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Ready, Set, Stall...Why At-Risk Students Don't go on to Post-Secondary Education 
Introduction & Background



Today’s at-risk adolescents face a number of problems; drug abuse, delinquency, poverty, family issues, ADD, ADHD as well as a variety of emotional problems.  These issues do little to help adolescents grow into responsible adults and do more to destroy their chances of graduating from high school.  Studies such as those by the Education Testing Service have shown students that don’t graduate from high school face minimum wage jobs, low earnings, and a higher probability of unlawful behavior possibly resulting in incarceration “Students who drop out face substantially higher unemployment rates, lower lifelong earnings, higher incidence of criminal activity, and a greater likelihood of health problems than students who complete high school or go on to college” (Croninger & Lee, 2001, p. 549).  Still, the odds of success are much better if these at-risk students graduate from high school and better still, if they go to college.  But how do at-risk students decide to go to college and why, once they decide to go, do they change direction and not attend?

Research Topic 


An Alternative High School is a school designed to accommodate students considered to be at-risk, or in danger of not graduating, because of substance abuse, discipline issues, emotional disabilities, or teen pregnancy.  Typically these schools offer an “alternative”, or non-traditional curriculum, as compared to the other high schools that focus on the core curriculum within the same district, but not always.

Once these students realize they will be graduating soon, many will begin to contemplate post-secondary education after high school graduation. Yet, many won’t end up going.  So why then, do at-risk students commit to going, but don’t attend?  “Could be a lot of things; motivation, lack of follow-through, could be a different reason on any given day” (M. Roberts, personal communication, September 23, 2010).

Research Problem

Once at-risk students decide they want to attend a post-secondary learning institution, what possible barriers do they encounter that may result in a change of plans leading to non-attendance? 

Justification


By investigating this phenomenon school districts can redirect funding and resources to help at-risk students overcome the barriers they encounter so they can pursue post-secondary education after high school.  The goal being to ensure there’s an established program to assist possible post-secondary students to attend the learning institution of their choice, and to review the curriculum effectiveness of the school districts to make sure the students are being adequately prepared for adult education opportunities. A program such as this might entail assisting students to locate colleges or learning institutions that best fit their academic needs, workshops on how to fill out college applications and write entrance essays, or even field trips to universities so students can get a feel for the setting and size of the school.  In addition, as the American economy continues to evolve and demand a higher educated work force, it’s imperative American youth understand the requirement to continue their education past high school.

Deficiencies in existing knowledge 
At present, the Colorado Department of Education has a program in place that helps students and families by addressing the topic of adult education and family literacy as it pertains to societal obligations, however, they do not help prepare at-risk students for higher learning or trade schools “Adult education programs offer opportunities for adults to improve their literacy skills in order to meet their goals and responsibilities as parents, citizens, and workers” (Colorado Department Of Education, 2010). 

One article, “Network says YES to college for all”, by E.W. Robelen, talks about a program in Texas that identifies itself as a public prep school focused on getting low-income minority students to college after they graduate from high school “Eighty-four percent of YES graduates so far, or 306 students, have either earned degrees from or are still in postsecondary institutions” (Robelen, 2009, p. 29).  This program focuses on low-income and minority students that must not only graduate from high school, but must also be accepted into at least one four-year college or university.  To make this happen the YES Public Prep Schools encourage a sense of school community by making sure every staff member is on board with the goal and will do whatever it takes to get there “The counselors help students with everything from preparing for college-entrance exams to narrowing their selection of schools, filling out applications, and navigating the financial-aid system” 

This study focuses on why at-risk students decide not to pursue post-secondary learning after they graduate from alternative high schools such as Centennial High School in Fort Collins, Colorado.  At present, I cannot locate data addressing this issue specific to at-risk students, therefore the outcome of this research project will better identify what we as educators can do to better assist the students that want to go on to higher learning but for whatever reason, don’t  “A deficiency in practice means that educators have not yet identified good and workable solutions for schools or other educational settings” (Creswell, 2008, p. 79).  I’m asking the teachers and counselors of at-risk students to help identify these possible problems or barriers as they have unique perspectives regarding what students might perceive as barriers that are too difficult to overcome while pursuing their desire to attend post-secondary learning.   

