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The Effect of a School-Based Transitional Support 
Intervention Program on Alternative School 
Youth’s Attitudes and Behaviors

This investigation examined the potential impact of a school-based youth intervention program on the 
attitudes and behavioral patterns of at-risk youth. The sample size used in this study was 52; 24 participants 
received the school-based intervention and 28 participants did not receive the intervention. A two-group 
pretest-posttest design approach was implemented. A two-phase behavioral intervention was used with 
at-risk youth who were returning from a remanded period at an alternative school in lieu of expulsion 
from school. After the conclusion of the intervention program, school attitudes, behavioral indicators and 
academic success indicators were evaluated. The results of this study revealed that there was a significant 
treatment effect on youth’s school attitudes.
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    According to the National Center of Education Statistics (2016), in the United States, almost 7% of 
students drop out of high school. Evaluations of on-time graduation rates reveal that approximately 
30% of students fail to graduate in the traditional 4-year time frame (Berger, 2011; Kelchner, 2015; 
Levin, 2009; Stout & Christenson, 2009). There are some common predictors of high school dropout. 
Suh, Suh, and Houston (2007) identified 16 predictors of school dropout. Of those 16 predictors, 
low socioeconomic status, academic failure and behavior problems were the primary risk factors. 
Academic failure was found to have the most significant impact. Suh, Suh, and Houston (2007) 
determined that (a) early intervention (prior to a student accumulating multiple risk factors) is 
more easily targeted and effective and (b) multiple interventions may be necessary to keep students 
with multiple risk factors in school. Youth who have been suspended from school are twice as 
likely to drop out (Smith & Harper, 2015). Often, youth who have been sent to alternative schools 
have incurred multiple suspensions, making the likelihood of dropping out of school even greater. 
Academic failure can lead to repeating courses, grade retention, and academic apathy, and ultimately 
may lead to dropping out altogether (Berger, 2011).

     Frequently, students who are the most susceptible to dropping out are those who are in or have 
attended alternative schools (Kelchner, 2015). Alternative education proliferated in the 1960s and early 
1970s as educational priorities shifted to the progressive education movement (Kim, 2006). Alternative 
schools were initially designed to provide a positive alternative to conventional learning environments 
for students who were unable to succeed in traditional learning environments, but the trend today 
is for alternative schools to function as separate retributory schools for undesirable children (Prior, 
2010; Richardson, 2012). Originally, people who were dissatisfied with traditional curricula welcomed 
alternative public schools that subscribed to the ideas of progressive education, which called for a 
free, open policy that emphasized the development of self-concept, problem solving and humanistic 
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approaches (Conley, 2002). Alternative schools tried to offer more freedom and prospects for success 
for students. However, most alternative schools from this era were short-lived.

     In the mid-1990s, alternative learning environments started providing programs to schools 
(including public and private voucher programs, charter schools, and magnet programs) in an effort 
to solve issues of poor student achievement, ineffective pedagogical methods, and an increasing 
inability to meet the needs of diverse families (Kim, 2006). Two pieces of legislation were introduced 
that modified the number and types of students being served by alternative education settings. The 
first legislation was the Gun Free Schools Act of 1994, which mandated that students who brought 
weapons to school be expelled and/or sent to alternative educational settings for a period of 1 year 
(Prior, 2010; Stone, 2003). Zero tolerance policies were a product of this legislation and created the 
stage for a dramatic increase in student suspensions and expulsions from school. These referrals led 
to more placements in alternative education schools. The second piece of legislation introduced was 
the Individuals with Disabilities Act of 1997, which allowed individualized education program teams 
to place students with disabilities in appropriate interim alternative education settings for up to 45 
days (Prior, 2010). 

     According to Prior (2010), Richardson (2012), and Stone (2003), there are three types of alternative 
schools: Type I alternative schools are schools of choice that mimic magnet schools; Type II 
alternative schools are last-chance programs; and Type III alternative schools are disciplinary 
programs that focus on remediation or rehabilitation. Typically, the goal of Type II and Type III 
schools is to return students to their home schools after successful treatment (Stone, 2003). Today, 
alternative schools are often viewed by the public as places for students who are disruptive, deviant 
and dysfunctional, rather than as positive alternative solutions for students whose needs are not 
being met by traditional schools. Many believe these schools exist to segregate troublemakers in one 
place to better protect the students in traditional schools (Conley, 2002; Kim, 2006). 

