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Article

Behavioral and Emotional Outcomes of  
an In-Home Parent Training Intervention  
for Young Children
Kristin Duppong Hurley, Annette K. Griffith, Kathryn J. Casey, Stephanie Ingram,  

and Amy Simpson

Abstract: This study examined the effects of the Boys Town In-Home Family Program on improving child 
behavior and parenting skills. The three-month parenting intervention was delivered to parents in their 
homes. All children were referred to the program by school personnel. Of the 107 families that enrolled in 
the study, 79% completed the intervention. Pre-post assessments of child behavior indicated significant im-
provements on Internalizing and Externalizing problem behavior as measured by the Child Behavior Check-
list. Significant gains were found on all child, family, and school behavior subscales of the parent version of 
Behavioral Emotional Rating Scale. Service provider ratings of child problems and parental capabilities (as 
assessed by the North Carolina Family Assessment Scale) also demonstrated significant improvement from 
intake to discharge. These results indicate that the In-Home Family Program is a promising approach for 
serving at-risk children and their families.	

1

Introduction

Many children have difficulties with emo-
tional, mental, or behavioral problems. 
There are a variety of methods to address 

child problem behaviors, ranging from individual 
therapy, to classroom management techniques, 
to parental training. One successful approach, 
especially with young children, is parent training 
interventions that help parents learn skills to im-
prove their child’s behavior (Farrington & Welsh, 
2003; Maughan, Christiansen, Jenson, Olympia, & 
Clark, 2005; Piquero, Farrington, Welsh, Tremblay, 
& Jennings, 2008). Most parenting interventions 
involve group-based sessions or self-paced books 
or videos, yet these approaches have significant 
problems with parents that do not complete the 
sessions or are not actively engaged in the services 
(Peters, Calam, & Harrington, 2005). One method 
for improving parental engagement is to provide 
services in a more accessible format, such as deliv-
ering services to parents in their home addressing 
their specific parenting problems. This focus on 
individualized and home-based services may lead 
to improved child behavior outcomes.

Many children who engage in disruptive prob-
lem behavior tend to come from families who 
demonstrate inconsistent and punitive parenting 
practices, experience considerable stress, and have 
frequent changes in family structure (Fergusson & 
Lynskey, 1998; Short & Brokaw, 1994). The stress 
of this environment often results in poor parenting 
practices, which have been associated with children 
experiencing academic failure, peer rejection, and 
emotional distress (Pettit, Bates, & Dodge, 1993; 

Stormshak, Bierman, McMahon, & Lengua, 2000). 
Due to the impact a child’s parent has on his or her 
behavior, a large number of programs have been 
developed to teach parents how to address their 
child’s behavior appropriately. 

The common focus of parent training is to teach 
parents to replace their negative parenting practices 
with practices that help reduce the likelihood of 
problem behavior and increase the likelihood of 
appropriate child behavior. There is a large literature 
base supporting the effectiveness of these parent-
ing programs in addressing problem behavior from 
childhood into adolescence (Farrington & Welsh, 
2003; Maughan et al., 2005; Piquero et al., 2008). 
For example, studies have shown that programs 
training parents in behavior-management and moni-
toring have reduced conduct and opposition prob-
lems in the preschool years (Shaw, Dishion, Supplee, 
Gardner, & Arnds, 2006; Webster-Stratton, 1984), 
antisocial behavior during the middle childhood 
years (Patterson, Dishion, & Chamberlain, 1993), 
and problem behavior and substance abuse in early 
adolescence (Dishion, Nelson, & Kavanagh, 2003). 

While parenting programs have been successful 
in reducing children’s problem behavior, there are 
a number of challenges in delivering these services 
(Powell, Fixsen, Dunlap, Smith, & Fox, 2007; Prinz 
& Sanders, 2007). One difficulty is getting parents 
to participate in programs. Despite the clear need 
for parents who demonstrate poor parenting skills 
to receive treatment, very few participate in parent-
ing/family interventions (Zubrick et al., 1995). Prinz 
and Sanders identified some common barriers to 
participation including a set level of program inten-
sity where parents may spend more time involved 
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in the intervention than necessary, having to deal with a number of 
service providers prior to receiving treatment, and possible stigmatiza-
tion, because many parenting programs are designed and marketed 
to low-income families. In addition, Prinz and Miller (1994) found 
that families with greater levels of adversity were more likely to drop 
out of programs that did not address other areas of their lives (i.e., 
focused on child behavior only). This research suggests that families 
are more engaged in programs that offer treatment based on their 
individual needs, offer a direct connection to treatment providers, 
and target all parents as opposed to one specific group. 

Thus, the purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness 
of a parent training program that provides in-home individualized 
services. Specifically, the goals of the study were to examine the pre-
post changes in child behavior and parenting skills for families that 
participated in a home-based parent management program as well 
as the participation rates in the program.

Method
Description of In-Home Family Program

The Boys Town In-Home Family Program is an early interven-
tion program designed to focus on youth problem behavior in the 
school and home. School guidance counselors and teachers referred 
children who demonstrated problem behavior, such as aggression, 
noncompliance, and opposition. After enrollment in the program, 
families received weekly services from a Family Consultant for three 
to four months. While Family Consultants were available to families’ 
24-hours per day, they typically met in the home with their families 
two to four hours per week.

The intervention consisted of two phases, assessment and inter-
vention. In the assessment phase, the Family Consultant worked with 
the family to identify the most problematic areas of functioning and 
the areas most in need of change. At the first meeting with families, 
Family Consultants conducted an informal interview to identify signifi-
cant issues in the family’s environment. Next, Family Consultants and 
family members developed a Service Plan, which included specific 
goals for the child and family, intervention strategies, and a plan for 
progress monitoring. During the intervention phase, Family Consul-
tants taught families the necessary skills to meet their specific goals 
or areas of need (e.g., addressing a child’s oppositional behaviors, 
improving family roles and relationships). Once the family was able 
to demonstrate knowledge of a particular skill, Family Consultants 
monitored and supported the family’s progress until they became 
self-sufficient in that skill area. Finally, Family Consultants promoted 
mastery and generalization of the skills taught during the intervention. 
Family Consultants began to reduce their time spent with the family 
and encourage independent use of the skills in different situations. 
Throughout their work with families, the Family Consultants provided 
biweekly updates about the child’s progress to school staff.

Boys Town trained Family Consultants during a two-week in-service. 
In Week One, Family Consultants learned about the Boys Town model, 
their role with the families, and a detailed description of the In-Home 
Family Program processes from engagement, assessment, service plan 
development, and the skills (e.g., active listening, exploration) needed 
to effectively intervene with families. In the second week, they learned 
how to teach specific skills (e.g., praising a child, using calming down 

strategies) to families along with understanding confidentiality and 
safety/emergency procedures. Family Consultants demonstrated 
mastery of the basic behavior skills sets through role-playing and 
the completion of exams.

Participant Recruitment
Eligibility. Local schools in Palm Beach County referred children 

to the Boys Town In-Home Family Program. Children were identified 
by schools based on the following criteria: (a) resided in Palm Beach 
County; (b) attended a participating public school; and (c) were at 
risk for school failure or displayed persistent problem behavior (e.g., 
fighting, tantrums, noncompliant). The child also could not have a 
history of mental health diagnosis, aside from ADHD, or be currently 
receiving court-ordered services. Referrals to the program primarily 
came from the child’s classroom teacher or guidance counselor. 
Families were eligible to participate in the study if they enrolled in 
services between October 1, 2007, and June 1, 2008, spoke primarily 
English or Spanish, and had a target child who was between the ages 
of five and 12 years old who had been living with them for at least 
four weeks prior to the start of services. Two initial eligibility checks 
were conducted, one during the intake/enrollment phone call when 
family meetings were scheduled and another during the consultant’s 
initial interview with the family.

Consent. The families who met eligibility criteria were asked for 
their consent to participate during their intake interview with the 
Family Consultant. During this interview, Consultants provided a brief 
overview of the study, the time requirements, and the rights of par-
ticipants prior to asking for consent. Those who chose to participate 
received a $20.00 gift card at pretesting and another $20.00 gift card 
at posttesting for their time. 

Participants
One hundred and seven families agreed to participate in the study. 

The majority of the target children in the families were male (85%). 
The mean age of the target children at admission was eight years old. 
The children were in elementary school, with the majority in kinder-
garten to third grade (71%). Roughly 11% had been retained a grade, 
7% had been suspended from school, and 20% had received special 
education services. The percent of children with prior out-of-home 
placements was 19%. Fifty-one percent of children had attended 
more than one elementary school.

Based on parental reports using the Children Health Services 
Screen (Ascher, Farmer, Burns, & Angold, 1996), most of the children 
received at least one type of mental health service in their lifetimes 
(53%). The most commonly reported service used was “Other Pro-
fessional Help (49%)” which included assistance such as counselors, 
social services, and school guidance counselors. Twelve percent of 
children received “Nonprofessional Help” such as hotlines, self-help 
groups, or friends. A small percentage of the children received “Out-
patient Services (8%),” which included mental health services, com-
munity mental health centers, and private professional treatment. Few 
children had received “Inpatient Services (4%)” such as psychiatric 
hospitals, group homes, or detoxification units. 

Sixty-five percent of families reported an annual income below 
$15,000 and averaged 2.7 members per household, suggesting that 
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many were below the federal poverty guidelines (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 2009). The majority of families were 
Hispanic (45%), followed by African American (37%), Caucasian 
(15%), and two or more races (3%). 

Data Collection
Family Consultants participated in two days of extensive train-

ing prior to initiating interviews for the study. During these sessions, 
Family Consultants were provided with scripts on how to introduce 
the study and ask for families’ participation and were trained on all 
aspects of the data collection process. Family Consultants conducted 
approximately one-hour long interviews with their families at intake 
and discharge. The interviews consisted of three measures assessing 
child behavior, child strengths, and services provided to the child for 
mental health or behavioral reasons. The directions and items for 
each measure were read aloud for both English and Spanish speaking 
families. Family Consultants working with Spanish speaking families 
were fluent in the language.

Measures
Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL). The CBCL (Achenbach & Rescorla, 

2001) is a well-known reliable measure of child problem behavior 
which asks 113 questions. The CBCL provides information on a 
number of specific subscales. For this study, the Internalizing and 
Externalizing broadband scales and overall Total Problem Behavior 
T-scores were used. Normal T-scores for these scales are 59 or below, 
borderline scores between 60 and 63, and scores 64 and higher are 
considered clinical. The CBCL test-retest and internal consistency 
values for the Total Problems, Externalizing, and Internalizing broad 
band scales ranged from .72 to .95 and .65 to .92, respectively 
(Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). The CBCL was administered to the 
child’s guardian at both intake and discharge.

Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale-Second Edition (BERS-2). The 
BERS-2 (Epstein, 2004) uses a strength-based approach to describe the 
behavioral and emotional status of a child. The BERS-2 includes 52 
items and provides five subscale scores (i.e., Interpersonal Strength, 
Family Involvement, Intrapersonal Strength, School Functioning, and 
Affective Strength) and one composite score (i.e., Strength Index). The 
BERS subscales are interpreted as below average (1 - 5), average (6 - 
12) and above average (13 - 20). The BERS strength index is scored 
as below average for scores 89 or lower, average for scores 90 - 110, 
and above average for scores 111 or higher. The BERS test-retest and 
internal consistency values for the five scales and total strength index 
ranged from .82 to .95 and .85 to .99, respectively (Epstein, 2004). 
The BERS Parent Rating Scale was administered to the child’s guard-
ian at both intake and discharge.

North Carolina Family Assessment Scale (NCFAS). The NCFAS (Kirk 
& Reed-Ashcraft, 2001) is a 25-item practice-based measure designed 
to assess five domains of family functioning (i.e., Environment, 
Parental Capabilities, Family Interactions, Family Safety, and Child 
Well-Being). Each item and subscale is scored on a six-point scale 
from “serious problem” to “clear strength.” For this study, results from 
the Parental Capabilities and Child Well-Being scales are reported. 
Reliability coefficients for Parental Capabilities were .83 at intake and 
.91 at discharge and for Child Well-Being were .93 at both intake and 

discharge (Reed-Ashcraft, Kirk, & Fraser, 2001). Family Consultants 
completed this assessment at both intake and discharge.

Treatment Implementation
Treatment integrity was assessed via observations by trained 

program experts who rated implementation of specific components 
of the model within four domains: Teaching Components (20 items), 
Relationship Building (12 items), Professionalism and Safety (4 items), 
and Natural Therapy Systems (4 items). The items were rated on a 
five-point scale ranging from incorrect implementation, to adequate 
implementation, to excellent implementation. Eighty-three treatment 
integrity observations of Family Consultants were completed with an 
average observation time of 75 minutes. Eighty-eight percent of staff 
met competency (an “adequate” rating or higher) within the Teach-
ing Components domain, 76.5% met competency for Relationship 
Building, 92.6% in Professionalism and Safety, and 93.1% for the 
Natural Therapy Systems domain.

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed to determine whether there were significant 

differences for child behavior from pretest to posttest. Paired sample 
t-tests were conducted to establish if mean scores on the dependent 
measures prior to services were significantly different from mean 
scores following services. Cohen’s d effect sizes were calculated to 
determine the magnitude of the differences. Non-parametric Wilcoxon 
tests were conducted to evaluate whether there were significant 
differences between the Parent Capabilities and Child Well-Being 
domains of the North Carolina Family Assessment Scale from pre- to 
posttesting.