Target Audience

Having a greater understanding of the barriers high-risk students encounter when attempting to attend post-secondary programs, allows Poudre School District administrators to better isolate problems within educational advancement and put policies and practices into place to help the students that want to advance to post-secondary learning or trade schools do so. 

Research Purpose 


The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand the perspectives of teachers and counselors working with the at-risk graduating population regarding why they commit to pursuing post-secondary education but then don’t follow-through.

Research Questions

1.  Given that the following personality traits are part of the student population (ADD, ADHD, emotional issues, etc..) how do you see these characteristics affecting students’ choices regarding post-secondary education? 

2.  What types of post secondary educational choices do you discuss with at-risk graduating seniors?

3.  What types of questions do at-risk seniors ask you regarding post-secondary education? 

4.  What types of follow through skills do you teach in your class that would help at-risk students with their commitments to attend post-secondary schools?

5.  What topics do you feel would be helpful to graduating at-risk seniors interested in attending post-secondary education?

6.  What has been your experience with at-risk graduating seniors and their thoughts or opinions on pursuing post-secondary education?

7.  In your view, what level of support systems do at-risk graduating seniors have at home to help them pursue post-secondary education?

8. How do socio-economic issues affect high-risk students from attending post-secondary education?

Literature Review & Local Perspectives



At-risk students are those, both male and female, that have a relatively high risk of not graduating from school and also have a higher than normal probability to make bad decisions that could impact the rest of their lives.  Some characteristics of at-risk kids are they come from single-parent homes, income is at or below poverty level, poor performance at school, emotionally or physically abused, and neglected or abandoned “As a construct, risk indicates the probability of future difficulties and not an explanation for why difficulties occur” (Croninger & Lee, 2001, p. 552).  Once these kids are identified in the school systems, the process of getting them the support they need is paramount.  Depending on when these kids are identified as at-risk, sometimes the help is timely, sometimes it is not.



Some factors that could possibly influence at-risk students towards not attending college might include: their parents didn’t attend college, additional schooling past high school is not considered to be a priority as viewed by the at-risk student’s culture, or even the student thinking they are not smart enough to go to college “Having parents who had not attended college is another characteristic that reduces the likelihood of going to college” (Choy, Horn, Nunez, & Chen, 2000, p. 46).   Additional factors could be a lack of organizational skills, a lack of follow-through skills, or even an inability to focus on the details necessary to fill out a college application “An important factor in whether young people reach college, but one that is often overlooked, is the actual college application process.  This often overwhelms high school graduates, and especially if their parents have not had the experience personally, this factor alone discourages many from striving for continuing education” (Hispanic Times, 1999, p. 21).



As discussed by DiPrete and Gallaher in 1992, motivation is another barrier at-risk students experience as well as feelings of hopelessness that no matter what they do, their world will never change “For example, when motivation was defined by measures of school attendance and truancy (behavioral expressions) combined with measures of interest and school enjoyment (cognitive expressions), motivation exerted a strong influence on achievement in a model predicting school grades” (Anderson & Keith, 2001, p. 262).  This mindset can sometimes be a learned behavior based on the role models living in student’s home.  If poverty is a factor, the feeling of hopelessness combined with lack of or no motivation or confidence in one’s ability can sometime cement the student’s beliefs that pursuing post-secondary education to a better life is fruitless and they’re trapped in the life they have.  

Early on, most researchers agreed that of all his characteristics, the nontraditional student’s disbelief in his ability to be successful was perhaps the most threatening of all to his persistence and performance.  The manifestations of a weak self-concept made him especially wary of the new educational surroundings.  As a result of his prior schooling, he had learned to fail and had become, in psychological terminology, failure-threatened and therefore a failure-identifier (Roueche & Roueche, 1993, p. 37).