     Out-of-school suspension and expulsion are widely used practices in American school systems, 
which only further isolate students from education. As a result, more than 3.3 million students are 
suspended each year and these students are at greater risk of not remaining in school (T. Lee, Cornell, 
Gregory, & Fan, 2011; Smith & Harper, 2015). Students who have received disciplinary infractions for 
excessive absenteeism, disrespectful behavior, disrupting class, fighting, profanity, refusal to obey, 
tardiness, theft, truancy and verbal altercations may be recommended for expulsion from school. In 
lieu of expulsion, students may be allowed to attend an alternative academy within the school district. 
One of the goals of alternative schools is to provide students with a second chance (Kim, 2006). The 
alternative academy is a smaller, more supportive Type III environment that focuses on providing 
students with academic and behavioral skills. In some alternative schools, short-term placements are 
utilized for students who are suspended or expelled, offering the students opportunities to return 
to traditional school settings (Blythewood Academy, 2013; Richardson, 2012). The eligibility for the 
student to return to the traditional school setting is based on fulfillment of certain requirements or 
assessments (Richardson, 2012).

     Students returning from alternative academies to their home schools may face an array of 
challenges. The transition back to the home school can be difficult for a number of reasons. Students 
returning from an alternative school setting to a traditional school setting have to readjust to the 
larger classroom sizes and less one-on-one assistance with their academic studies. The students 
are often behind in their studies because they are placed in classes at their home schools that are 
further along than the classes they were taking at the alternative academies. In addition, they 
tend to be labeled “at-risk” for school failure because of their attendance at an alternative school, 



The Professional Counselor | Volume 7, Issue 2

171

no matter how much academic potential they may possess (Kim, 2006). Likewise, there is a sense 
of disconnectedness to the home school and its faculty and staff (Boutelle, 2010; Kelchner, 2015). 
Students’ performance tends to be greater when they bond with their school, are connected and feel 
someone at the school cares about them (Flower, McDaniel, & Jolivette, 2011). Many at-risk youth 
are not given compulsory support and are not nominated to receive remedial services (Kayler & 
Sherman, 2009). Because the transition back to their home schools can be very challenging, students 
who fail to make this transition either are sent back to the alternative academy, expelled from school 
or drop out. Rumberger and Lim (2008) classified the reasons students leave high school before 
completion into individual predictors and institutional predictors. There are four major categories 
of individual predictors: (a) academic failure, (b) expectations (e.g., future academic success), (c) 
behaviors, especially engagement, and (d) background and life experiences (Rumberger & Lim, 2008). 
Students who are sent to an alternative school are more than twice as likely to drop out of school as 
students who have not been sent to an alternative school setting, and support with this transition is 
needed for students returning to their home schools (Berger, 2011; Brownstein, 2010; Kelchner, 2015; 
Stone, 2003).

Alternative School Transition

     The literature was reviewed to assess interventions for use in our study. The primary goal of alter-
native programs is to transition students back to their traditional educational environment, the home 
school. There is little research about this transition and how to best meet the needs of transitioning youth. 
Coordinated planning can minimize the anxiety and negative elements experienced by students, families 
and teachers that can accompany the transition from one educational setting to another (Kelchner, 2015; 
Richardson, 2012; Wolf & Wolf, 2008). A lack of appropriate transition and support programming can 
negate the benefits received from the alternative school. Students have the potential to regress to prior 
negative behaviors and poor performance because of the loss of support, a return to the environment that 
already failed them, negative peer influences, and labeling and stigmatization by both peers and school 
personnel, which may lead to re-suspension (Stone, 2003; Valore, Cantrell, & Cantrell, 2006; Wolf & Wolf, 
2008). As a result, students who attend an alternative school and have the fortitude to improve behavior, 
improve school relations and catch up academically often return to the prior negative conditions in 
their home school that caused them to fail in the first place. Because of an apparent lack of support and 
services throughout the transition, many students return to the alternative schools or end up in more 
restrictive placements, such as juvenile detention or jail (Berger, 2011; Richardson, 2012; Stone, 2003).

School-Based Transitional Support Intervention

    Exiting an alternative school and re-entering a traditional school setting can present many stressors 
for youth. The purpose of this study is to provide an intervention to support youth returning to a 
traditional educational setting from alternative school to assist in preventing youth from dropping 
out of school.  The  intervention in this study, focused on the area of the individual and how the 
individual accesses systemic supports within the school community, local community and family. 
Empowerment, school engagement and academic success were the three major variables focused 
on in the development of this intervention. The final intervention was based on 10 systemic reviews 
of intervention programs, eight meta-analyses of various school interventions for at-risk youth, 
25 various studies of design, six articles describing implementation of specific programs and six 
components articles relevant to one or more of the identified key variables. Interventions had to 
encompass the following criteria to be included in the development of the intervention: target at least 
one of the factors identified by the target population, be deliverable in a group format, not require 
direct teacher involvement, and not require unavailable resources.
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     The theoretical foundation for this research was an ecosystemic approach. This approach was 
chosen because it is important to look at all of the systems that support the youth, such as the school 
community, social community, family community and local community. The ecosystemic approach 
offers perspective on emotional and behavioral difficulties in schools by offering a particular analysis 
of the interactional patterns observable in social systems (Cooper & Upton, 1990; Wolf & Wolf, 2008). 
Ecosystemic theory takes into consideration all parts of the students’ systems and how these systems 
can assist students to have a successful transition to a traditional educational setting and high school 
experience. A smoother transition also may be promoted by empowering students.