 

Results
The primary purpose of this study was to document the changes 

that occurred in child behavior and parenting skills following participa-
tion in the Boys Town In-Home Family Program. Of the 107 families 
enrolled in the study, 85 (79%) completed the program. The families 
were enrolled for an average of 80 days, ranging from 21 to 119. The 
average number of direct contact hours with a Family Consultant 
was 23 hours, with 7% of families having 12 or less service hours, 
21% between 13-19 hours, 48% between 20-30 hours, 15% over 30 
hours, and 9% of families had missing data on this variable. Complete 
sets of both intake and discharge data were collected for 75 families, 
thus the outcome analyses focus on the results for these 75 families.

Parental Ratings of Child Behavior
Table 1 presents intake and discharge means, t values, and effect 

size (d) for the CBCL. Significant differences were found on both 
broadband and the Total Problems scales of the CBCL from intake to 
discharge. At intake, 40% (Internalizing), 62% (Externalizing), and 
56% (Total Problems) of children presented within the borderline or 
clinical ranges. At discharge, only 20% (Internalizing), 31% (External-
izing), and 25% (Total Problems) had scores within the borderline 
or clinical ranges. Based on Cohen’s standards of effect size (Cohen, 
1988), large effects (over 0.80) were found from intake to discharge for 
Externalizing and Total Problems scales. Thus, following participation 
in the program, the children demonstrated fewer internalizing issues 
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such as depression, moodiness, and anxiety as well as externalizing 
issues such as rule-breaking, defiance, and aggression.

For the BERS, significant differences were found on all subscales 
and the Strength Index from intake to discharge (see Table 1). At in-
take, 39% (Interpersonal Strength), 26% (Family Involvement), 22% 
(Intrapersonal Strength), 44% (School Functioning), 27% (Affective 
Strength), and 42% (Strength Index) of children presented in the be-
low average range. At discharge, 19% (Interpersonal Strength), 14% 
(Family Involvement), 12% (Intrapersonal Strength), 19% (School 
Functioning), 12% (Affective Strength), and 25% (Strength Index) 
had scores in the below average range. Medium effects were found 
from intake to discharge on the Strength Index and every subscale, 
with the exception of Affective Strength, which had a small effect.

 Family Consultant Ratings of Families
Table 2 presents the findings from the North Carolina Family As-

sessment Scale (NCFAS). There were statistically significant improve-
ments from intake to discharge for every item in the Child Well-Being 
domain. The largest gain was for the Child’s Behavior item, which 
had an increase from 11% to 83% of families scoring in the adequate 
to clear strength range. The item ratings for School Performance and 
Relationship with Caregivers also had substantial improvements (26% 
intake to 86% discharge) in the percentage of families demonstrat-
ing strengths. Looking at the overall score for the Child Well-Being 

domain, 25% of families had adequate or clear strengths at intake 
which increased to 88% of families at discharge.

The Parental Capabilities domain of the NCFAS also demonstrated 
statistically significant improvements from intake to discharge for 
every item (see Table 2). The largest improvements were found for 
Disciplinary Practices, which increased from 36% of families having 
an adequate or clear strength score at intake to 86% at discharge. 
There was a similar increase in the Provision of Development/En-
richment Opportunities, from 49% at intake to 91% at discharge. 
Examining the overall Parental Capabilities domain score, 57% of 
families had an adequate or clear strength score at intake, compared 
to 95% of families at discharge.

Discussion
Changes in Children’s Problem Behavior

The primary goals of this study were to document the changes 
that occurred in child behavior and parenting skills following family 
participation in Boys Town In-Home Family Program. While only 
children without a history of mental health diagnoses (aside from 
ADHD) were served by this program, over half of the children were 
identified with borderline or clinical levels of child problem behavior. 
Despite the elevated emotional and behavioral risks for the children, 
there were significant improvements at posttest, with large to medium 
effect sizes across almost all subscales and total scores for all of the 

Table 1

CBCL and BERS Ratings From Intake to Discharge

Intake

N = 731

Discharge

N = 731 t

Effect Size

d

M SD M SD

CBCL

Internalizing 56.59 11.40 49.07 10.80 6.43* .68

Externalizing 62.59 8.96 53.23 11.82 8.32* .90

Total Problems 61.29 10.02 50.48 13.18 8.73* .93

BERS

Interpersonal Strength 8.42 2.95 10.42 2.94 6.02** .68

Family Involvement 8.99 2.48 10.32 2.62 4.24** .52

Intrapersonal Strength 9.95 3.14 11.55 3.45 4.02** .48

School Functioning 8.18 2.84 10.23 2.79 7.41** .73

Affective Strength 9.97 2.95 11.38 2.77 4.04** .40

Strength Index 93.67 15.31 105.11 17.53 6.19** .70

Note. M= 50, SD = 10. Scores for CBCL Subscales are: Normal T<60, Borderline T>60 & <=63, and Clinical T>63. Scores for the BERS 
subscales: Below Average 1 - 5, Average 6 - 12, and Above Average 13 - 20. Scores for the Strength Index: Below Average ≤ 89, Average 
90 - 110, and Above Average  ≥ 111. 
1Missing data on two families.

*Statistically significant at Bonferroni alpha of .016.

**Statistically significant at Bonferroni alpha of .008.
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child and parent report outcome measures. The number of youth with 
clinical or borderline total CBCL scores declined from 56% at intake 
to only 25% at discharge. Significant improvements were also found 
for the BERS, with the largest effect in the school functioning domain. 
These findings were also replicated in the NCFAS Family Consultant’s 
rating of the Child’s Well-Being, with significant improvements from 
intake to discharge across the domain, with the largest gains in Child 
Behavior, Relationship with Caregiver, and School Performance. Also 
according to the NCFAS ratings, significant gains were found for every 
item of the Parental Capabilities domain, with the greatest gains in 
Disciplinary Practices and Provision of Enrichment Opportunities.

The gains of our sample across all behavioral and emotional 
domains were also significant when compared to the literature on 
parent-training interventions. A recent meta-analysis of behavioral 
parent training found the average effect size for within-subjects de-
signs using individual consultation as the primary type of intervention 
was .43 (Maughan et al., 2005). The average effect size in the current 
study was .67, suggesting a substantial effect in comparison to other 
parenting programs. Therefore, the results provide a strong rationale 

that the Boys Town In-Home Family Program potentially contributed 
to positive changes in children’s problem behavior. 

Moreover, the fact that school functioning and performance 
improved for both the BERS and the NCFAS suggests that these im-
provements were seen outside of the family sphere and carried over 
successfully into the school domain. One possible explanation for this 
improvement in school functioning is that the program focuses on 
a parent training component which raises parent’s expectations for 
their child’s behavior at home and in other social situations. Likewise, 
there is a school component encouraging parental involvement in 
homework and school activities. Finally, Family Consultants modeled 
for parents a biweekly contact with their child’s teacher, which likely 
improved school-to-home communication. Research on school-based 
interventions for parents has suggested those elements as simple as 
enhancing communication and collaboration between parents and 
school staff can increase parental monitoring and at-risk children’s 
academic and social success (Heller & Fantuzzo, 1993). Thus, the mod-
eled school and home communication, involvement in their child’s 
homework, and focus on improved parenting skills may explain the 
effects found both at home and in school-based settings. 

Table 2

NCFAS Consultant Ratings at Intake and Discharge

n Intake Discharge

Wilcoxon
Signed Ranks

Z-score

M SD M       SD

NCFAS Child Well-Being Domain

Children’s Mental Health 57 2.91 1.11 3.89 0.98 5.10**

Children’s Behavior 57 1.67 0.89 3.35 0.99 6.08**

School Performance 57 2.26 1.11 3.63 1.03 5.70**

Relationship with Caregiver 57 	 2.04 	 1.00 	 3.58 	 0.92 	 5.80**

Relationship with Sibling(s) 45 	 2.27 	 0.96 	 4.09 	 1.04 	 5.23**

Relationship with Peer(s) 55 	 2.31 	 0.98 	 3.71 	 1.13 	 5.43**

Motivation to Maintain the Family 56 	 3.13 	 1.11 	 3.88 	 0.88 	 4.09**

Overall 56 	 2.07 	 0.83 	 3.59 	 0.93 	 6.00**

NCFAS Parental Capabilities Domain

Supervision of Children 56 3.43 1.19 4.38 0.78 4.83**

Disciplinary Practices 50 2.22 1.00 3.68 1.00 5.85**

Provision of Development/Enrichment      
Opportunities

57 2.75 1.09 3.68 0.93 5.29**

Caregiver Mental Health 56 3.36 1.17 4.00 0.89 3.94**

Caregiver Physical Health 56 3.45 1.02 3.91 0.88 3.23**

Caregiver Use of Drugs/Alcohol 56 3.95 1.07 4.43 0.78 2.49*

Overall 57 3.12 1.23 3.98 0.88 4.69**

Note. The NCFAS was scored on a six-point scale, ranging from zero (serious problem) to five (clear strength).

  *p < .01.

**p < .001.
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it would be helpful to assess the acceptability of the intervention to 
the parents, the degree to which they can implement the skills they 
have been taught, and assess how much of the intervention parents 
continue to use after completing services. All of these issues would 
help further the understanding of how to improve services for parent 
training programs. This line of research would also begin to provide 
information on the key ingredients of parent training interventions 
that contribute to client engagement and improved youth and fam-
ily outcomes.

 

Implications for Practice
This study has several implications for mental health profession-

als, including service delivery approaches for parenting programs 
and potential impacts of a home-based program on a child’s behav-
ior at school. The first important implication of this research is the 
finding that working one-on-one with families in their home for a 
few hours a week on basic parent behavior management skills may 
have substantial impacts on parenting methods and child behavior. 
It may be that this in-home delivery method helps to encourage par-
ent engagement in the program and the subsequent large gains in 
outcomes. Perhaps this is due to the convenience of the sessions for 
the parents, or possibly it is the ability to practice the material on their 
own children with a parenting “coach” present. Nonetheless, future 
research is needed to determine the role of method of delivery (e.g., 
parent classes, in-home services, telephone coaching) has on parent 
engagement and subsequent family outcomes. Finally, the results of 
this study imply that a parent-based intervention could have effects 
on child behavior outside of the home, such as at school. This suggests 
that interventions that address child behavior in the home and target 
the parent may also have effects on child behavior in the classroom, 
expanding the potential impact of the brief parenting interventions.  
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Article

The Relationship Between Ninth-Grade  
Retention and On-Time Graduation in  
a Southeast Texas High School
Jennifer N. Bornsheuer, Monica A. Polonyi, Malitta Andrews, Brenda Fore,

and Anthony J. Onwuegbuzie

Abstract: Currently, there are approximately 1.3 million annual high school dropouts who potentially 
might lose $355 billion of income over their lifetimes. Effectively addressing retention and dropout issues 
has far-reaching societal implications. Therefore, this study examined the relationship between ninth-
grade retention and on-time graduation. For the purposes of this study, on-time graduation was defined as 
completion of high school within four years after entering as freshmen. A convenience method of sam-
pling was utilized to measure ninth-grade retention and dropout rates among students (n = 1,202) in a 
Southeast Texas high school. A chi-square analysis determined the relationship between the variables. The 
findings indicated a statistically significant relationship between ninth-grade retention and on-time gradu-
ation, yielding a very large effect size (Cramer’s V = 0.61). Specifically, ninth-grade students who had been 
retained were more than six times less likely not to graduate on time than were the ninth-grade students 
who had not been retained. Implications of these findings are discussed.

Introduction

In the United States, the 1.3 million students 
who drop out of high school in 2009 will result 
in a potential loss of $355 billion over their 

lifetimes as working adults (Alliance for Excel-
lent Education, 2009). According to the Alliance 
for Excellent Education, these 1.3 million annual 
dropouts will subsequently experience more un-
employment, utilize government assistance, or 
spend more time in and out of the prison system 
than will their counterparts who graduated from 
high school (Zvoch, 2006). Some researchers 
(e.g., Jimerson, Anderson, & Whipple, 2002) have 
concluded that, due to stressed socioeconomic 
conditions, low parental educational levels, and 
learning disabilities of students, it is difficult for 
administrators to effectively combat dropout 
rates. Family attitudes regarding education, which 
are not under the control of administrators, have 
been found to outweigh other mitigating factors 
affecting graduation (Owings & Magliaro, 1998). 
Not only do the attitudes of the family affect at-
risk students, but the students’ engagement in the 
school process, such as extracurricular activities 
and parental involvement, also affect these stu-
dents (Owings & Magliagro, 1998; Zvoch, 2006). 
However, there are some factors under the control 
of school administrators that can affect a positive 
outcome regarding graduation rates (Zvoch, 2006). 
In particular, retention might be a factor that plays 
a role in determining whether a student drops out 
of school (Jimerson et al., 2002).

Incidence of Retention
Many school districts utilize grade retention 

with the belief that giving students increased time 
to master skills and concepts needed in later grades 
allows them to mature socially, and increases their 
levels of academic performance (Light & Morrison, 
1990; Natale, 1991). Roderick (1993) reported that 
grade retention became increasingly popular in the 
1980s in response to the social promotion ideas 
that were held in the 1970s. A main tenet of social 
promotion was that students should be promoted 
based on their age and not based on their levels of 
performance. For example, a 17-year-old freshman 
would be promoted despite failing grades simply 
because he was older than his other classmates. 
Despite these beliefs about retention, current lit-
erature revealed an increased dropout rate at the 
high school level when students are retained during 
their freshman years (Bowman, 2005; Jimerson et 
al., 2002). Although other risk factors play a role in 
student dropouts, grade retention was one of the 
strongest predictors (Jimerson et al., 2002).

