternative schools. The findings highlight the need for long-term care rather 
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than simple cure. Therefore, the alternative school becomes one of a series of inte-
gral interventions woven together rather than a single intervention. Third, the find-
ings support and confirm the alternative school as a viable intervention for dropout 
prevention. Alternative schools hold the possibility of being complete centers of 
learning, expert in skills, bold in innovations, flexible in programming, excellent in 
staffing, compassionate in timing, humane in disciplining, courageous in tenacity, 
and dedicated to being part of the overall solution.  Only in this way can alterna-
tive schools truly contribute to the development of responsible, productive, and 
educated citizens. 

References

Adelman, H., & Taylor, L. (1997). Addressing barriers to learning:  Beyond school-linked services 
and full service schools. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 67, 408-421.

Aeby, V. G., Manning, B. H., Thyer, B. A., & Carpenter-Aeby, T. (1999). Comparing the outcomes 
of an alternative school program offered with and without intensive family involvement. School 
Community Journal, 9(1), 17-32.

Alternative educational programs for disruptive students (AEP). (1984). Trenton, NJ: New Jersey 
State Department of Education.

Areen, J. C. (1973). Alternative schools: Better guardians than family or state? School Review, 81(2), 
175-193.

Birleson, P. (1980). Clinical evaluation of self-rating scale for depressive disorder in childhood 
(Depression Self-Rating Scale). Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry and Applied Disor-
ders, 28(1), 48-60.

Birleson, P. (1981). The validity of depression disorders in childhood and the development of a 
self-rating scale: A research report. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 22, 73-88.

Carpenter-Aeby, T. (1999). An evaluation of psychosocial and educational outcomes in an alterna-
tive educational program. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University of Georgia, Athens.

Carpenter-Aeby, T., & Knapper, C. (1995, October). Family-school-community collaboration 
model. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the Georgia Cities in Schools, Savannah, GA.

Carpenter-Aeby, T., & Kurtz, P. D. (2000). The portfolio as a strengths-based intervention to 
empower chronically disruptive students in an alternative school. Children and Schools, 22(4), 
217-231.

Carpenter-Aeby, T., Salloum, M., & Aeby, V. (2001). A process evaluation of school social work 
services in a disciplinary educational program. Children and Schools, 23(3), 129-192.

Chalker, C. S. (1996). Effective alternative educational programs: Best practices from planning 
through evaluating. Lancaster, PA: Technomic Publishing Company, Inc.

Chavkin, N. F. (1993). School social workers helping multiethnic families: Schools and communities 
join forces. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 

Clarke County Dropouts. (1997, May 15). Athens Daily News, p. A8.
Cox, S., Davison, N., & Bynum, T. (1995). A meta-analysis assessment of delinquent-related out-

comes of alternative education programs. Crime and Delinquency, 41(2), 219-235.
Cross, J. L., & Hunter, J. K. (1984, April). Examination of a counseling center approach to address-

ing affective needs of disruptive secondary school students. Paper presented at the annual meeting 
of the American Educational Research Association, New Orleans, LA.

Darden, C. A., Gazda, G. M., & Ginter, E. J. (1996). Life-skills and mental health counseling. Jour-
nal of Mental Health Counseling, 18, 134-141.

the school community journal

88

interventions

89



Duke, D. L., & Perry, C. (1978). Can alternative schools succeed where Benjamin Spock, Spiro 
Agnew and B. F. Skinner have failed? Adolescence, 13, 375-392.

Dupper, D. R. (1998). An alternative to suspension for middle school youth with behavior prob-
lems: Findings from a “school survival” group. Research on Social Work Practice, 8, 354-366.

Fine, M., & Carlson, C. (1992). The handbook of family-school intervention: A systems perspective. 
Boston: Allyn and Bacon.

Foley, E. (1983). Alternative schools: New findings. Social Policy, 13, 46-47.
Franklin, C. (1992). Alternative programs for at-risk youths. Social Work in Education, 14(4), 

239-51.
Franklin, C., McNeil, J. S., Wright, R. (1991). The effectiveness of social work in an alternative 

school for high school dropouts. Social Work With Groups, 14(2), 59-73.
Franklin, C., & Streeter, C. L. (1991). Evidence for the effectiveness of social work with high school 

dropout youths. Social Work in Education, 13(5), 307-27.
Franklin, C., & Streeter, C. L. (1995). School reform: Linking public schools with human resources. 