Additional factors that contribute to at-risk students not attending college include having an older sibling that has dropped out of school, if they themselves have repeated a grade, having to change schools two or more times between 1st and 8th grade and having grades of C or lower from 6th grade to 8th grade.  Risk factors are compounded and at-risk students have varying degrees of risk based on the number of risk criteria they meet.  For example, let’s assume we’re looking at a student that comes from a single parent home, has an older sibling that’s dropped out of school, and has changed schools three times in the past two years.  This student’s risk assessment would be very high as opposed to an at-risk student that had ADD and came from a low socioeconomic household.  Interestingly enough, students that had repeated a grade or had a brother or sister that dropped out of school, were considered to be at the high end of the risk scale “Those who were held back or who had a sibling who dropped out of school had more risk factors on average than students with other risk factors” (Horn & Chen, 1992, p. 5).



In September 2010 I visited Centennial High school in Fort Collins, Colorado.  Mike Roberts, the Principal of the school, sat down with me for an informal interview to discuss his student population and specifically, his at-risk graduating seniors.  I asked him how many of his graduates went on to college and he was kind enough to provide me with data he collected based on what the students told him their plans were.  Some of them said they were going to four-year universities, some on to two-year community colleges and still others said the military or trade schools.  It was then I asked Principal Roberts why some of the at-risk graduating seniors would commit to going to college, and then not go and his reply was “any number of reasons including a lack of follow-through skills.”   



Follow through skills are thought to be an essential part of growing up and becoming a responsible adult.  When considering the path to college, follow through skills are essential because the entire process of aspiring to be accepted into college hinges on the applicants ability to take the preparatory steps necessary to gain acceptance and enroll in college.  



Based on my conversation with Principal Roberts and the literature I’ve reviewed, my action research project will focus on teacher and counselor perceptions as to why graduating at-risk seniors commit to post-secondary learning and then don’t attend.  What are the barriers these students encounter and how can we as educators offer solutions to those barriers?

Methods



The participants involved in my study are teachers and counselors at Centennial High School in Fort Collins, Colorado that directly interact with at-risk graduating students.  These participants either offer classes that every at-risk graduating senior is required to take or they are counselors with whom at-risk students are required to meet before they graduate.  The participants are experts in their field and have volunteered to participate in this action research project.  



The research site is Centennial High School in Fort Collins, Colorado, which is an alternative high school that enrolls at-risk kids that have not been able to succeed in one of the traditional high schools in the Poudre School District.  Centennial uses the standard state curriculum that high schools in the Poudre School District use, however, the difference is Centennial places emphasis on helping their students accept personal responsibility for their actions through developing positive attitudes and recognizing their own possibilities for success. 

We seek to guide every student to accept responsibility for their individual actions and to teach each student to critically evaluate his/her own life goals.  Emphasis is placed on teaching students how to learn so they are able to function in society as self-reliant, self-supporting, contributing individuals (Centennial High School, 2010).


I formally requested permission from Principal Roberts to conduct an action research project using his staff as participants via email on October 29, 2010.  However, prior to my formal letter I had emailed Principal Roberts at the end of September requesting informal permission to conduct my survey and he granted me permission on October 1, 2010.  A copy of my formal letter of permission is identified as Appendix B at the end of my report. 

My role during this process was to create a survey and email it to the list of participants Principal Roberts gave me.  On October 28th I received a list of email addresses from Principal Roberts of the teachers and counselors that would be participating in my action research project.  I took that list and emailed all the participants a link to the online survey, hosted by Survey Monkey, and asked they complete it within seven days. On November 8th I collected all the responses and began to analyze the data.


The survey I created in Survey Monkey consists of eight open-ended questions the participants answered with as much detail as possible.  The strength of the questions proved to be solid as many of the answers were alike across the board.  There were, however, some answers that were more philosophical in nature that had to be analyzed more closely than others.   The questions themselves sought to gain the insight of a teacher or counselor that worked directly with at-risk students to find out their perceptions on what barriers an at-risk student encounters when going down the road to college.  


In my position at work, I gather and maintain data for the Thompson School District as a Database Manager.  The data I’m trying to gather for my action research project is important to me because I’m often asked to reconcile student graduate populations of data as they relate to the number of freshman attending in-state schools from our district.  For example, if a student applies to CSU and graduates from one of the high schools in my district, I’ll have a record of that graduation and application on my end.  Then our district receives a file from all the local colleges every year identifying the number of students from our district that are accepted and enrolled at their schools.  I sift through the data and identify sub-populations of student groups such as gifted and talented, average, minority and at-risk.   The at-risk category is usually the one that never matches. If I can learn the reasons at-risk students commit to attending post-secondary education but then don’t attend, my study could serve as a pilot project for future work I’d do in my own district.