In 2002 former President George W. Bush 
signed into legislation the No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) Act that was aimed at increasing student 
academic performance and improving academic 
standards across the nation (Neild, 2009). Although 
elements of the NCLB have been beneficial, the 
mandate heavily influenced test accountability 
standards (Neild, 2009). The downside to the re-
quired standards was increased rates of retention 
across the United States and, therefore, many 
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children are being left behind (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). Since the 
inception of NCLB, approximately 2.4 million students, or 15% of 
the school-aged population, repeat a grade each school year (Silber-
glitt, Jimerson, Burns, & Appleton, 2006). Furthermore, Neild (2009) 
reported that ninth graders, more than any other age group, are at 
an increased risk for high school dropout. Although research find-
ings have been inconclusive regarding the benefits of retention, this 
number has steadily risen over the past 30 years (Leckrone & Griffith, 
2006). As educators become more concerned with the push for ex-
cellence—which possibly means calling for increased requirements, 
longer school days, and higher standards—the school administration 
might be driving even more students out of the door.

 
Implications of Retention 

The consequences of dropping out of high school are not only 
severe for students and school administrators, but also for society 
in general (Ascher, 1987). Our society requires an educated and 
trained workforce capable of competing in the world marketplace. 
Indeed, a high school education should be considered the minimum 
survival kit for coping with today’s world (Neild, 2009). Statistics from 
juvenile courts indicate that dropouts are more likely to engage in 
criminal activity (Ascher, 1987). In some states, 50% to 90% of the 
prison population dropped out of school (Cassel, 2003; Grossnickle, 
1986). Moreover, without adequate training, unemployment rates for 
dropouts far exceed those of high school graduates, with these rates 
doubling for Latino and African American youth (Grossnickle, 1986; 
Marotta & Garcia, 2003). 

According to the Texas Education Agency (1996), students who 
were retained were much more likely to repeat an additional grade. 
Each time a student repeats a grade the likelihood that the student will 
drop out of school increases significantly (Bowers, 2010; Grossnickle, 
1986; Sparks, Johnson, & Akos, 2010). Additionally, Leckrone and 
Griffith (2006) suggested that costs come not only at the expense of 
the student but also to society. When a student is required to complete 
an extra year of study, estimated tax costs can increase significantly 
(Leckrone & Griffith, 2006).

Continued research demonstrates that there is no long-term ben-
efit for students who are retained. More specifically, Neild (2009) indi-
cated that although students might perform better immediately after 
grade retention, the gains are lost within a two- to three-year period. 
Also, as more teachers teach to the test, there is a question whether 
students are acquiring the skills needed for academic achievement 
in the subsequent grade levels (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). For these 
reasons, it is important that factors relating to the decrease of high 
school dropout be examined.  

Risk Factors for Dropping Out of High School
Evidence is growing indicating that students who fall behind aca-

demically during the freshman year have very low odds of earning 
a high school diploma (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). Analysis of the 
progression of students through high school suggests that approxi-
mately 30% of the nation’s recent high school dropouts were never 
promoted beyond the ninth grade (Neild, 2009). The United States 
school system is characterized by a series of transitions, which hold 
the potential for students’ personal growth. However, students who do 

not navigate a school transition well, face the possibility of personal 
and academic turmoil and even falling off track for promotion and 
graduation (Lee, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan, 2011; Roderick, 1993). Zvoch 
(2006) indicated two contributing sources that might lead to student 
dropout: individual student risk factors and school characteristics. 

Individual Student Risk Factors 
Risk factors include limited parent educational level, family so-

cioeconomic stresses, previous academic difficulties or failures as 
measured by performance testing, learning disabilities, absenteeism 
related to health problems, and negative peer influences (Owings & 
Migliaro, 1998; Zvoch, 2006). Jimerson et al. (2002) reported that 
students who were retained more than once during their academic 
careers were 90% more likely to drop out than were their promoted 
peers. Consequently, these findings indicate a need for various inter-
ventions within school districts to assist students in graduating from 
high school with their originating freshman class.

Using data reported by the Current Population Survey (CPS), 
which is a household survey of educational and economic indicators 
conducted by the United States Bureau of the Census, Neild (2009) 
documented that from 1996 to 2003, African American and Latino 
ninth graders were more than twice as likely as were European 
American students to repeat ninth grade. Furthermore, this cohort 
of Latino and African American boys showed a higher ninth-grade 
retention rate than did Latino and African American girls. 

In addition to demographics, Ascher (1987) stated that the difficul-
ties of the transition most heavily affect those students who already 
suffer from attendance, discipline, and academic problems. Many of 
these students perceive that high school is too challenging or alien and 
believe they cannot succeed. These feelings are often exacerbated in 
students with behavior problems and poor social skills. Bowers (2010) 
noted similar findings as did Ascher. Bower suggested that grade 
retention was the most significant factor that led to dropout but that 
many other variables also played a role in student dropout, includ-
ing academic achievement, student absences, and family conflict. 
Poor self-esteem, behavioral problems, and disengagement from the 
educational school system are also factors associated with retention 
(Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Silberglitt et al., 2006; Zvoch, 2006).

For students who struggled through middle school or who were 
not sufficiently challenged, ninth grade was where their lack of 
knowledge and skills finally caught up with them (Neild, 2009). Neild 
observed that students with poor math and reading skills were more 
overwhelmed by the academic demands of high school. Once these 
students began to flounder academically, they became discouraged 
about ever completing high school. Many of them become truant and 
eventually drop out completely (Ascher, 1987; Sparks et al., 2010). 
For students in this situation, probably the primary reason they left 
school early was that they were attempting to escape failure (Ascher, 
1987). Those who dropped out reported that they had simply “given 
up” because they were too overwhelmed (Ascher, 1987, p. 112). They 
often felt like it was too late to get help and that their repeated efforts 
to be successful in school had ended in failure (Grossnickle, 1986). 
Sparks et al. (2010) noted in their study that there were three main 
factors that influenced student dropout. Similar to the authors noted 
above, these authors cited a student being retained in any grade level, 
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a student who fails an end-of-year course exam, and a student who 
has a long-term suspension from school is more likely than are other 
students to drop out.

.	
School Characteristics

 The second class of antecedents of student dropout is represented 
by school characteristics. These characteristics include perceptions 
and attitudes of the school social climate and overall socioeconomic 
status of the student body that impact student dropout (Neild, 2009). 
Traditionally, students are hurried from one 45-minute class to the 
next. Oftentimes there are no homeroom teachers and students en-
counter a different set of students and teacher in each class (Zvoch, 
2006). These factors can leave students feeling alienated and anony-
mous (Zvoch, 2006). Because each school subject brings about a dif-
ferent set of teachers, there is little incentive to learn more about how 
students are performing in other classes (Grossnickle, 1986). Further, 
high school teachers often do not have the expertise or inclination 
to work with students who enter high school with weak academic 
skills (Grossnickle, 1986). As a result, the responsibility for helping 
the student may fall to the school counselor who may not have the 
opportunity to observe the student in everyday classes. Research also 
suggests that administrative issues such as logistics or scheduling 
that remain unresolved at the beginning of the school year have a 
negative effect on ninth graders’ course performance (Neild, 2009). 
In a survey, Weiss (2001) noted that 40% of ninth graders in a large 
urban district reported that at least one of their classes did not have 
enough seats for every student. Furthermore, almost 50% of the ninth 
graders surveyed reported a teacher change in at least one class. In a 
survey conducted by Neild (2009), 40% reported a change in course 
schedule since beginning the school year. It was reported that ninth 
graders who experienced more of this turbulence in scheduling and 
classroom organization at the beginning of the school year earned 
lower grade point averages (GPAs) and were more likely to drop out 
before graduation (Deily, 2011; Neild, 2009). Similarly, as noted by 
Jordan (2001), ninth graders need to “…learn about various impor-
tant details such as the credit game, attendance policies, exit exams, 
college boards, and making allies…” (p. 7).

Preventative Strategies
In an article authored by members of the District Administration 

(2005), the authors reported that the best way to decrease high school 
dropout is through a combination of prevention, interventions, and 
continued support. The authors found that a student who is retained 
and does not receive any support or interventions has a higher likeli-
hood of being a school dropout, and those who are retained twice 
are four times more likely to drop out than are students who had 
not been retained (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Methods 
in which students can graduate on time after being retained include 
taking courses during the summer, tutoring, or attending night school. 
In a meta-analysis of interventions to reduce dropout rates, Jimerson 
(2001) reported the most effective interventions to be mnemonic 
strategies to increase students’ memory of information, activities to 
enhance reading comprehension, and behavior modification. Also, 
direct instruction, evaluations of the learning environment, and 
early interventions have been shown to be statistically significant in 
increasing student achievement. 

Parental Strategies 
Several researchers have studied the link between support sys-

tems and school achievement. Overall, the research has indicated 
that support systems at school and home lead students to stay in 
school and achieve higher grades (Flaxman & Inger, 1992; Ouel-
lette & Wilkerson, 2008; Zvoch, 2006). Strom and Boster (2007) 
demonstrated how supportive social networks and supportive fam-
ily members can decrease the number of dropouts. Consistent with 
this finding, research has indicated that supportive interactions and 
communication with significant others can lessen the effects of 
stressors and daily challenges of a person’s experiences (Eckenrode, 
1984). Crucial to student achievement is engaging and supportive 
communication among family members (Flaxman & Inger, 1992). 
Indeed, Fan and Chen (2001) identified a direct relationship between 
parental expectations for their child’s academic achievement and 
later school achievement. Parent attitudes, therefore, can influence 
school behavior, attendance, classroom compliance, and academic 
achievement (Ouellette & Wilkerson, 2008).  Furthermore, parent and 
family involvement in schools supports academic achievement and 
school completion (Fan & Chen, 2001; Oulletta & Wilkerson, 2008).

Because parent involvement can influence academic achievement, 
methods have been introduced to encourage parents and the com-
munity to play an active role in educational achievement and school 
completion (Gewertz, 2007; Stanley & Plucker, 2008). Researchers 
have identified parent training programs, family resource centers, 
and direct parent involvement as strategies to engage parents in 
meaningful and supportive roles in their child’s education (Flaxman 
& Inger, 1992; Ouellette & Wilkerson, 2008). Furthermore, as today’s 
technology increases, so do methods of communicating with parents. 
According to Ouellette and Wilkerson (2008), web-based grade books, 
e-mail, video conferencing, and school Web sites are tools that can 
bridge the gap between school and home.

School Strategies 
Recent studies have provided insights about strategies, tools, 

and the effectiveness of school initiatives as they relate to academic 
achievement. School districts have implemented interventions to de-
crease the number of dropouts in their student populations (Gehring, 
2004; Stanley & Plucker, 2008; Zvoch, 2006). Larger school districts 
in the United States are beginning to implement creative solutions 
to deter students from dropping out (Bowman, 2005; Zvoch, 2006). 
These solutions, which provide alternatives for students who are at 
risk for dropping out, include providing a communal environment 
(i.e., learning communities that provide students with smaller learn-
ing environments in an attempt to meet the diverse needs of the 
learner), student mentoring, individualized instruction, interdisciplin-
ary planning, and team teaching (Zvoch, 2006). Bowman outlined 
possible alternatives to grade retention. The main alternatives noted 
were changing district policies so that a student cannot be retained, 
offering summer school to reinforce skills, utilizing various teaching 
methods to assist students in their particular learning styles, and of-
fering programs for mentoring and tutoring.

In a study by Somers and Piliawsky (2004), the authors measured 
the effectiveness of a program designed to reduce dropout rates 
among urban African American adolescents. The authors reported 
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that there are many directors of programs who claim to reduce 
dropout rates although not all are successful in achieving their goals. 
Somers and Piliawsky noted that many dropout prevention programs 
focus on the individual student’s characteristics rather than focusing 
on making the school meaningful and a priority to the student. The 
authors suggested peer mentoring and tutoring as a way to engage 
students in their academic achievement. Other research has shown 
tutoring to be effective in reducing dropout rates among teenagers 
and in creating healthy positive interactions among students, peers, 
and teachers (Fashola & Slavin, 1998). In their study, Somers and 
Piliawsky engaged 96 ninth-grade students in an after-school tutoring 
program. In an analysis of the data, the researchers found no statisti-
cally significant difference in GPA among two groups of students being 
compared, specifically, those who were tutored and those who did 
not participate in the tutoring program. The researchers stated this 
might be due to outside factors experienced by the students such as 
peers, work, and dating. The researchers concluded from their study 
that tutoring that is initiated before the ninth grade transition has a 
higher likelihood of being successful in reducing dropout rates and 
raising GPA scores. 

Another preventative measure to help reduce dropout rates in-
cludes supportive interactions and communication within the school 
system (Gewertz, 2007; Stanley & Plucker, 2008; Zvoch, 2006). 
Teachers are resources for students, in that they have the ability to 
encourage student achievement. Strom and Boster (2007) obtained 
similar results in that parental expectations were linked to student 
achievement along with parental participation in school activities, 
parent-teacher conferences, and helping the student with home-
work. Moreover, supportive parent-teacher interactions were shown 
to influence a student’s decision to drop out. The researchers stated 
that more research is needed in the area of supportive interactions 
among parents, teachers, and students to determine the difference 
between student success and dropout. 