Empowerment
     Empowerment is a way people gain control over their lives through actively participating and 
focusing on their strengths and not their weaknesses, while embracing diversity and using the 
language that reflects empowerment ideals (Chinman & Linney, 1998). Empowerment is a cyclical 
process in which adolescents develop their identity variables, including self-efficacy, self-confidence, 
self-esteem and self-acceptance (Berger, 2011; Chinman & Linney, 1998). Students are given a 
sense of control through this process. Empowerment shapes how youth interact with their entire 
environment, including their school environment, while facilitating attitudes and motivation.

     The empowerment component of our intervention was based on the intervention program 
Empowerment Groups for Academic Success (EGAS; Bemak, Chung, & Siroskey-Sabdo, 2005). The 
EGAS intervention was initially used with African American female students who were referred 
because of extremely poor academic performance, behavior issues and a lack of desire to finish 
high school (Bemak, Chung, & Siroskey-Sabdo, 2005). The authors only retrieved qualitative data 
through taped interviews with students 6 months post-intervention and follow-up surveys at 1 year 
(Bemak et al., 2005; Berger, 2011). Empirical evaluations of the study were planned and approved, 
but because of administrative changes, researchers were prohibited from collecting empirical data. 
EGAS was initially designed for use with African American females (Bemak et al., 2005) and later 
adapted for use with African American middle school females (Hilton-Pitre, 2007). Weekly group 
sessions provided support throughout the school year in a format in which group members chose the 
discussion agenda and facilitators guided the discussion, while the overarching goal was academic 
success. Bemak and colleagues (2005) proposed to empower group participants by acknowledging 
their ability to evaluate their own needs and implement topics for discussion. EGAS was designed 
to encourage empowerment through the group process and move away from the psychoeducational 
format, with the goal of facilitating self-efficacy and empowerment (Bemak et al., 2005; Berger, 2011). 
The group was also aimed at improving attendance and academic performance.

     During the weekly EGAS group meetings, care was taken to make sure that the group session was 
not held within the same class period from the previous week. A university professor facilitated the 
group and the co-facilitator was a school counselor. The facilitator worked closely with the school 
counselor to implement the group process. The program used five graduate student interns to co-lead 
during the semester. Participants acknowledged improved school attendance, behavior and grades. 
They discussed that they were better able to communicate and had improved relationships at home. 
Prior to participating in EGAS, students believed they would not graduate from high school. Upon 
completion of the program, students expressed the desire to attend college. 

     The intervention was conducted with a population demographically similar to the target 
population in this study with the exception that there were no male students. The intervention’s 
primary objective was to enhance student empowerment with the expected antecedent that 
empowered youth would self-correct academic and behavioral barriers to high school graduation 



The Professional Counselor | Volume 7, Issue 2

173

(Bemak et al., 2005; Berger, 2011). The intervention in this study was designed to support students for 
an entire year and embraced an ecosystemic approach. All systems of the students were involved in 
the process to encourage success. Students’ teachers, administration, families, counselors, community 
and peers worked collaboratively in the intervention. The descriptive evidence provided in support 
of the treatment is promising and is reinforced by similar findings in the Hilton-Pitre study (Berger, 
2011; Hilton-Pitre, 2007). Additionally, successful utilization of empowerment strategies by other 
adolescent group intervention designs targeted for the treatment of various youth populations 
maintains the adaptability of EGAS to a diverse population group format (Berger, 2011).

     Bemak and colleagues (2005) were only able to use self-reported improvements to illustrate the 
effectiveness of the EGAS approach, and they limited their research to females. These limitations 
weaken the ability to generalize to other populations. The intervention in our study used empirical 
data to examine effectiveness and a control group. Our study also used a sample that included both 
females and males from more diverse backgrounds, which promoted the generalizability of this study 
to other populations. Each of the interventions designed to facilitate empowerment in adolescents 
was evaluated for efficacy, feasibility and ecosystemic suitability. EGAS was recommended for 
inclusion in the transition intervention.

School Engagement
     Many terms define school engagement: school connectedness, school bonding, school attachment 
and school belonging (Berger, 2011; Boutelle, 2010; Caraway, Tucker, Reinke, & Hall, 2003; Catalano, 
Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004; Christenson & Anderson, 2002; Flower et al., 2011; 
Frydenberg, Care, Freeman, & Chann, 2009; Reschly & Christenson, 2006; Stout & Christenson, 2009). 
Stout and Christenson (2009) suggested utilizing interventions designed to help students develop 
analytical skills and develop serviceable goals to increase academic performance. Behavioral 
engagement is an external indicator of school engagement that makes it directly observable by an 
array of indicators: attendance, time on tasks, classroom behavior, interpersonal relationships and 
participation (Berger, 2011; Jimerson et al., 2003; Stout & Christenson, 2009).