My process for analyzing and collecting the data began with downloading the survey responses from Survey Monkey.  Once I had collected all my data, I created a form in MS Word that allowed me to read each sentence of data line by line and apply an initial phrase that helped me understand what the participants were saying “Why line by line? This process breaks through and helps to force one’s attention on the topic” (Gibbs & Taylor, 2005).  This phrase was inserted into a column right next to the participant’s answers.  This portion of the coding process took about a week and I re-did it several times to make sure I wasn’t missing anything.  My next step was to create a third column in my form, read through all the phrases and decide on one or two words that summarized the phrase from the previous column.  In short, I started with approximately seven pages of responses and narrowed the answers down to approximately 12 words so I could discover the emerging themes.  I applied the principles of Grounded Theory because they helped me to identify a central theme to my research questions as opposed to simply describing what the participants were saying.  I was very aware of avoiding that dilemma and concentrate instead on maintaining a relationship between the codes and my data.  Several times during the coding process I stopped to make sure I was being “open minded” to the possibilities of what my data was saying and to make sure any theories discovered would be grounded in the data gathering process.

Results or Findings

There were three prevailing themes that emerged from the survey questions and they are 
as follows:


*  At-risk students need guidance when attempting to apply for college.


*  At-risk students need help understanding the financial aid part of applying for college.


*   At-risk students need to accept personal responsibility for their actions.

Individual Questions and Answers
1.   Given the following personality traits are part of the student population (ADD, ADHD, emotional issues, etc…) how do you see these characteristics affecting students’ choices regarding secondary education?

Based on the responses from this question the major theme was at-risk students cannot be left on their own to initiate a meeting with a college or post-secondary learning institution because they don’t have the motivation or follow-through skills to make it happen.  These students need guidance when making decisions such as these because they have a low ability to focus beyond their immediate future.  At-risk students don’t think in terms of what will happen after graduation takes place because emotionally and motivationally they are invested in graduation day and nothing beyond that.  In short, guidance and one-on-one interventions are a must with these kids because characteristics such as these (ADD, ADHD, emotional issues, etc…) affect not only the student’s ability to select a post-secondary learning institution, but many decisions beyond that.

2.  What types of post secondary educational choices do you discuss with graduating seniors?

For this question, nearly all the participants responded with similar answers; 4 year college, 2 year community college, trade or vocational school, military or going to work.  One participant said in addition to the above mentioned choices, the staff at Centennial also focuses on encouraging the students to think about what they want to do and exploring those options or paths before declaring they are joining the workforce.  This exploration comes in the way of making appointments with the counselors or teachers who can help them learn about the various careers and how to go about pursuing them.

3.  What types of questions do at-risk seniors ask you regarding post-secondary education?

The most obvious data trend that came out of this question was that students ask about financial aid and how to fill out a FASFA form online more than any other question regarding post-secondary education.   Approximately three-fourths of the participants that responded said this was the number one questions kids’ ask when they discuss post-secondary education after high school.  The next most frequent questions were regarding their ability to succeed academically as well as the concern of selecting the right school based on their needs.  In addition, one participant felt that regardless of the questions at-risk students asked, it was the students responsibility to meet those questions or challenges head on and deal with them in a straight forward manner.

4.  What types of follow through skills do you teach in your class that would help at-risk students with their commitment to attend post-secondary schools?

The overwhelming answer for this question was personal responsibility because it is the guiding benchmark on which all the other skills rest on.  For example, one participant reported that the counselors and teachers model the process of filling out the application, problem solving when something isn’t clear, communicating with an adult when they need help and owning the follow through skills it takes to get into college. In addition communication skills are discussed as well as follow up phone calls, assertiveness training, anger management and other pro social skills necessary to function as an adult.

5.  What topics do you feel would be helpful to graduating at-risk seniors interested in attending post-secondary education?