In addition, researchers have observed that if students are going 
to drop out of school, it is more likely to occur between the eighth- 
and ninth-grade years (Gewertz, 2007; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). In 
Building a Nation of Ninth-Graders, the author discussed preventative 
efforts to increase academic success (Gewertz, 2007). In the hope 
of strengthening the student-teacher interaction, a Pittsburg, Penn-
sylvania, school district initiated a weeklong orientation with one 
third of their incoming freshmen prior to the start of the academic 
school year. With this in mind, the school focused on building bonds 
between the students and teachers to create a feeling of caring, con-
cern, support, and confidence. In addition, the author stressed that 
the orientation not only focused on emotional components but also 
included academic activities that stressed literacy, mathematics, and 
study habits in the hope of preventing the incidence of retention and 
dropping out (Gewertz, 2007). Reflections made by students after the 
orientation included, “I like how the teachers care” and “I thought I’d 
be a number in this school, but then I came here, and teachers are 
ready to try to learn about you. So I feel good about school” (Gewertz, 
2007, p. 48). Such reflections demonstrate the difference that posi-
tive relationships can make. Similarly, Gehring (2004) reported that 
several urban school districts are rethinking traditional methods of 
restructuring program delivery and retention policies. Specifically, 

these methods included reexamining retention standards, introducing 
career-themed academies where students can learn about various 
professions, having twilight high schools that support flexible hours 
for students who work, and providing different graduation plans 
and credit requirements that meet the unique needs of the student. 

Additional research (e.g., Lekrone & Griffith, 2006; Zvoch, 2006) 
also has identified block scheduling, flexible grouping, smaller class 
sizes, and multiage grouping as representing useful practices to 
encourage school completion. According to Zvoch, the academic 
and social context of the school can either encourage or discourage 
academic promotion. Therefore, expanded learning options, positive 
learning environments, and supportive student-teacher interactions 
are just a few measures that can be implemented by schools.

Implications for Counselors
Counselors and social workers have an important influence on 

students, administrators, teachers, and family members in promoting 
student success and developing strategies to prevent retention (But-
ler, 2003; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Suh & Suh, 2007). At the state 
level, counselors act as advocates for students and raise awareness 
regarding the educational standards that are being used for retention 
(Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). Furthermore, by participating in local and 
state professional organizations, counselors serve as instruments of 
change as they inform educators and noneducators alike about the 
increasing statistics related to dropouts (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). At 
the school campus level, counselors help teachers and administrators 
understand the implications of retention (Leckrone & Griffith, 2006). 
Keeping the end in mind, on-time graduation, the counselor is able 
to propose alternative services or interventions. Such interventions 
include flex hours, after-school programs, assigning a mentor to the 
student, and summer school services (Bowman, 2005; Lekrone & 
Griffith, 2006). In addition, counselors are not only a resource for 
students but for faculty and staff as well. Counselors can provide pro-
fessional development opportunities for administrators and teaching 
staff helping to foster an understanding of different learning styles, 
cultural differences among students, and encouraging interventions 
that promote family involvement. Lekrone and Griffith also noted 
that it is important for school staff to recognize the detrimental ef-
fects that can be associated with disciplinary practices in response to 
disruptive behavior in the class. These authors suggested that often 
students who are not performing well academically mask their defi-
cits with disruptive behaviors. Many times the consequence for these 
behaviors is removal from the classroom or the campus, which can 
lead to missed instructional time, missed assignments, and thereby 
repeating the negative cycle for the student. Mental health concerns, 
such as counseling strategies that specifically improve self-concept 
feelings of popularity, negative academic self-concept, and anxiety 
have been shown to particularly benefit Hispanic students who have 
been retained in ninth grade (Robles-Piña, 2011). Finally, counselors 
can assist families by initiating workshops and programs that em-
phasize the importance of education, address family concerns and 
questions, and provide opportunities for parents to become more 
active and responsible in their child’s education (Flaxman & Inger, 
1992; Lekrone & Griffith, 2006). 
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In conclusion, although the review of the literature suggests that 
retention leads to a likelihood of high school failure and dropout, 
there is also support that creative and alternative strategies can help 
improve academic achievement and maximize graduations rates. 
School systems can evaluate their environments, delivery of instruc-
tion, organizational practices, and teacher-student relationships to 
determine if their practices are promoting student achievement.  
Understanding that parent and family involvement is fundamental 
to academic success, additional initiatives can be explored to expand 
and to increase parental involvement and to improve parent-child 
relationships. Finally, school counselors and social workers can be 
utilized to foster high school students’ academic success as well as 
mental health concerns and serve as liaisons to school faculty and 
staff, families, and community members.

Purpose of the Study
Although many researchers have investigated the relationship 

between retention and dropout rates, only a handful of researchers 
have examined this association as it pertains to ninth-grade students 
(Gewertz, 2007; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Silberglitt et al., 2006; 
Zvoch, 2006). The aforementioned researchers explored the vari-
ables that led to ninth-grade retention and dropout rates. Minimal 
research has been conducted on the relationship between retention 
and graduation within four years. Thus, the purpose of this study was 
to examine the relationship between ninth-grade retention and on-
time graduation in a rural Southeast Texas High School. In our study 
we defined on-time graduation as completion of high school within 
four years after entering as a freshman.

Research Question and Hypothesis
The following research question was addressed: What is the 

relationship between ninth-grade retention and on-time graduation? 
Similar to the findings from previous researchers (Gewertz, 2007, 
Leckrone & Griffith, 2006, Zvoch, 2006), we hypothesized that ninth-
grade retention would be negatively related to on-time graduation 
(Jimerson et al., 2002).

Educational Significance
Determining the best methods of addressing the issue of under-

performing at-risk high school students was an integral component 
essential to improving graduation rates (Zvoch, 2006). It was expected 
that identifying the extent to which ninth-grade retention predicts 
whether a student graduates from high school would provide informa-
tion as to how high risk this grade level is for academic achievement. 

Method
For the purposes of this study, permission was obtained from the 

campus principal to access archived graduation data from 2007, 2008, 
and 2009 academic years. Before the study began, the researchers 
gained written approval for the study from the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) of the institution with which the researchers were affili-
ated, as well as written approval from the school principal whose 
student data were used in the study. In this Texas 4A high school, 
students are promoted to the next grade level only if they have earned 

the minimum number of credits necessary for the next grade clas-
sification. In this school district, promotion from the ninth grade to 
the 10th grade was based on the class schedule construct of seven 
class periods per day, and .05 credits awarded per class, per semester. 
Credits are earned by obtaining passing semester grades in scheduled 
classes (i.e., ½ credit per semester class x seven scheduled classes = 
3.5 credits per semester, 7 credits per year). In other words, successful 
freshmen can obtain a total of seven credits to advance to 10th-grade 
status. However, to facilitate higher ninth-grade promotion rates, this 
school district has set a minimum of 5.5 credits to advance to the 
10th-grade level. The state mandates the number of credits and classes 
required for graduation; thus, any freshman failing a class, yet still 
promoted to the 10th-grade, is obligated to recover the credit(s) not 
passed during their freshman year, as well as any classes not passed 
subsequent to the freshman year.

Data Collection
This study focused on the population of students who did not 

obtain the minimum of 5.5 credits to move forward with their class 
from ninth grade to 10th grade and whether these students were able 
to overcome this setback, regain the credits, and graduate with their 
class four years after entering high school as a first-time freshman. 
Student transcripts were used to review and to determine gradua-
tion and retention status. These data provided the number of gradu-
ates, number of nongraduates, and the ninth-grade retention rate of 
graduates and nongraduates. Confidentiality of transcripts was taken 
into consideration when transcribing the data. Only one researcher 
collected the data and input the data in PASW 18 (SPSS, Inc., 2009).

Participants
In this study there were a total of 1,202 transcripts analyzed. These 

transcripts contained demographic, credit, retention, and graduation 
information. Transcripts were selected on the basis of students be-
ing classified as seniors. Within this sample, there were 563 male 
students and 639 female students. The sample was made up of 25% 
White students, 21.3% African American students, 52.4% Hispanic 
students, and 1.2% Asian students, with 0.1% reporting another 
ethnicity. Convenience sampling was utilized due to the location of 
the school and accessibility of archival transcripts. 

Instrumentation
The data were extracted from official transcripts that represented 

archived data from the school’s database, Texas Reports (SCA). Gradu-
ation was determined by the number of credits obtained during each 
school year. Passing grades were determined by individual teachers 
and automatically transferred to the transcripts. A passing grade was 
defined as 70 and above.  Because grades are automatically down-
loaded to the transcript program, it was expected that score validity 
was high. Transcripts for seniors from the academic years 2006-2007, 
2007-2008, and 2008-2009 were extracted from the database and 
analyzed for graduation and retention status by a certified counselor.
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Data Analysis 
In this study, a quantitative analysis was used in order to determine 

if a relationship existed between ninth-grade retention and on-time 
graduation. The independent variable was ninth-grade retention status 
and the dependent variable was on-time graduation. Transcripts of 
students classified as seniors during the years of 2006-2007, 2007-
2008, and 2008-2009 were analyzed to determine the relationship 
between on-time graduation and ninth-grade retention. In determin-
ing on-time graduation, transcripts were analyzed by noting the year 
students began high school (freshman year). This relationship was 
assessed using a chi-square analysis. All data were entered using the 
PASW 18.0 statistical software package (SPSS, Inc., 2009). Statistical 
significance was obtained at the α = .05 level. Effect sizes also were 
obtained via a chi-square analysis. Using Cohen’s (1988) criteria, ef-
fect sizes were measured via Cramer’s V, using the following criteria: 
0.1 for a small effect size, 0.3 for a moderate effect size, and 0.5 for 
a large effect size (Cohen, 1988). 

Results
The 2 (ninth-grade retention) x 2 (on-time graduation) chi-square 

analysis revealed a statistically significant relationship between ninth-
grade retention and on-time graduation, X2(2, N = 1202) = 447.64, 
p < .0001. The analysis indicated that those who were retained in 
the ninth grade tended not to graduate on time (85.8%), whereas 
those who were not retained in the ninth grade were more likely to 
graduate on time (85.5%). The effect size, as measured by Cramer’s 
V, was 0.61. Using Cohen’s (1988) criteria, the effect size was very 
large. In other words, for the total ninth graders who were retained 
(n = 211), 14.2% (n = 30) of the time they were likely to experience 
on-time graduation and 85.7% (n = 181) of the time they were not 
likely to experience on-time graduation. Conversely, for those ninth-
grade students who were not retained (n = 991), 85.9% (n = 851) of 
the time they were likely to graduate on time and 14.1% (n = 140) 
of the time they were not likely to experience on-time graduation.

These results suggested that there is a greater likelihood that 
those students who are retained in the ninth grade do not graduate 
on time with their class, and those students who are not retained in 
the ninth grade have a higher likelihood of graduating on time from 
high school. In fact, the odds ratio revealed that students who are 
retained in the ninth grade were 6.01 times less likely to graduate on 
time (95% confidence interval = 4.31, 8.38).

Discussion
The focus on school retention and how it impacts high school 

dropouts became increasingly popular in the 1980s. Roderick (1993) 
reported that this increase in awareness was in response to the social 
promotion ideas that were held in the 1970s. Since that time, many 
community members as well as lawmakers have called for greater 
accountability for schools in relation to ensuring the successful ma-
triculation of high school students (Zvoch, 2006). In response, state 
and federal legislatures invested large amounts of financial resources 
into schools (Neild, 2009). These government agencies examined 
how state and federal funds were being utilized to develop and to 
maintain programs that could reduce retention and thus reduce the 
amount of high school dropout (Neild, 2009).

The findings of this study demonstrated that ninth-grade stu-
dents, who are retained, have a higher likelihood of not graduating 
on time with their peers. These findings have several implications 
for educational researchers and administrative school staff who are 
concerned with improving high school graduation rates. The impli-
cations include: (a) changes with regard to delivery of educational 
instruction, (b) suggestions for better organizational practices, and 
(c) examinations of teacher-student relationships to determine if 
their practices are promoting student achievement. Further implica-
tions include understanding how parent and family involvement can 
be fundamental to academic success, and the utilization of school 
counselors and social workers to foster academic success among high 
school students. This study identified a statistically significant link 
between ninth-grade retention and high school dropout propensity. 
This finding supports previous results of research conducted in the 
area of ninth-grade retention and successful matriculation (Gewertz, 
2007; Leckrone & Griffith, 2006; Silberglitt et al., 2006; Zvoch, 2006). 
Those who are interested in school retention issues and how they 
relate to eventual dropout should find evidence of the relationship 
between the two variables very useful. Specifically, our results con-
firmed past researchers’ findings that a relationship exists between 
ninth-grade retention and on-time graduation. Further, our research 
added to the body of literature in that it focused on students from a 
large rural high school whereas past researchers examined students 
from large urban schools.

As in virtually all quantitative studies, there were threats to the 
external validity of the findings. These threats included population 
validity, ecological validity, and temporal validity (Onwuegbuzie, 
2003). Thus, caution should be used when generalizing these results 
to other populations. Notwithstanding, the present findings provide 
administrators with more evidence that ninth-grade retention places 
a student at risk for dropping out of school. Indeed, based on the 
confidence interval in the present study, the ninth-grade students 
who were retained were six to eight times less likely to graduate on 
time than were students who were not retained.  