     The transition to high school is a challenge for many students and is one of many developmental 
tasks for adolescents (Kayler & Sherman, 2009). Positive intrinsic motivation and positive self-
attributes help adolescents achieve developmental tasks, such as academic achievement, transition to 
secondary school, forming close friendships and forming a sense of self. Kayler and Sherman (2009) 
implemented a psychoeducational study skills intervention with ninth-grade students whose academic 
performance was in the bottom 50th percentile (N = 90). The American School Counselor Association 
(ASCA) National Model was used as a framework for development, delivery and evaluation. 

     Kayler and Sherman found that a small group counseling intervention strengthened study 
behaviors. Increasing school counselor visibility and increasing positive relationships with parents 
and other stakeholders was also important to students’ success. The study skills program focused 
on three main skill sets that research has indicated contribute to improved academic performance: 
(a) cognitive and metacognitive skills, such as goal setting, time management and study skills; (b) 
social skills, including listening and teamwork; and (c) self-management skills, including motivation 
(Berger, 2011; Kayler & Sherman, 2009). The small group format permitted students to meet standards 
for the ASCA National Model in the academic, career, personal and social domains. Each theme of the 
ASCA National Model was expressed: leadership, collaboration, systemic change and most notably, 
advocacy (Kayler & Sherman, 2009). 
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     Groups consisted of 12 students of both mixed gender and race and two counselors. The authors 
used a pretest-posttest study designed to evaluate the program. Data was collected utilizing the “How 
do you study?” survey (J. L. Lee & Pulvino, 2002) at both the second session and final session to 
evaluate the program’s effect on seven areas: time usage, persistence, organization, concentration, note-
taking skills, reading skills and test-taking skills. Additionally, participants were asked for their input 
regarding the program at the final session. This study was implemented from a systemic perspective. 
School counselors collaborated with invested parties in the students’ lives, such as administration, 
families, peers, teachers and university partners. All of the systems were interactional and reflective of 
the ecosystemic approach. Posttest scores for all subscales were significantly higher than pretest scores, 
except in the area of concentration, signifying that students were using significantly more study skills 
after the program than before. Students’ GPAs also were compared and showed a significant increase 
in a number of individual students’ grades, but improvement was not significant overall. The authors 
discussed the possibility that GPAs were taken too soon after completion of the group and noted that 
there was no control group to offer a true comparison. The results of this study demonstrate that the use 
of study skills improved dramatically after participation in the group. Opening communication between 
students and parents was a significant outcome of the program (Kayler & Sherman, 2009), and provides 
evidence that utilization of a cognitive-behavioral grounded psychoeducational group to teach study 
skills can be effective (Berger, 2011; Kayler & Sherman, 2009). The intervention fits the needs of our 
target population. The study was conducted with ninth graders in the bottom half of their class; most 
students returning from alternative schools are true ninth graders or repeat ninth graders. Therefore, 
this intervention was recommended for inclusion in our final intervention.

     EGAS and Kayler and Sherman’s psychoeducational study skills intervention encourage 
cultivation of self-regulation skills. One effective strategy in developing self-regulatory processes is 
goal setting (Bandura, 1991; Berger, 2011; Zimmerman, 2000). Short-term goals can be used to help 
students receive feedback success in a shorter time frame, which enables students to learn to adjust to 
meet desired goals (Berger, 2011). Goal setting as a group topic helps students learn from one another 
and understand other experiences while recognizing commonalities. Goal setting is a feature of the 
psychoeducational study skills intervention (Berger, 2011; Kayler & Sherman, 2009). Students who 
are empowered through the EGAS experience may increase confidence in their ability to employ self-
regulation techniques in other areas of their lives (Bemak et al., 2005; Berger, 2011). This increased 
confidence may aid students in academic success.