Social Work, 40(6), 773-82.
Gagne, A. (1996). Success at contact: The argument for alternative schools for at-risk youth. Alberta 

Journal of Educational Research, 42(3), 306-324.
Gold, M., & Mann, D. W. (1984). Expelled to a friendlier place: A study of effective alternative schools. 

Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.
Goldstein, E. (1995). Psychosocial approach. In L. Beebe (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Social Work 

(pp.1948-1954). Washington, DC: NASW Press.
Lange, C., & Ysseldyke, J. (1994). Desired results of second chance programs. Special Services in 

the Schools, 9(2), 155-171.
Lipsey, M. W. (1990). Design sensitivity: Statistical power for experimental research. Newbury Park, 

CA: Sage Publications.
Macrockie, H., & Jones, H. L. (1987). Reducing dropout rates through home-school communica-

tion. Education and Urban Society, 19(2), 200-204.
Mizell, M. H. (1978). Designing and implementing effective in-school alternatives to suspension. 

Urban Review, 10, 213-226.
Nowicki, S., & Strickland, B. (1973). A locus of control scale for children. Journal of Consulting 

and Clinical Psychology, 40, 148-154.
Raywid, M.A. (1984). Synthesis of research on schools of choice. Educational Leadership, 41(7), 

70-78.
Reilly, D. H. (1986). An alternative school program: Five-year follow-up. Journal of Instructional 

Psychology, 13, 99-108.
Reilly, D. H., & Reilly, J. L. (1983). Alternative schools: Issues and directions. Journal of Instruc-

tional Psychology, 10, 89-98.
Rosenberg, M. (1979).  Conceiving the self. New York: Basic Books.
Royse, D. D., & Thyer, B. A. (1996). Program evaluation: An introduction. Chicago, IL: Nelson-

Hall Publishers, Inc.
Sedlak, M. W. (1997). The uneasy alliance of mental health services and the schools: An historical 

perspective. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 67, 349-362.
Stathe, M., & Hash, V. (1979). The effect of an alternative school on adolescent self-esteem. Adoles-

cence, 14(53), 185-189. 
Weiss, H. M., & Edwards, M. E. (1992). Family-school collaboration project: Systematic  

interventions for school improvement. In S. Christenson & J. Close Conoley (Eds.), Home-
school collaboration: Enhancing children’s academic and social competence (pp. 1-29). Coles-
ville, MD: National Association for School Psychologists. 

the school community journal

90

interventions

91



Tracy Carpenter-Aeby is an assistant professor in the School of Social Work & Criminal Jus-
tice Studies at East Carolina University.  Victor G. Aeby is a visiting assistant professor in the 
School of Health and Human Performance of the Department of Health Education and Pro-
motion at East Carolina University.  Correspondence may be addressed to Dr. Tracy Carpen-
ter-Aeby, 214 Ragsdale Building, East Carolina University, Greenville, NC 27858 or via e-mail: 
carpenteraebyt@mail.ecu.edu.

the school community journal

90

interventions

91

Table 1. The Family-School-Community Collaboration Model of Assessment and Intervention 
Development (Carpenter-Aeby, 1999)

Referral 
Letter

Intake
Interview

Family/Student
Teacher

Assessment

Program of 
Study

Academics 
Attendance 

Behavior 
Other

Student 
Evaluation

Transition

Reports

Follow Up 
90 Days

Follow Up 
180 Days

Services

Support

Community 
Resources

GED Home 
School

Other

YDC

Jail

PM

Psycho 
Ed
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Table 2.  Psychosocial and Academic Variables (N=100)

Variable M SD t p r

Psychosocial

Self-Esteem

Pretests 7.77 2.09

 2.30 .024 .430

Posttests 8.25 1.77

Life Skills

Pretests 194.40 24.42

 2.59 .011 .671

Posttests 199.46 23.66

Educational

GPA at Exit

Pretests 61.20 20.77

 8.10 .000 .459

Posttests 76.73 12.51

Attendance at Exit

Pretests 71.04 12.72

 5.14 .000 .322

Posttests 78.19 10.13