The present findings should have logical appeal for school admin-
istrators, as well as for teachers and counselors who work directly 
with students. Researchers have shown that with student mentor-
ing, individualized instruction, interdisciplinary planning, and team 
teaching, students who are at risk for dropout might find that they 
greatly benefit from these solutions (Zvoch, 2006). Future researchers 
might explore variables that moderate or mediate the relationship 
between ninth-grade retention and on-time graduation. In reviewing 
the findings of this study as well as similar studies conducted in the 
area of retention and high school graduation, it is evident that school 
administration and classroom teachers need the assistance of applied 
research to identify the most effective strategies for addressing the 
disturbing trend of high school dropout. 
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Article

Early Identification of Potential High School 
Dropouts: An Investigation of the Relationship 
Among At-Risk Status, Wellness, Perceived 
Stress, and Mattering 
Jan C. Lemon and Joshua C. Watson

Abstract: In this study, the researchers concentrate on the gap in the educational and counseling litera-
ture documenting the extent to which certain psychosocial variables may contribute to the prediction of 
students who are at risk of dropping out of high school. Specifically, wellness, perceived stress, mattering, 
and at-risk status for dropping out of high school were assessed across 175 students attending a medium-
sized high school located in the southeastern part of the United States. Participants completed a demo-
graphic questionnaire, the Five Factor Wellness Inventory-Teenage Version, the Student At-Risk Identifica-
tion Scale-Student Questionnaire, the General Mattering Scale, and the Perceived Stress Scale. Using a 
regression analysis, the researchers found that the complete model, including all seven predictor variables, 
significantly predicted at-risk status for dropping out of high school, F(7, 167) = 12.89, p < .05. This 
model accounted for 35.1% of the variance in at-risk status for dropping out of high school. Based on these 
findings, counselors should utilize skills and interventions that help students stay intellectually, spiritually, 
and emotionally engaged in the learning process.

Introduction

The repercussions of dropping out of high 
school can be long term and create emo-
tional pain and financial suffering for the 

student, the student’s family, and the commu-
nity. The Alliance for Excellent Education (2007) 
reported that families headed by a high school 
graduate accumulate 10 times more wealth than 
families headed by a high school dropout. Also, 
the researchers stated that an additional $74 bil-
lion dollars of wealth would be accumulated in the 
United States if heads of households had at least a 
high school diploma. Amos (2008) stated that cur-
rently fewer than three in four students finish high 
school in four years or less and that male students; 
students from low-income families; minority stu-
dents; and students with language, learning, and 
psychological disabilities have higher dropout rates. 

In evaluating much of the existing body of 
literature regarding dropout prevention, many 
factors have been offered to help explain why 
students decide to drop out of school. Within the 
counseling and educational literature, the research 
variables that have shown the strongest likelihood 
for offering such an explanation are the constructs 
of socioeconomic status, academic performance, 
and family characteristics. These variables have 
been examined separately and together in numer-
ous research studies (c.f., Bailey & Stegelin, 2003; 
Hickman & Garvey, 2006; Smink & Schargel, 2004). 
In addition, other studies have responded to this 
problem by assessing categories of these at-risk fac-

tors that are designed to prevent academic failure 
and improve other school outcome problems such 
as absenteeism, deviant behavior, and social anxi-
ety  (Hickman, Bartholomew, Mathwig, & Heinrick, 
2008; Suh, Suh, & Houston, 2007). These factors 
have been shown to be statistically significant in 
predicting school dropout behavior; however, ad-
dressing these factors has not led to lower dropout 
rates. Even though these studies have successfully 
established at-risk factors, high school dropout con-
tinues to be an issue of national concern (America’s 
Promise Alliance, 2009). In order to develop more 
accurate theoretical models concerning the high 
school dropout problem, additional factors should 
be included.

Review of Related Literature
Janosz, Blanc, Boulerice, and Tremblay (2000) 

have defined at-risk students as those who exhibit 
academic, behavioral, or attitudinal problems that 
lead to school dropout. In addition, Suh, Suh, 
and Houston (2007) referred to the term at risk 
as “aspects of a student’s background and envi-
ronment that may lead to a higher risk of her or 
his educational failure” (p. 196) and also stated, 
“For educators and counselors concerned with 
the well-being of society, school, and family, and, 
particularly, the individual student, identifying the 
predictors of high school failure is a critical task” 
(p. 196). As such, researchers have attempted to 
identify these predictive factors that contribute to 
a student’s decision to drop out of school early. 
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These factors have focused on father’s education, mother’s educa-
tion, mother’s work status, and school suspensions (Boon & Cook, 
2008); English Language Learners and free and reduced lunch (Zvoch, 
2006); suspensions, truancy, and extracurricular activity participation 
(Randolph, Fraser, & Orthner, 2006).

 Rowley, Roesch, Bradford, and Vaughn (2005) stated that adoles-
cence is a difficult time marked by many psychological, behavioral, 
emotional, and cognitive changes. To understand how changes in 
these areas affect the student’s at-risk status, the issue of high school 
dropout may be viewed from a holistic wellness approach. This ap-
proach is based on the unity of the person and the importance of 
including aspects that affect the whole individual. Holistic wellness 
is best understood as a multidimensional method in which mind, 
body, and spirit are integrated in a purposeful manner with a goal of 
living life more fully (Myers, Sweeney, & Witmer, 2000). In review-
ing the research literature, a limited number of studies incorporating 
adolescent wellness as a study variable were found. These studies 
included topics such as help-seeking adolescents and wellness levels 
(Watson & Lemon, 2011); ethnic identity, acculturation, and mattering 
on wellness (Rayle & Myers, 2004); and nontraditional predictors of 
dropout such as physical, social, and emotional health (Miller, Gilman, 
& Martens, 2008; Weatherbee, 2006). 

Gall (2008) indicated that social, economic, and academic pres-
sures upon adolescents are creating a climate of fear, anxiety, and 
depression. She stated, “Many stressed-out adolescents don’t un-
derstand the purpose of the race they’re running or the value of the 
finish line that they are working so hard to reach” (p. 55). Students 
perceive their lives to be stressful and are lacking fewer coping skills 
than prior generations. Gall further stated, “American teenagers will 
tell you that they are on a first-name basis with stress, and scientific 
studies bear this out” (p. 25). She further added that students drop out 
of school because of a lack of motivation, inadequate personal cop-
ing skills, and lack of aspiration. Perceived stress has been described 
as the association between the person and the environment that is 
judged by the person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and 
causing danger to his or her well-being (Folkman & Lazarus, 1985). 
No research studies to date have associated perceived stress with 
high school dropout; however, a few authors have included this topic 
in research with an adolescent population. Wadsworth et al. (2008) 
studied poverty-related stress on adolescent functioning and found 
that immediate stressful life events and perceived stress by children 
of poverty-related issues are damaging to the physical and psychologi-
cal well-being of adolescents and may contribute to school dropout. 
In addition, Magaya, Asner-Self, and Schreiber (2005) studied stress 
and coping, and the authors concluded that adolescents are under 
considerable stress related to school success, finances, interpersonal 
relationships, and issues of adolescent development.

Elliott, Kao, and Grant (2004) noted that mattering is important 
for developing self-identity, self-concept, sense of belonging, and un-
derstanding one’s purpose in life. In studying the aspect of mattering 
in adolescents, few studies have been conducted using a mattering 
variable with an adolescent population; however, limited research has 
recognized that mattering to others is particularly important during 
this developmental time (Dixon Rayle & Myers, 2004; Marshall, 2001; 
Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981). In addition, the research indicates 
that if adolescents perceive that they are important and matter to 

others, they may report lower anxiety and depression levels (Dixon, 
Scheidegger,  McWhirter, 2009), greater wellness (Dixon Rayle, 2005), 
increased academic motivation (Dixon & Tucker, 2008), healthier ethic 
identities (Rayle & Myers, 2004), and a greater sense of engagement 
in the school environment (Dixon & Tucker, 2008). In addition, Dixon 
and Tucker (2008) added, “Mattering is a foundational relationship 
concept that can bring individuals within a school together and can 
be integrated into a school counseling program’s philosophy and 
mission” (p. 124).

No published research to date has attempted to determine the 
explanatory and predictive importance of wellness, mattering, and 
perceived stress in an attempt to produce a profile of at-risk status. 
Specific research including these variables may increase educators’ 
understanding of the characteristics most important in determining 
dropout decisions. This addition to the existing literature could aid 
in forming a foundation for future school and mental health counsel-
ing efforts when encouraging adolescents to successfully graduate 
from high school and to achieve a greater state of well-being and 
self-actualization. The aim of this study was to determine whether 
students who may be at risk for dropout can be predicted by observ-
ing measures of wellness, perceived stress, and mattering. 

In order to more accurately explain and predict at-risk status of 
dropping out of high school, the following research questions were 
examined:

1.	 What are the levels of the five second-order factors of wellness, 
perceived stress, mattering, and at-risk status for dropping out 
of high school?

2.	 What is the relationship among the five second-order factors of 
wellness, perceived stress, mattering, and at-risk status for drop-
ping out of high school?

3.	 To what extent can the variance in at-risk status for dropping out 
of high school be accounted for by the five second-order factors 
of wellness, perceived stress, and mattering?

Method
This study analyzed the variables of the five second-order factors 

of wellness (creative self, coping self, social self, essential self, and 
physical self); perceived stress; and mattering as they relate to the 
at-risk status of students for dropping out of high school. Therefore, 
the goal of this research is to empirically explain the predictive value 
of each of these constructs for determining high school dropout at-
risk status. 

Participants
Participants consisted of high school students attending a mid-

sized high school in the southeastern part of the United States in 
a community of approximately 6,000. The total enrollment of the 
school was 640 students with 52% males and 48% females. The racial 
distribution consisted of 18% African-American, 2% Hispanic, 1% 
Asian-American, and 79% White students. A total of 207 students 
returned consent forms with 177 voluntarily choosing to participate. 
Of the 177 comprising the final sample, 77 were males (43.5%) and 
100 were females (56.5%). The participants’ ages ranged from 14 
to 18 with a mean of 16.21 (SD = 1.36). Freshmen made up the 
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largest number of participants with 66 (37.3%). In addition, there 
were 17 sophomores (9.6%), 44 juniors (24.9%), and 50 seniors 
(28.2%). Racial distribution mirrored that of the student body as 
a whole. There were 141 (79.7%) White participants, 33 (18.6%) 
African-American participants, 1 (.6%) Hispanic participant, and 2 
(1.1%) Native American participants. 

Instrumentation
This study used multiple assessment instruments and a demo-

graphic questionnaire. These instruments included the Five Factor 
Wellness Inventory–Teenage Version (5F-Wel-T; Myers & Sweeney, 
2005), the Student At-Risk Identification Scale–Student Question-
naire (SARIS-SQ; McKee, Melvin, Ditoro, & McKee, 1998), the General 
Mattering Scale (GMS; Marcus, 1991), the Perceived Stress Scale 
(PSS; Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983), and a demographic 
questionnaire specifically developed for this study. All instruments 
are self-report survey questionnaires appropriate for the population 
in question. 

Five Factor Wellness Inventory–Teenage Version. This instrument as-
sesses a student’s current state of wellness. It was developed through 
structural equation modeling and designed to assess the factors 
comprising the evidenced-based Indivisible Self Model of Wellness. 
These factors include a single higher-order factor (Total Wellness); five 
second-order factors (creative self, coping self, social self, essential 
self, and physical self); and 17 third-order factors. The teenage version 
of the 5F-Wel consists of two demographic items and 97 items rated 
on a four-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
4 (strongly agree). The raw scale scores are converted to a common 
metric using a linear transformation process. These transformed 
scales range between 25 and 100, with higher scores indicating higher 
levels of wellness. While the teenage version of the 5F-Wel is based 
on the original adult version and produces the same scale scores, its 
underlying factor structure has not been empirically tested. However, 
previous studies utilizing the teen version support the validity and 
reliability of the instrument for use with an adolescent population 
(Watson & Lemon, 2011; Dixon Rayle & Myers, 2004). In the 5F-Wel 
test manual, Myers and Sweeney (2005) report an alpha coefficient 
of .91 for the single higher-order factor of Total Wellness and alpha 
coefficients ranging from .60 to .82 for the five second-order factors 
using the teen version. In this study, the five second-order factors 
were used as predictor variables, and the full study alpha coefficients 
for these variables ranged from .74 to .89.

Student At-Risk Identification Scale–Student Questionnaire. The 
SARIS-SQ is a 16-item scale designed to identify the student who is at 
risk of dropping out of high school. This scale lists behaviors and con-
ditions that are commonly associated with the potential dropout. The 
items included on the instrument were selected based on published 
research on variables associated with dropping out of school. The 
scale includes both attitude and intention items, and these items were 
weighted based on a pilot study with 423 ninth- through eleventh-
grade students at a predominantly middle-class suburban high school 
in a southeastern state. Scores on each item were correlated with the 
total SQ score. The normative sample of 423 was used to calculate 
a Cronbach’s alpha of .70. A subsample of this group (N = 34 ninth 
graders) was retested after 3 to 4 weeks. Test–retest reliability was 

higher, with r = .86. Although the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 
modest, McKee et al. (1998) note that a heterogeneous scale of this 
type tends to underestimate the reliability of this type of measure. 
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient calculated for this study was .75.

General Mattering Scale. This instrument was used to measure 
adolescents’ feelings about how much they matter to other people and 
about the degree to which they perceive themselves to be important 
to others. This scale is based on Rosenberg and McCullough’s (1981) 
model of five components of mattering: (a) attention, (b) importance, 
(c) ego extension, (d) dependence, and (e) appreciation. The GMS 
consists of five items and asks participants to respond to each using 
a four-point Likert-type scale with values ranging from 1 (not at all) to 
4 (very much). Scores on the GMS can range between 5 and 20, with 
higher scores indicating a greater sense of mattering. In a previous 
study involving a sample of 462 adolescents, Rayle and Myers (2004) 
reported a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .74 for the GMS. For this 
study, a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of .86 was calculated for the GMS. 