Academic Success
     When students struggle to maintain positive academic self-perceptions, it can inhibit their abilities 
to succeed in academic environments. Inadequate academic competence has been shown to be the 
strongest predictor of high school dropout (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Berger, 2011; Newcomb et al., 
2002). Goal setting, progress monitoring, memory skills, interpersonal skills, problem-solving skills, 
listening, teamwork, regulating attention, and regulating emotions and motivation are important 
skills that help facilitate students’ academic competence (Berger, 2011; Hattie, Biggs, & Purdie, 1996; 
Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). Berger (2011) reported that there are numerous variables that are 
attributed to academic success and related to students’ willingness and ability, including academic 
self-perception, cognitive ability, engagement, importance of education to the student, and academic 
self-identity. Longitudinal research has established correlations between early student behavioral 
patterns (i.e., absenteeism, lack of engagement, behavioral problems), academic performance and 
later dropping out of school (Alexander, Entwisle, & Kabbani, 2001; Archambault, Janosz, Morizot, & 
Pagani, 2009; Berger, 2011; Connell, Halpern-Felsher, Clifford, Crichlow, & Usinger, 1995; Fleming et 
al., 2005; Frydenberg et al., 2009).
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     Adult support is continuously present in research relating to dropout prevention interventions. 
Numerous studies have discussed the positive effect of adult support on academic achievement
(Berger, 2011; Blount, 2013; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Kayler & Sherman, 2009; Klem & Connell, 2004). 
Adult support may be given through teachers, administration, counselors, mentors and school staff. 
Students feel support when there is a caring relationship within the school context (Blount, 2012). 
Adult support is a key element of the interventions reviewed in either the form of group facilitators 
or one-on-one mentors or counselors (Bemak et al., 2005; Berger, 2011; Flower et al., 2011; Hilton-
Pitre, 2007; Kayler & Sherman, 2009). The EGAS and the psychoeducational study skills intervention 
employ adult support through school counselors, facilitators, graduate interns and mentors. 
Therefore, our intervention included adult support in the form of group facilitators, mentors and a 
school advocate.

     The three major variables of this study—youth empowerment, school engagement and academic 
success—were revealed in the literature and thus should be considered in the development of an 
intervention for transitioning at-risk youth. Youth empowerment helps youth explore positive self-
variables. Empowerment enables youth to feel hopeful and confident in discovering roles during 
development. Empowerment shapes how youth interact with their entire environment, including 
their school environment, while facilitating attitudes and motivation. School engagement influences 
students’ attitudes, perceptions and feelings about school. School engagement also shapes youth 
behavior within the school context. Empowerment and school engagement are connected to academic 
success. The relationship of these variables is illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Variables connected to school success. 

Empowerment

School Engagement

Interaction with environment
Development of positive self-variables
Role experimentation
Identity development

Academic Success
GPA
Course credit 
Grade promotion
Graduation

Affective (attitude toward school and teachers)
Behavioral (attendance, self-regulation, goal-setting)
Cognitive (academic self-perception)
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     Based on the evaluation of research and the ability to fit in the parameters of this study, the 
decision was made to incorporate two interventions in our final treatment. Our final treatment was 
composed of a study skills intervention and an empowerment intervention. The intervention aimed 
to provide three foundational supports for the returning alternative academy students: group, mentor 
and advocate. The treatment was provided in a group format and students were supported by 
individual mentors and an advocate housed at their home school. Graduate student interns working 
toward their master’s, Ph.D. or Ed.S. degrees provided the mentoring. The advocate was a school 
counselor and designated point of contact in the home school system.

     The group treatment consisted of two phases. The first phase was a psychoeducational study 
skills group consisting of six modules covered over 8 weeks: (a) goal setting, (b) self-regulation, 
(c) organizational strategies, (d) study strategies and directions, (e) note-taking strategies and (f) 
test-taking strategies/managing test anxiety. When Phase I was completed, students transitioned 
immediately into Phase II, the EGAS model developed by Bemak et al. (2005). Even though this 
model was originally implemented with African American students, it was chosen because often 
students with multiple risk factors can be marginalized and can benefit from empowerment (Berger, 
2011), and a majority of students returning from the alternative academy were African American. 
During Phase II, students continued to meet weekly through the duration of the school year. The 
EGAS setting was student-driven in that students presented the topics while leaders facilitated the 
group discussion. Each week, the students chose as the group topic personal problems that impacted 
their academic success.

     Ultimately, the four research questions guiding our investigation were: (1) What is the effect of 
a school-based youth intervention program on at-risk youth’s school attendance transitioning from 
an alternative educational setting to a traditional school setting as measured by number of periods 
absent? (2) What is the effect of a school-based youth intervention program on at-risk youth’s school 
disciplinary actions transitioning from an alternative educational setting to a traditional school 
setting as measured by number of discipline referrals? (3) What is the effect of a school-based youth 
intervention program on at-risk youth’s credit accrual transitioning from an alternative educational 
setting to a traditional school setting as measured by the percentage of classes passed? And (4) 
what is the effect of a school-based youth intervention program on at-risk youth’s school attitudes 
transitioning from an alternative educational setting to a traditional school setting as measured by the 
School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised (SAAS-R)?