Perceived Stress Scale. This instrument was used to measure ado-
lescents’ perceptions of the degree to which situations in their life are 
appraised as stressful. The 10-item measure was designed to tap how 
unpredictable, uncontrollable, and overloaded respondents find their 
lives (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). The PSS consists of 
10 items and asks participants to answer by using a five-point Likert 
scale, which ranges as follows: 0 = never, 1 = almost never, 2 = 
sometimes, 3 = fairly often, 4 = very often. PSS scores are obtained 
by reversing the scores on the four positive items ( e.g., 0 = 4, 1 = 3, 
2 = 2, etc.) and then summing across all 10 items. Items 4, 5, 7, and 
8 are the positively stated items (e.g., “In the last month, how often 
have you been able to control irritations in your life?”). The scaled 
scores range from 0 to 40. Three samples were used for original vali-
dation measures of the scale. Two of the samples consisted of college 
students, and one sample consisted of a heterogeneous group enrolled 
in a smoking-cessation program. The coefficient alpha reliability for 
the PSS was .84, .85, and .86 in each of the three samples. For this 
study sample, the alpha coefficient was .87.

Procedure
Upon receiving IRB approval, the opportunity to participate in this 

study was presented to the students and informed consent agree-
ments were distributed to the research participants’ parents or legal 
guardians. For those students who already were 18 years of age, they 
were directly given the adult student informed consent document. 
Once parental or student consent was obtained, the researcher 
compiled a list of participation-eligible students. Only the students 
on the list were allowed to participate in the data gathering process.

To gather data, the students were pulled from their advisor groups 
during regular school time. The researcher called for the eligible stu-
dents by grade level to the school cafeteria. Prior to the distribution 
of any instrument packets, a disclosure statement contained in a 
Minor Assent Form was read to all potential participants informing 
them of what would be expected of them in this study; their rights as 
participants; and how data would be collected, analyzed, and stored. 
Those students who chose to continue with the process were given 
a packet while those that made the decision to withdraw from the 
study were given the option of either remaining quietly at their seat 
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or returning to their advisor group at school. 

Data Analysis
Several preliminary analyses were conducted using version 15.0 

of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, 2006) on the 
data set prior to initiating a multiple regression analysis. First, demo-
graphic information was analyzed in order to describe the participants 
and the overall sample. The statistics reported included frequencies, 
means, and standard deviations on all demographic data. Second, 
Cronbach alpha reliability coefficients were calculated for all study 
variables included in this sample. Finally, Pearson Product-Moment 
correlations between overall scores on the four primary instruments 
and subscales were computed for all participants. 

Results
Prior to data analysis, missing data were assessed for each entry 

on all study instruments before creating variables. Two values were 
missing on the wellness instrument and were replaced using the 
mean substitution method for all valid responses for those particular 
questions. Assumptions were tested by examining normal probabil-
ity plots of residuals, scatter diagrams of residual versus predicted 
residuals, and the Shapiro–Wilk’s statistical test for normality. The 
plots, diagrams, and test indicate some nonnormal distributions; 
however, the distributions were not extreme, and the W significance 
values were all greater than .05 (Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2005). 
Thus, assumptions concerning multivariate normality, linearity, and 
homoscedasticity were assumed. Tolerance statistics and the variance 
inflation factor for each predictor were examined for multicollinear-
ity. In this study, there were no tolerance values below 0.1 and no 
VIF values above 10; therefore, this assumption was not violated. 
Outliers were identified by calculating the Mahalanobis distance in 
a preliminary regression procedure. Two cases exceeded the chi-
square value, χ2 (7, n = 177) = 24.32, p = .001. These two cases 
were deleted from further analyses. Once preliminary analyses were 
completed, each research question was statistically analyzed. To 
evaluate the first research question (What are the levels of wellness, 
perceived stress, mattering, and at-risk status for dropping out of 
high school?), descriptive statistics were computed including means 
and standard deviation for all scales. Table 1 reports the mean (M), 
standard deviation (SD), minimum range, and the maximum range 
for each of the predictor and dependent variables. The scaled scores 
for the variable perceived stress had a possibility of ranging from 0 to 
40 with scores in this study ranging from 2 to 36. Higher scores on 
this instrument indicated a greater perception of stress and inability 
to cope. The mean for this study was 19.14 (SD = 7.519). The scores 
for the variable mattering have a possibility of ranging from 5 to 20, 
and scores in this study were in that same possibility range. However, 
with this scale, higher numbers indicate a greater sense of mattering. 
The mean is 16.04 (SD = 3.06). The other independent variables 
are the second-order factors of the Indivisible Self Model of Wellness 
(coping self, creative self, physical self, essential self, and social self; 
Sweeney & Myers, 2009). These indices of Wellness were measured 
across the five domains, with higher scores indicating a greater level 
of wellness. Scores on the wellness variables may range from 25 to 

100, and minimum and maximum ranges for this study are indicated 
in Table 1. The variable coping self (M = 72.70, SD = 7.58) is com-
posed of elements of realistic beliefs, stress management, and self-
worth. Creative self (M = 78.47, SD 10.07) is composed of thinking, 
emotions, control, positive humor, and work. Exercise and nutrition 
compile the variable of physical self (M = 77.76, SD = 14.63); and 
essential self (M = 81.74, SD = 10.29) includes spirituality, self-care, 
gender identity, and cultural identity. Finally, social self (M = 80.86, 
SD = 9.21) comprises friendship and love.

The dependent variable SARIS-SQ is an indication of a participant’s 

score for being at risk for dropping out of high school, and scores may 
range from 0 to 27. The mean for this variable is 5.15 (SD = 3.837), 
and the scores ranged from 0 to 18 with 133 (75%) participants scor-
ing between 0 and 6, the range indicative of students who pose no 
risk for dropout. Thirty-seven participants (21%) scored in the risk 
range of 7 to 12, and 7 (4%) scored in the 13 to 18 high-risk range.

To evaluate the second research question (What is the relationship 
among wellness, perceived stress, mattering, and at-risk status for 
dropping out of high school?), Pearson product-moment correlations 
were calculated and a correlation matrix constructed to determine 
the relationship among the variables of wellness, perceived, stress, 
mattering, and at-risk status for dropping out of high school. As in-
dicated by Table 2, all factors were significantly correlated with the 
second-order wellness factors being the most highly correlated (cop-
ing self and creative self, r = .758, p < .01; social self and creative 
self, r = .687, p < .01; social self and coping self, r = .697, p < 
.01; essential self and creative self, r = .709, p < .01; essential self 
and coping self, r = .651, p < .01; and physical self and coping self, 
r = .612, p < .01). These relationships would be expected because 
all are aspects of wellness. However, redundancy would not be a 
problem unless the r values exceeded .80 (Mertler & Vannatta, 2005). 

To evaluate the third research question (To what extent can the 

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics for Independent and Predictor Variables

Independent
Variable

Range
Minimum

Range
Maximum

M SD

Perceived Stress 2                   36 19.14   7.51

Mattering 5 20 16.04 3.05

Coping Self 43.42 89.47 72.70 7.58

Creative Self 47.73 100.00 78.47 10.06

Physical Self 30.56 100.00 77.76 14.63

Essential Self 40.28 100.00 81.74 10.29

Social Self 45.45 93.18 80.86 9.21

SARIS-SQ 0 18 5.15 3.83

Note. N = 177, M = mean, and SD = standard deviation.
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variance in at-risk status for dropping out of high school be accounted 
for by wellness, perceived stress, and mattering?), a standard mul-
tiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the influence of 
several PVs on the DV of at-risk status. The standard method was 
used because the study is exploratory, and there is no substantive 
knowledge as to which variable many be more influential. All pre-
dictor variables were entered into the analysis simultaneously. The 
predictor variables included the following: (a) five second-order well-
ness factors (creative, self, coping self, social self, essential self, and 
physical self); (b) perceived stress; and (c) mattering. The effect of 
each of the predictor variables on the at-risk status for dropping out 
of high school score was assessed as if it had been entered into the 
equation after all other predictor variables had been entered (Mertler 
& Vannatta, 2005). The results revealed that the complete model 
including all seven predictor variables significantly predicted at-risk 
status for dropping out of high school, F(7, 167) = 12.89, p < .05. 
R2 for the model was .35, and adjusted R2 was .32. This model ac-
counts for 35.1% of the variance in at-risk status for dropout. Table 3 
displays the unstandardized regression coefficients (b), intercept, and 
standardized regression coefficients (b) for each variable. In terms of 
individual relationships between the independent variables and at risk 
for dropout status, creative self (t = 2.74, p < .05) and essential self 
(t = 3.53, p < .05) each significantly predicted at-risk status for high 
school dropout. In addition, the analysis indicated that the variables 
of mattering, perceived stress, coping self, social self, and physical self 
did not predict a significant portion of the variance in at-risk status 
for high school dropout. 

Conclusions and Implications for  
Counselors and Educators

This study implies important implications for school counselors 
and educators. As evidenced by the significance of two wellness fac-
tors (creative self and essential self), the student that is at risk for high 
school dropout has a need to incorporate high school completion into 
his or her personal value system and to bridge individual meaning-
making processes in relation to life, goals, self, and others with high 
school graduation. School counselors should include interventions 
that promote skills, which develop purpose in life, compassion for 
others, moral values, and a sense of oneness with the universe. This 
would include individual and group counseling with an emphasis on 

Table 2

Correlations Among Predictor and Dependent Variables 

Variable S-SQ Mattering PStress CrSelf CpSelf SSelf ESelf PSelf

S-SQ 1.00

Mattering -.23* 1.00

PStress .25* -.28* 1.00

CrSelf .54* -.49* .38* 1.00

CpSelf .42* -.55* .34* .76* 1.00

SSelf .41* -.54* .24* .69* .70* 1.00

ESelf .51* -.43* .21* .71* .65* .54* 1.00

PSelf .32* -.34* .39* .55* .61* .45* .47* 1.00

Note. S-SQ = Student At-Risk Identification Scale - Student Questionnaire, PStress = Perceived Stress, CrSelf = Creative Self, CpSelf = 
Coping Self, SSelf = Social Self, ESelf = Essential Self, and PSelf = Physical Self.

*p < .05

Table 3

Summary of Regression Analysis Variables

Variable b SE b b t

Mattering .125                  .099 .099 1.26

Perceived Stress .049 .036 .096 1.37

Creative Stress .122 .044 .314 2.74*

Coping Stress -.035 .055 -.072 -.63

Social Self .038 .036 .100 1.05

Essential Self .126 .036 .326 3.53*

Physical Self -.003 .022 -.012 -.15

Note. N = 175.
*p < .05.
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freeing students with “should” and “oughts” in their belief systems 
and creating plans with new outlooks on how to make the most of 
the student’s academic attributes, personal beliefs, and individual 
strengths. Sweeney (2009) stated that there is a close association 
between wellness and Adlerian concepts. Therefore, Individual Psy-
chology would be an excellent theory to employ with adolescent 
clients. Also, it is interesting to note that the significance of these 
components of wellness indicates that counselors and educators 
cannot make others do anything that they do not consider personally 
useful. Thus, the attributes that protect students from making poor 
academic decisions can only be understood from the aspect of the 
student’s private logic (Sweeney, 2009).

In addition, this study indicates that it is time to restore soul-
ful learning to education that engages the student in all realms. A 
mechanistic focus of instruction does not promote creativity nor does 
it promote an enduring love of the learning process. Miller (1996) 
stated, “Restoring the soul to education is not a new vision. It is a 
vision articulated by the Greeks and various indigenous people for 
centuries and is found in Taoism and in the teachings of Christ and 
the Buddha” (p. 15). Sax and Newton (1997) stated that educational 
objectives may be cognitive, affective, or psychomotor. The signifi-
cance of this model points to the fact that affective objectives, which 
encompass feelings, emotions, and values, should be included in the 
curriculum. According to Krathwohl, Bloom, and Masia (1964), the 
highest level of the affective domain is concerned with character and 
a philosophy of life. High school dropout has long been considered a 
problem of student dysfunction and should now be approached from 
a perspective that addresses life and academic behaviors affecting 
the student intellectually, spiritually, and emotionally.

Limitations in the study exist that relate to sampling and instru-
mentation and are addressed in order to promote a better analysis 
of future studies in this area of research. The use of a convenience 
sample may possibly limit the generalizability of the results as par-
ticipants were recruited from a single high school in a southern rural 
setting, and student demographics may change from school to school 
even in the same school district. Furthermore, adolescents from 
other venues (private schools and inner-city schools) could present 
with different profiles. Also, the simple process of gathering consent 
forms in this study may have limited the sample to a more “well” 
group of participants. Future researchers would benefit from using 
a combined sample from various schools with a greater emphasis 
on parental consent with the less involved students. In addition, the 
instruments used in this study were all self-report measures that 
depended on accurate information from an adolescent population. 
There is a tendency for participants, especially adolescents, to self 
report socially desirable answers. However, the researchers were very 
careful to emphasize to the participants that there were no right or 
wrong answers and every reasonable measure was taken to protect 
the confidentiality of all study participants, thereby empowering the 
participants to be truthful. 

Additional research is needed to substantiate and broaden the cur-
rent findings relative to the relationship among wellness, mattering, 
perceived stress, and at-risk status for dropping out of high school. 
For example, exploring further issues of mattering, wellness, and 
social media may provide new insights into the current worldview of 
adolescents. Technology has muddied the waters of social psychology 

and created a vast chasm in understanding the all-important social ele-
ment in the lifestyle of high school students. Likewise, further research 
concerning perceived stress among high school students may provide 
a better understanding of the lack of coping skills evidenced in this 
population. More importantly, this study indicated that components 
of wellness are critical considerations in the high school dropout issue, 
and these findings provide a foundation for future studies. Continued 
examination of the third-order factors underlying the variables of well-
ness used in this study would build upon this foundation and would 
prove useful in determining which of these underlying factors are 
most influential in predicting the potential for high school dropout. 
In addition, further studies addressing wellness in relationship to 
high school dropout by grade level, gender, birth order, and ethnicity 
would be beneficial to this area of research. 
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An Evaluation of Past Special Education  
Programs and Services Provided to  
Incarcerated Young Offenders
Lawrence Ingalls, Helen Hammond, and Robert P. Trussell

Abstract: This study investigated the past special education programs and services provided to children 
and youth who later became incarcerated. Participants in this study were inmates from a medium security 
state correctional facility in the southwest region of the United States. All inmates involved in this study 
were identified as having a disability and qualified for special education services. Their ages ranged from 
18 to 24 years of age. Through file reviews and inmate interviews, data were collected to determine their 
background special education experiences. Results indicated that the level and intensity of special educa-
tion services were clearly inadequate to meet the needs of these individuals during their years in public 
education. Recommendations regarding data results are provided.

Introduction

Antisocial behavior in youth can be under-
stood as persistent violations of socially nor-
mative behavior over time (Kazdin, 1987; 

Lane, 1999; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). These 
socially normative violations are usually behaviors 
that conflict with the general social expectations 
within a culture, such as acts of aggression, chronic 
rule infractions, regular defiance of authority, and 
vandalism (Simcha-Fagan, Gersten, & Langner, 
1986). As these behaviors persist throughout child-
hood and early adolescence, they become progres-
sively more stable and resistant to intervention 
(Kazdin, 1987; O’Shaughnessy, Lane, Gresham, 
& Beebe-Frankenberger, 2002). Potentially, these 
behaviors can eventually conflict with societal law.

Antisocial Behavior in  
Childhood and Youth

Antisocial behavior of childhood and youth fol-
lows two known paths of development starting in 
early childhood or emerging in early adolescence 
(Patterson, 1986; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992). 
Early starters are those children who show signs of 
antisocial behavior at an early age and have their 
first arrest before or at age 14. Research indicates 
that approximately 50% of early starters will prog-
ress to be the most seriously antisocial adolescents 
(Hill, Lochman, Coie, Greenberg, & Conduct Prob-
lems Prevention Research Group [CPPRG], 2004; 
Loeber, Wung, & Keenan, 1993). Early starters are 
more likely to be life-course-persistent offenders 
(Moffitt, 1993). Late starters exhibit problem be-
haviors but do not tend to violate social norms to 
the degree that would warrant an arrest until after 

the age of 14 (Eddy, Reid, & Curry, 2002; Patterson 
& Yoerger, 2002). 

Walker et al. (1995) clearly emphasized the 
value of early detection of young children with an-
tisocial behaviors. Their research concluded that if 
aggressive and antisocial behaviors are not changed 
by the end of third grade, this behavioral condition 
should be treated as a chronic condition similar 
to medical problems like diabetes. Walker and his 
colleagues surmised that the antisocial behaviors 
would be lifelong problems and would only be man-
aged with appropriate interventions and support. 
Thus, it is critical for educators to take these early 
episodes of antisocial behavior seriously. 

According to the U.S. Department of Justice, 
Bureau of Justice Statistics, National Crime Vic-
timization Survey (NCVS, 2007), violent crimes 
committed by juveniles between the ages of 12 
and 18 years reached an all-time high in 1994. In 
a 1994 report, youths accounted for 15% of all vio-
lent crimes and 17% of all arrests (Snyder, 2003). 
Although the occurrence of juvenile violent crimes 
has gradually decreased over the past decade, rates 
continue to be alarmingly high. According to na-
tional statistics provided by the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), youth violence is 
the second leading cause of death among youth 
and the major cause for nonfatal injuries for youth 
(CDC, 2009). 

To further highlight the seriousness of this issue 
of young offenders, it is important to look at addi-
tional statistics of very young offenders who have 
not only displayed antisocial behaviors at a young 
age but have committed violent crimes. Loeber, 
Farrington, and Petechuk (2003) stated between 
1988 and 1997 arrests of young children for violent 
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crimes had increased 45%. According to these authors, juvenile courts 
in 1997 saw more than 180,000 young offenders. In 1999, there were 
more than 218,000 arrests of children younger than 13 years of age 
(McGarrell, 2001). According to a report by Puzzanchera et al. (2000), 
16% of all individuals seen by the juvenile courts are children under 
13 years of age. 

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP, 
2003) formed a study group to increase their understanding of chil-
dren who engaged in antisocial behaviors at a very early age (early 
starters). OJJDP found this group of offenders has increased 33% 
since the 1990s (Snyder, 2001). Additional findings revealed these 
children are at a greater risk of becoming chronic, violent juvenile 
offenders than juvenile offenders whose delinquency began in ado-
lescence years (OJJDP, 2003; McGarrell, 2001; Loeber et al., 2003; 
Snyder, Espiritu, Huizinga, Loeber, & Petechuk, 2003). The Children, 
Youth, and Family Consortium (2004) stated that young children with 
severe behavioral and/or emotional problems are 50% more likely 
to continue to experience mental health problems into adolescence 
and adult years. Along with being at significant risk for becoming 
involved in criminal behaviors and their consequences, additional 
negative outcomes for children exhibiting antisocial behavior include 
the lack of development of skills necessary to obtain basic control 
of their social environment through the use of prosocial behaviors 
(Quinn, Mathur, & Rutherford,1995).

The OJJDP study group (2003) found evidence in their research 
that some of the very young offenders had engaged in significant an-
tisocial behaviors at an early age. They continued to remark that these 
behaviors should have been indicators of future problem behaviors. 
Snyder and Sickmund (1999) pointed out that these young children 
are typically overlooked at being serious risks due to their age and 
also due to the fact they do not have a long record of offences. Snyder 
et al. (2003) affirmed the urgent need to address child delinquency 
issues as young offenders consume an enormous amount of school 
resources, juvenile justice services, mental health programs, and child 
welfare departmental services.

School Failure
Antisocial children and youth, whether early or late starters, char-

acteristically have difficulties in school, experience school failure, and 
have educational disabilities. These students exhibit lower rates of 
academic engaged time and subaverage achievement overall (Coie & 
Jacobs, 1993; Hinshaw, 1992). Wolfgang (2008) stated many deviant 
behaviors of school-age children are related to the lack of success the 
child experiences in school. He stated that some behavior problems 
may be the student’s reaction to frustration regarding academic and so-
cial experiences. The frustration may become visible to others through 
aggressive acts. Some children outgrow these stages of misbehavior 
and for others the frustration intensifies to school and social failures. 
Academic achievement predictably co-occurs with student antisocial 
behavior (Hawkins, Farrington, & Catalano, 1998; Herrenkohl & Guerra, 
1998; Maguin & Loeber, 1996). Specifically, academic achievement is 
related to the frequency, onset, persistence, and seriousness of anti-
social behavior (Maguin & Loeber, 1996). The relationship between 
school performance and antisocial behavior appears to be inverse. 
Research has demonstrated that the likelihood of students exhibiting 
antisocial behaviors increases as school performance decreases (Brier, 

1995; Farrington, 1996; Howell & Hawkins, 1998; Huizinga, Loeber, 
Thornberry, & Cothern, 2000; Maguin & Loeber, 1996; McEvoy & 
Welker, 2000). These characteristics are stable over time. Overall, 
children with antisocial behaviors tend to exhibit poor interpersonal 
skills, limited social and academic problem-solving skills, and low rates 
of academic engagement (Coie & Jacobs, 1993; Hinshaw, 1992; Kolko, 
1994; Walker et al., 1995).

Children and youth who engage in patterns of antisocial behaviors 
have an increased likelihood of being identified as a student with a 
special education disability. Between 30% to 50% of youth offenders 
have been identified with an educational disability. Of these, 40% 
had a learning disability and 46% had emotional/behavioral disorders 
(Frieden, 2003; Zabel & Nigro, 2001). Furthermore, children with 
emotional/behavioral disabilities (E/BD) experience greater academic 
problems as compared to same-age peers without disabilities (Epstein, 
Kinder, & Bursuck, 1989). Typically, children with E/BD perform one 
year below their peers in academic areas. The lower academic per-
formance is a concern to educators as self-concept and self-esteem 
may decrease concurrently. Low academic achievement and poor 
social skills may play a major role of impacting one another. The lack 
of academic proficiency may cause students to display inappropriate 
behaviors and deviant social skills may negatively affect academic 
skills. Meese (1996) stated students who experience repeated trouble 
in these areas may begin to expect failure and discontinue their at-
tempts for success.

An additional concern for students with E/BD lies in the attitudes 
of their teachers. Teachers tend to focus more negatively on those 
behaviors exhibited by students whom are identified as E/BD than 
they do with similar behaviors exhibited by typical students (Nelson 
& Roberts, 2000; Montague & Rinaldi, 2001). Additionally, students 
with E/BD tend to absorb the teacher’s attitudes and take note that 
the teachers are treating them differently than typical students. Even-
tually they begin to develop a negative attitude about themselves as 
a result of this type of teacher behavior (Montague & Rinaldi, 2001). 
Therefore, the student’s behaviors tend to get worse as a result of 
their own self-concept that has been shaped by teacher behaviors. 

Previous research has found behavioral problems as a major 
reason why students with disabilities are expelled or removed from 
schools (Wagner, Neuman, Cameto, Levine, & Marder, 2003). Ac-
cording to Kauffman (2005), students with E/BD are less likely to 
graduate from high school and to attend postsecondary institutions as 
compared to other students with mild disabilities. Walker et al. (1995) 
found that 20% of delinquents have been arrested after three years 
from leaving school. More alarming, data from the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services (1999) reported even larger statistics. 
This report stated approximately 70% of E/BD students would be 
arrested within three years of quitting school. Cullinan (2002) found 
that after three years of departing from school, a majority of students 
with E/BD were unemployed, had been arrested, and were not living 
independently.

Research has consistently demonstrated that the vast majority 
of incarcerated adults with a history of antisocial behaviors also 
had a history of poor school performance and a high dropout rate 
(Henggeler, Melton, & Smith, 1992; Hodgkinson, 1991). Although 
the rate of youth offenders with disabilities is disproportionally high, 
there continues to be weaknesses in the amount of research which 
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explores the relationships between youth offenders and education 
disabilities (Alltucker, Bullis, Close, & Yovanoff, 2006; Archwamety 
& Katsiyannis, 2000). 

Early Intervention for Students With  
Antisocial Behavior

The Individuals with Disability Education Act (IDEA) states early 
intervention services are to be provided to infants and toddlers, birth 
through two years, and their families. The term “early intervention 
services” also refers to the services provided to children at an early 
age prior to starting school (Bauer & Shea, 1999) and continues on 
through eight years of age. The intent of these services is to enhance 
a child’s development and/or serve as a preventative measure to 
overcome an existing condition or disability (Gonzalez-Mena, 2006; 
Guralnick, 1997; Heward, 2006; Kaiser & Rasminsky, 2003; Lerner, 
Lowenthal, & Egan, 2003; Raver, 2009; Wolery & Bailey, 2002; Zir-
poli, 1995). Early intervention services may also help to reduce the 
need for special education services for the child at a later date. Early 
interventions for children with antisocial behavior are intended to 
reduce the tendency for these children to become young offenders. 

Loeber and Farrington (1998) noted a variety of risk factors for 
child delinquency. Some entailed aggression, lack of empathy, and 
sensation seeking (child factors); poor parental practices (family fac-
tors); poor academic achievement and attitudes (school factors); and 
peer rejection or association (peer factors). All four of these factors 
would be observable in young children from birth through eight years 
of age (the early intervention years) and should be noted by early 
interventionists in the field.

Loeber et al. (2003) noted most behavioral interventions they 
reviewed focused on adolescent offenders rather than child delin-
quents. Programs for the adolescent group are more likely to be 
reactive to individuals’ violent behaviors rather than being proactive 
and preventative to children in their early years. These authors com-
mented that the early intervention approach is a key to decreasing 
child, adolescent, and adult criminal offences. 

The Children, Youth, and Family Consortium (2004) discussed 
the urgent need to address the behavioral problems of young chil-
dren at an early age. They stated some children may need to have 
a pharmacological treatment in order to respond to the behavioral 
intervention program. They also emphasized the importance of the 
family’s involvement in working with the early intervention profes-
sionals. This partnership with families would help to eliminate the 
family factors that Loeber and Farrington noted in their research.

Fox, Dunlap, Hemmeter, Joseph, and Strain (2003) provided an 
early intervention model for young children with antisocial behaviors. 
The model emphasized a three-tiered intervention approach utiliz-
ing positive behavioral supports. The authors found this model to be 
particularly effective for teaching social skills and in preventing the 
occurrence of serious challenging behaviors in the children’s later 
years. Thus, some programs are being utilized for these children; 
however, not at a rate that is effectively solving the criminal rate of 
young offenders. 

In summary, the literature suggests that children with antisocial 
behaviors are increasingly becoming more involved in the penal 
system and are involved in serious crimes at an earlier age. Addition-

ally, children who engage in antisocial behaviors at a very early age 
(early starters) are more likely to continue these antisocial behaviors 
into adulthood. If these behaviors are not eliminated by eight or nine 
years of age, the behaviors should be viewed as a chronic condition. 
Therefore, early interventionists and teachers must acknowledge 
the urgency of early behavior programs for young children who are 
engaging in antisocial behaviors.