Methodology

Procedure and Participants
     A two-group pretest-posttest design, which included collecting data at two time points over the 
course of the school year, was utilized to investigate the effectiveness of the school-based transitional 
support intervention program on the youth’s attitudes and behavior. Prior to the recruitment of 
participants, we received approval from our university’s Institutional Review Board and from the 
school district to conduct the study. The setting for the treatment and control groups were in high 
schools in the southeastern United States. The high school within one school district with the highest 
number of expulsions was selected as the treatment site. The other high schools in the school district’s 
alternative school returnees were used as a control group for the study. The at-risk youth targeted 
for this study were students returning from at least a 45-day remanded period at the school district’s 
alternative academy. There were a total of 100 participants (N = 100), including 50 treatment and 50 
control participants. Because of missing data, the sample size was reduced to 52 participants (N = 52). 
There were 24 participants (N = 24) in the treatment group and 28 participants (N = 28) in the control 
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group. Although the initial sample was 100, with statistical listwise deletion the sample was reduced 
to 52. This study utilized a multivariate analysis of variance, an analysis that is unable to use datasets 
with missing data points because a likewise deletion is utilized (Pallant, 2016). When using listwise 
deletion, a case is dropped from an analysis because it has a missing value in at least one of the 
specified variables (e.g., attendance, grades, discipline, SAAS-R). When conducting research with this 
population, there is always the risk of not being able to obtain all needed data because a participant is 
no longer in the same school or school district.

     The ethnicity of participants was as follows: 85% Black, 5% Hispanic, 6% White, 2% Multiracial and 
2% Asian. Seventy-two percent of the participants were male and 28% were female. The ethnicity of 
the sample was aligned with the ethnicity of the students who attended the alternative school. The 
majority of students who attended the alternative school were Black. Sixty-eight percent of participants 
were receiving free lunch, 12% were receiving reduced fee lunch, and 20% were paying full lunch 
fees. The participants’ ages ranged from 14 to 19 years old. The demographics of the sample were 
representative of the alternative school demographics. 

     Recruitment of participants was facilitated through the alternative school exit interviews. All 
students exiting the alternative school must partake in an exit interview to ensure they have met 
all requirements to return to their home school. Parents and students were informed about the 
intervention program. They also were informed about which group the student would qualify to 
be in, which was determined by the home school the student attended. Parents and students were 
informed that students’ grades, attendance and behavioral information would be collected as part 
of an ongoing evaluation to determine the effectiveness of the program. Parents and students were 
made aware of the attitude assessments students would complete two separate times during the 
school year. They were provided with an information packet with consent forms, an explanation 
of the program and contact information. If consent was obtained, the participants were given the 
SAAS-R.

Behavioral and School Attitude Outcomes
     The data collection packet consisted of one measure, the SAAS-R (McCoach & Siegle, 2002). The 
SAAS-R was administered during the exit process at the alternative school and after participants 
completed the intervention. In addition, the school district provided the attendance records 
(measured by individual class periods missed), discipline records (measured by discipline infractions 
[e.g., warnings, school suspension, out-of-school suspension, Saturday school detention]) and credit 
accrual (measured by the percentage of courses passed the school year prior to exiting the alternative 
school and the exiting school year) for the students in both the treatment and control groups.

     School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised (SAAS-R). The SAAS-R (McCoach & Siegle, 2002) is 
a 35-question assessment with five subscales, including students’ academic self-perceptions, attitudes 
toward teachers, attitudes toward school, goal valuation and self-regulation. Students were assessed 
pre-treatment (pretest) and at the end of the school year and conclusion of the treatment group 
(posttest). Both groups were assessed pre-return to their home school during exit interviews (pretest), 
which served as the baseline pretest, and again at the end of the school year (posttest). Students 
answer the 35 questions on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree). Subscales 
were scored by totaling the response value of each question and then dividing that by the number 
of questions. The scores range from one to six. Scores of one to three suggest negative attitudes, and 
scores of four to six suggest positive attitudes (Berger, 2011; McCoach & Siegle, 2002; Suldo, Shaffer, 
& Shaunessy, 2008). McCoach and Siegle (2003) investigated the validity of the SAAS-R with 176 high 
school students while Suldo and colleagues (2008) investigated the validity of the SAAS-R with 321 
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high school students. Both found evidence of adequate construct validity, criterion-related validity and 
internal consistency reliability (McCoach & Siegle, 2002; Suldo et al., 2008).

Data Analysis 
     SAAS-R scores, attendance, discipline and credit accrual pre- and post-intervention data, and control 
data were entered into Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS Version 21) for analysis. Next, we 
screened for missing data. Then we conducted preliminary analyses to examine statistical assumptions 
(e.g., normality, outliers, linearity, homogeneity of regression, multicollinearity and singularity, and 
homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices). A repeated measures multivariate analysis of variance 
was performed to determine if there was a significant difference in participants’ school attitudes, credit 
accrual, discipline and attendance scores pre- and post- intervention intervals and control intervals 
(Pallant, 2016). Four dependent variables were used: SAAS-R (assessment), percentage of courses 
passed (credit and grade accrual), discipline referrals (incidents), and attendance. There were two 
forms of independent variables: treatment and control, and Time 1 and Time 2. Treatment and control 
were the between-subjects independent variables and Time 1 and Time 2 were the within-subjects 
independent variables. This study had four dependent variables (e.g., assessment, grades, incidents, 
attendance) and one grouping variable with two levels (time and control). The dataset should include 
more cases than dependent variables, which we satisfied (Pallant, 2016). The power analysis helped to 
decrease the probability of a Type II error (Balkin & Sheperis, 2011; Cohen, 1992; Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, 
& Buchner, 2007). For these reasons, a post hoc power analysis was conducted for the means of this 
study and established sufficient power for the overall model (.98).