The Purpose of the Study	
The purpose of this study was to investigate the prior educational 

backgrounds and experiences of young adult inmates with educational 
disabilities. Specifically, this study examined their student character-
istics, placement histories, and interventions and services provided 
within or by the public school system. Additionally, inmate’s percep-
tions of their educational experiences were explored. 

Method
Participants and Setting

Participants involved in this study were inmates in a medium 
security state correctional facility in the southwest region of the 
United States. Participants were male and ranged from 18 through 24 
years of age. The mean age of the inmates was 20.8 years. All of the 
participants were identified as having an educational disability under 
IDEA and therefore qualified for educational services under federal 
law. A total of 30 inmates participated in the study. Participation 
included giving permission for a thorough file review of all available 
educational records followed by in-depth interviews with researchers. 
According to the file reviews, the ethnicity of the inmates included 
57% Hispanic, 10% White, 3% African American, 3% American In-
dian, 6% White and Hispanic, and 20% unknown. Of these inmates, 
37% had a learning disability, 4% emotional/behavioral disorders, 7% 
had mental retardation, 27% had learning disabilities and emotional/
behavioral disorders, and 26% had no clear diagnosis in their IEP or 
educational records. 

Instruments
Two instruments were developed specifically for this study to 

address the research questions. The first instrument was a checklist 
used to review educational files. Information on the checklist included 
demographics, educational history, graduation/dropout information, 
academic achievement, behavior problems, and medical history. The 
instrument was developed by the researchers involved in the study 
in an effort to identify school-based practices and services provided 
to these inmates during their school years. Further, this instrument 
attempted to identify risk factors that may have contributed to or 
protective factors that could have prevented their social failures in 
their communities. 

In order to verify the information contained in the education file, 
a second instrument was utilized. This second instrument was an 
interview designed to verify information contained in the files. Ques-
tions in the interview matched the checklist contents used to review 
the educational files. For example, during the file review, information 
regarding the number of years the inmate was previously receiving 
special education services in the public school system was obtained. 
During the interviews with the inmates, this type of information was 
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verified. These interviews were conducted in the pods, personnel 
offices, and educational classrooms within the correctional facility. 
The location of the interviews was determined based on individual 
inmate security status. Each inmate was individually interviewed by 
the three researchers during each interview session. Interviews gener-
ally lasted 45 minutes to an hour. Further, no correctional officers or 
personnel were present during the interview; however, for security 
purposes they were within visual proximity. All of the interviews oc-
curred with only the researchers and inmates in the same room. Only 
data consistently reported between the checklist and the interview 
were reported in this study. 

Procedures
 The purpose of this study was to explore the educational back-

ground and experiences of incarcerated adults with an educational 
disability. This type of context specific inquiry is appropriately ad-
dressed through qualitative methodology. This study occurred over a 
period of five years by the same data collectors. The duration of this 
study was influenced by the accessibility to inmates primarily due 
to changes in security status across the correctional facility during 
various times of the study. For example, the correctional facility was 
in complete lockdown for one year during the course of the study. A 
total of 13 visits encompassing 80 hours were made by researchers 
in order to conduct file reviews and inmate interviews. Researcher 
bias was reduced by having each file reviewed by one researcher 
and then the information was verified by another. Each participating 
inmate’s educational file was reviewed in order to code personal and 
educational experiences. The files were reviewed to identify specific 
characteristics, including age, ethnicity, primary language use, qualifi-
cation for special education, attendance in alternative school, history 
of behavior problems, etc. Analysis of file reviews was conducted 
through summarizing information and completing frequency counts. 
Since files were from numerous school districts across the country, 
the information contained in these files varied greatly. In some cases 
the files were relatively complete; in others, essential information was 
omitted illustrating the inconsistencies of special education records. 

In order to enhance and triangulate information gathered from 
the file reviews, interviews were conducted with inmates. These 
interviews were administered by three researchers who transcribed 
responses independently in order to assure inter-rater reliability and 
reduce researcher bias. Once transcribed, analysis occurred amongst 
the researchers by collectively reviewing each transcription and then 
identifying emerging themes and commonalties. Some of the themes 
were identified based on the questions in the interview protocol. Other 
themes emerged as the result of inmate responses, perceptions, and 
experiences. Participant responses were analyzed to further enhance 
emerging themes or were unique enough to create additional themes. 
In order to establish inter-rater reliability in this process, researchers 
analyzed and categorized themes independently, then met to identify 
common patterns and discuss areas of differences. Triangulation of 
data was achieved through substantiating information identified in 
the file reviews through individual interviews. Further, triangulation 
was established through finding common themes and patterns across 
individual inmate responses. 

Results
The results of the file reviews and verification interviews were 

separated into categories focusing on history of problem behaviors, 
academic difficulties, special education support, grade completion 
and alternative school placement, and health and mental health. 
Results of the history of problem behaviors showed that 76.67% (23) 
of inmates exhibited problem behaviors prior to the 4th grade while 
13.33% (4) began to exhibit problem behaviors during or after 4th 
grade. Of those inmates who exhibited problem behaviors prior to 4th 
grade, 66.67% (20) began to show these behaviors before or during 
1st and 2nd grade and 10% (3) exhibited problem behaviors during 
3rd grade (see Table 1). 	

Results of the history of academic difficulties showed that 73.33% 
(22) of inmates had academic difficulties prior to the 4th grade while 
17.67% (5) of inmates began to have academic difficulties during or 
after 5th grade. Records indicated that 60% (18) had difficulties with 
reading, 10% (3) had difficulties with writing, and 60% (18) had 
difficulties with mathematics. Ten inmates (33.33%) had records 
indicating at least one occurrence of grade retention (see Table 2). 

As shown in Table 3, results of special education support explored 
the extent to which behavioral intervention programs or plans were 
found in student records and which types of behavioral services were 
provided. According to the results, 83.33% (25) of inmate records 
showed no evidence of behavior intervention programs or plans. Of 
the 16.67% (25) of inmate records that had evidence of behavior 
intervention programs and plans, 10.33% (3) included a behavior 
chart, 3.33% (1) included a plan for incorporating punishments, and 
3.33% (1) had a tutor assigned. The specific goals of inmate IEPs 
were 16.67% (5) social and behavioral goals, 76.67% (23) academic 
goals alone, and 6.67% (2) unknown. 

Table 1

History of Problem Behaviors

History of Problem Behaviors
Percent/Frequency 

Based on a  
Population of 30

Problem behaviors evident in student 
records prior to 4th grade

76.67 (23)                   

Problem behaviors evident in student 
records beginning before or during 1st 
or 2nd grade

66.67 (20

Problem behaviors evident in student 
records beginning during 3rd grade

10.00  (3)

Problem behaviors evident in student 
records beginning during the 4th, 5th, 
or 6th grade

13.33  (4)

No record of specific grade of emergence 
of problem behaviors

10.00  (3)
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The results indicated that the vast majority of inmates dropped 
out of school: 16.67% (5) of inmates exited school at the 7th grade, 
16.67% (5) at the 8th grade, 33.33% (10) at the 9th grade, 10% (3) at 
the 10th grade, 6.67% (2) at the 11th grade, 3.33% (1) made it through 
12th grade, and 13.33% (4) was unknown (see Table 4). Results also 
indicated that 90% (27) were placed in some type of alternative 
school during their education. 

Information was collected on the types of physical and mental 
health issues these inmates experienced during their school years. 
The records indicated that 53.33% (16) of the records showed a 
history of attention deficit hyperactivity disorders; 90% (27) alcohol 
and drug abuse; 10% (3) auditory deficits;  30% (9) a major mental 
illness (including bipolar disorder and depression); 20% (6) chronic 
health problems (asthma, seizures, ear infections); and 60% (18) 
traumatic brain injury (see Table 5).

Table 2

History of Academic Difficulties

History of Academic Difficulties
Percent/Frequency 

Based on a  
Population of 30

Academic difficulties evident in student 
records prior to 4th grade

73.33  (22)                   

Academic difficulties evident in student 
records beginning in 5th grade or above   

17.67  (5)

No record of specific grade of emergence 
of academic difficulties

10.00  (3)

Academic difficulties in reading    60.00  (18)

Academic difficulties in writing 10.00  (3)

Academic difficulties in mathematics 60.00   (18)

History of school retention 33.33   (10)

Table 3

History of Special Education Support

Behavioral Intervention Programs/
Plans and IEP

Percent/Frequency 
Based on a  

Population of 30

Behavior program/plan not evident in 
student records

83.33   (25)                  

Behavior program/plan evident in student 
records     

16.67   (5)

Types of behavior programs/plans  
documented: 
        	 Behavior chart
		 Punishment plan
		 Tutor

	

	 10.33   (3)
	 3.33   (1)

3.33   (1)

Focus of IEP goals: 
        	 Social/behavioral
		 Academic
		 Unknown		

	
	 16.67   (5)
	 76.67   (23)
	 6.67   (2)

Table 4

Grade Completion and Alternative School

History of Grade Completion and  
Alternative School Placement

Percent/Frequency 
Based on a  

Population of 30

Grade exited school
	 7th grade	 16.67  (5)		
	 8th grade	 16.67  (5)
         	 9th grade 	 33.33  (10)	      
             10th grade  	 10.00  (3)   
             11th grade	 6.67  (2)
             12th grade	 3.33  (1)
              Unknown 	 13.33  (4)
              
Alternative school placement evident in 
the student record  

90.00  (27)

Table 5

Health and Mental Health

History of Health and Mental Health
Percent/Frequency 

Based on a  
Population of 30

Attention deficit hyperactivity disorders 53.33  (16)                  

Alcohol and drug abuse 90.00  (27)

Auditory deficits 10.00  (3)

Chronic health problems (asthma,  
seizures, ear infections)

30.00   (9)

Major mental illness (bipolar, depression) 20.00  (6)

Traumatic brain injury 60.00   (18)
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Discussion
The results of this study revealed that the inmates had a history 

of behavioral problems and a majority of them exhibited problem 
behaviors at an early onset. The results also revealed that the IEP 
interventions for these past inmates largely focused on academic 
interventions and not behavioral interventions. These findings are 
concerning as they suggest that the special education system may 
have inadvertently neglected to prepare inmates for an adult life by 
failing to provide comprehensive social and behavioral interventions. 

Failure to focus on the student’s problem behavior at an early age 
is a noted problem in schools today (Snyder et al., 2003; Snyder & 
Sickmund, 1999). Educator’s failure to focus on problem behaviors 
is reflected in this study as little was done to aid the inmates with 
their problem behaviors when they were in school. This is reflective 
in the identification rates as only 4% of the inmates were identified 
as students with E/BD. However, suggested by the nature of the fact 
that they were now young men in an incarcerated setting, problem 
behaviors tended to dominate their life. The hesitancy to identify 
students as E/BD and then develop goals and interventions specific 
to their problem behaviors may have contributed to their later anti-
social behavior. 

It is unclear why the education system did not view behavior 
interventions as the primary need of the inmates involved in this 
study. An interpretation of the results suggests that as students, these 
inmates lacked the ability to self-monitor and self-regulate their own 
behaviors. The results of this study also suggested that if there was 
any attempt to address the problematic behaviors, it was largely ad-
dressed as planned punishment and adult external control of student 
behavior. Little, if any, emphasis was placed on teaching the students 
skills at managing their own behavior.     

The literature suggested that poor academic performance results 
in poor social skill performance (Brier, 1995; Farrington, 1996; 
Howell & Hawkins 1998; Huizinga et al., 2000; Maguin & Loeber, 
1996; McEvoy & Welker, 2000). It is possible that the heavy focus 
on academics may have been perceived to be an indirect method 
to improve social behaviors. That is, if the student improved in aca-
demics, their self-esteem would improve and eventually their social 
behaviors would begin to improve. If this was the reason for the heavy 
focus on academic improvement, although well intended, it did not 
work for the inmates involved in this study. It would seem that the 
inmates needed direct instruction on developing positive social and 
self-regulatory behaviors, evidence of which was plainly lacking in 
the data collected. 

The inmates interviewed in this study recognized that they had 
difficulty with their behaviors as students in the school system. They 
also recognized that they were treated differently by their teachers 
when compared to their class peers. The awareness of behavior prob-
lems and differential treatment by their teachers is also reflected in 
the literature (Montague & Rinaldi, 2001; Nelson & Roberts, 2000). 
The differential treatment of the inmates may have resulted in the 
high dropout rate noted in this study. The inmates who perceived 
themselves as undesirable to their teachers indicated during the 
interviews that they wanted to escape from these negative attitudes. 

The data collected from this study suggested that many of the 
inmates had physical and mental issues, such as traumatic brain 

injury, attention deficit disorder, and in some cases mental illness. 
However, the file review did not reveal if there was an intervention 
plan in place to assist the inmate, as a student, with these issues. 
Since these physical and mental conditions may have influenced the 
social behavior of the inmate while in school, it is logical that there 
should have been an intervention to assist the student with the ef-
fects of these conditions.  

Overall, the data revealed the ineffective education these inmates 
encountered while in the public education system. The overempha-
sis on academic instruction and the underemphasis on social skill 
development may have been a contributing factor to the inmates’ 
current incarceration. If not a contributing factor, the data collected 
suggested that the education system did not identify the necessary 
educational curriculum to prevent these inmates from becoming 
life-course-persistent offenders.
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