Results

     There was no significant main effect due to treatment (time by treatment/control): Wilks’ Lambda 
= .890, F(4, 47) = 1.451, p = .232. However, the multivariate test did reveal a significant main effect for 
time: Wilks’ Lambda = .654, F(4,47) = 6.219, p < .001 (see Table 1.1). Because of the significant main 
effect for time, each dependent variable was investigated further by reviewing the univariate results. 
Examination of the simple effects indicated a significant difference between pre- and post-values for 
grades: F(1,50) = 13.178, p < .001. Both treatment and control grades decreased between pre- and post-
grades. The simple effects indicated a significant difference in pre- and post-values for discipline: 
F(1,50) = 6.206, p < .05. Both treatment and control had a decrease in discipline referrals between pre- 
and post-values. All univariate effects are reported in Table 1.2. Overall multivariate results revealed 
that time was significant and time by treatment and control was not significant. The test of between-
subjects effects results show that there was a significant effect of treatment on SAAS-R: F(1,50) = 5.159, 
p < .027. All between-subjects univariate effects are reported in Table 1.3. The effect of treatment on 
SAAS-R revealed a significant result, which indicated that participants who received the intervention 
scored higher on the SAAS-R at the end of the school year. The participants in the treatment group 
had higher attitudes toward school than the participants who did not receive the intervention.

Table 1.1

Multivariate Effects
Wilks’ Lambda F(4,47) p

Time .654 6.219  .001
Time by Treatment/Control .890 1.451 .232
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Table 1.2

Univariate Effects for Time 1 and Time 2
Dependent Variables Mean Square F(1,50) p
Assessment 232.154      .311 .580
Grades         .514 13.178   .001*
Discipline 114.434   6.206   .016*
Attendance
Error 

   11698.959
747.339

  2.840 .098

*Significant (p < .05)

Table 1.3

Between-Subjects Effects for Treatment and Control
Dependent Variables Mean Square F(1,50) p
Assessment   5268.134 5.159   .027*
Grades  .007    .090 .765
Discipline         11.385    .474 .494
Attendance    1210.554    .235 .630

*Significant (p < .05)

Discussion

Implications for Practice
     The aim of this study was to determine the effect of a school-based youth intervention program 
on the attitudes and behavioral patterns of at-risk youth. The intervention did not have an effect on 
the youth’s school attendance. There was no significant difference between the treatment and control 
groups. Overall there was an increase in the number of periods missed for both the treatment and 
control groups. One of the most important predictors of academic success is remaining engaged in 
academic instruction (Berger, 2011; Kelchner, 2015); thus, if students are missing classes, they also are 
missing instructional time. After transitioning back to the traditional school setting, the participants’ 
attendance decreased, resulting in less time in the classroom to receive academic instruction and 
ultimately lower grades. Results from other research support these findings. Students who are 
regularly absent from school have less than a 10% chance of graduating and are disengaged, creating 
academic and behavioral issues (Allensworth & Easton, 2007). Students who are suspended or 
expelled are at greater risk of not going to classes and dropping out of school (Brownstein, 2010; T. 
Lee et al., 2011; Smith & Harper, 2015). Even though the intervention was not found to have an effect 
on attendance, the percentage of students remaining in school who attended the alternative school 
was higher than the percentage of students remaining in school the year prior to implementing 
the intervention. In the school year prior to the intervention, 59% of students returning from the 
alternative school setting to the home school were no longer in school at the end of the year. At the 
end of the school year after the intervention took place, the number of students returning from the 
alternative school setting that were no longer in school was reduced to 14%.



180

The Professional Counselor | Volume 7, Issue 2

     Other researchers have found that students returning from alternative school placement may 
have the tendency to revert back to prior negative behaviors, resulting in reoccurring suspension 
(Richardson, 2012; Stone, 2003; Wolf & Wolf, 2008). Many students return to the alternative school or 
end up in more restrictive placements like juvenile detention or jail (Berger, 2011; Richardson, 2012; 
Stone, 2003). This intervention had no significant effect on discipline. However, there was a decrease 
in the number of discipline referrals from Time 1 to Time 2. Both the treatment and control groups 
experienced a decrease in the number of discipline referrals received. The researcher met the control 
group participants during exits and established a relationship with the participants. This could have 
contributed to gains the controls made simply because the participants may have felt someone cared 
about them. It is important to find ways to sustain positive gains when students leave an alternative 
school setting. This can be facilitated via support through the transition from alternative educational 
setting to the traditional school setting (Berger, 2011; Stone, 2003; Valore et al., 2006; Wolf & Wolf, 2008).

     The participants in the treatment and control group did not exhibit gains in credit accrual. This 
finding is supported by other research. School transitions are associated with absenteeism, re-
suspensions, disengagement to the school community and poor academic performance (Berger, 
2011; Richardson, 2012; Stone, 2003; Wolf & Wolf, 2008). School transition also can affect social 
relationships that enhance academic accomplishments (Richardson, 2012; Stone, 2003). It is difficult 
for some students to re-integrate in a traditional school setting and do well academically. The 
decrease in credit accrual may be a reflection of this difficulty. 

     What our intervention did obtain was a positive effect on school attitudes as measured by the 
SAAS-R. There was a significant effect of treatment on assessments. The control group assessment 
scores remained almost exactly the same, whereas the treatment group assessments scores increased. 
This is an indication of more positive attitudes toward school. One component of the intervention 
was empowerment. Empowerment shapes how youth interact with their environment and facilitates 
improvement in attitudes and motivation (Berger, 2011). Interventions that promote empowerment 
promote positive self-perception and help develop self-esteem (Berger, 2011; Thomas, Townsend, 
& Belgrave, 2003). Another component of the intervention was engagement. Participants in the 
treatment group were taught strategies to facilitate engagement. School engagement influences 
students’ attitudes (Stout & Christenson, 2009). The increase in the assessment scores within the 
treatment group is reflective of this. The treatment group was given the assessment at the end of the 
year by facilitators and mentors the participants had developed a relationship with. This could be 
a reason the participants had higher scores. They may have better attitudes toward school because 
they have someone they know who cares about them and they interact with this mentor at least 
twice a week, if not more often (during group sessions and during individual counseling sessions). 
Supportive relationships can help promote students’ success in school (Berger, 2011; Richardson, 
2012; Stone, 2003). Our findings lend support for the use of school-based transactional supports for 
youth returning to a traditional education environment from an alternative school to increase positive 
school attitudes.

Limitations of the Study
     Although measures were taken to ensure the fidelity of the study, there were limitations because 
of the nature of the research. An important strength of the study was the fact that it was effectiveness 
research in a real-world, everyday setting (Singal, Higgins, & Waljee, 2014). The sample used in this 
research is a community sample and the intervention took place in an actual school setting. The 
nature of this setting creates limitations because a number of factors were out of the researchers’ 
control and created an inability to control for any independent variables. When conducting research 
with this population, there is always a risk of not being able to obtain all needed data because 
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some participants are no longer in the same school or school district, reflecting a high attrition rate. 
This resulted in incomplete data sets and drastically reduced our sample size. Overall, this sample 
is not representative of the entire population because it was studied in one school district in the 
southeastern United States, which may have unique qualities as compared to other school districts 
and high schools. Lastly, fidelity can be a challenge in research. The intervention delivery involved 
several people. Even though every measure was taken to properly train facilitators and oversee all 
aspects of the research, fidelity in this area may have been an issue.

Recommendations for Future Research
     Previous researchers have neglected to look at the most effective way to support youth 
transitioning from an alternative school setting back to a traditional education setting. There is 
research on youth who are involved in the juvenile justice system, but researchers have neglected to 
investigate youth who are transitioning to traditional educational settings and who are not engaged 
with the justice system. Often, students who have been placed up for expulsion or received out-of-
school suspensions will inevitably become a part of the juvenile justice system (Berger, 2011; Blount, 
2012; Kelchner, 2015). This research has demonstrated to some extent the importance of developing 
caring relationships with youth. The intervention employed in this study facilitated a change in the 
school attitudes of at-risk youth. The results provide evidence for the need for more research in the 
area of interventions to prevent school dropout or reduce justice system involvement, creating an 
environment in which fewer youth would end up incarcerated.

     Our utilized intervention included empowerment strategies to encourage youth to feel connected 
with others in school and the community. Adult support through facilitators, mentors and advocates 
helps to change school attitudes with at-risk youth transitioning back to the traditional educational 
setting. Adult support creates positive effects on academic achievement for at-risk youth (Berger, 
2011; Blount, 2012; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Kayler & Sherman, 2009; Klem & Connell, 2004).

     In summary, this study of high school youth returning from an alternative school environment to 
a traditional school setting found that school-based transitional support intervention was effective in 
changing school attitudes of at-risk youth. There is a great need for additional research to investigate 
ways to support this vulnerable population, but this study is a step in the right direction.
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