All the participants answered assistance with Financial Aid would be the most helpful topic covered because this is the subject most at-risk students’ know little about.  Other answers included assistance with the entire application process, filling out FASFA online, and having an adult contact at the college or university level they could trust to go to for help.  One underlying message that came through from my coding was at-risk students find it difficult to trust adult figures they don’t know.  This could potentially cause a problem if the at-risk student applying for college has a question and because they have a low trust factor, they may not seek an answer.

This could be a topic for future exploration in that possibly what’s needed here is a post-secondary liaison that’s connected with several local colleges and universities but works in the best interest of the student.

6.  What has been your experience with at-risk graduating seniors and their thoughts or opinions on pursuing post-secondary education?
Interestingly enough, many participants felt at-risk students measured themselves against other kids in conventional high schools and felt peer pressure because they, in many cases, had not applied to college or been accepted anywhere while their cohorts had decided on a school, had been accepted, and were setting the stage for the next part of their life.   The at-risk students felt they were behind the eight ball when it came to going to college, were concerned about money issues, and confused by the financial aid process.  All these factors led to their feelings of being overwhelmed and unable to exercise their decision-making skills because they didn’t know where to begin.  In addition it was also noted that because of these issues, most at-risk students don’t realize that the benefits of post-secondary education out-weigh the struggles they’re experiencing at this moment in time, and sadly, don’t attend.

7.  In your view, what level of support do at-risk graduating seniors have at home to help them pursue post-secondary education?

The answer to this question was the same for all the participants; very little to none.  One participant went on to say that the counselors and teachers made the effort to support the at-risk students by setting up programs for the students to take classes at some community colleges and also arrange visits off campus for career exploration.  However when it came to the at-risk students home environment, the support needed to attend college was not present.

8.  How do socio-economic issues affect high-risk students from attending post-secondary education?

The most obvious data trend that came out of this question was, once again, the financial component that’s been mentioned in many previous answers.  Some of the participants felt that many of the families of at-risk students were dysfunctional and the parents didn’t understand the need for their kids to attend college because there was no immediate gain.  Also, some participants felt these students might have no choice except to work because the income was needed to help support the family.  Generational issues were also mentioned in the context of if the parents didn’t attend college, why should their children?  Unfortunately these mindsets do little to break the cycle of poverty and dysfunction.  One participant said many of the parents have money management issues as well as role model issues that can perpetuate feelings of hopelessness and being the victim.  The students see this type of behavior and after a while, begin to adopt this same mindset and legitimize the excuse of being too poor to attend college as valid.  


The significance of my findings indicate graduating at-risk students need guidance from counselors, teachers and parents when it comes to the process of finding and applying to a post-secondary learning institution throughout all the various stages; locating an institution that meets their needs, filling out the application, filling out the online FASFA form, visiting the institution and locating a point of contact should the student have any questions or concerns.  The entire process of obtaining financial aid must be better explained by specifically addressing how financial aid works, the student loan resources and responsibilities, and the process of filing out an online FASFA form.  The data collected from this survey talked extensively about the confusion and fear at-risk students encounter when beginning the financial aid process.  Finally, many of the responses from my survey discussed the importance of at-risk students accepting personal responsibility for their actions and participating in proactive behaviors regarding their educational choices.  For example, asking questions when the answers are not readily available, making follow-up phone calls and practicing follow-through skills in everything from committing to attending class and doing so to finishing homework on time.  


My findings correlate to the research done by Choy, Horn, Nunez & Chen (2000) when they discovered the parents of at-risk kids that don’t attend college to be a contributing factor when these kids themselves considered going.  Also, Hispanic Times (1999) reported the application process discouraged possible at-risk applicants because of it’s overwhelming nature combined with the student’s parents having no experience to assist in filling one out.  This led to it being abandoned as it was considered too difficult.  DiPrete and Gallaher (1992) felt motivation was a barrier at-risk student’s encountered and my findings support this same theory in the context of the generational issue of parents not attending college thereby giving their child no motivation to attend. 

Conclusion


A copy of this study will be given to Principal Mike Roberts of Centennial High School in Fort Collins, Colorado, as well as to Professor Rebecca Orsi.  I’m not planning on publishing this particular study, as it was simply a class project.  However, since reviewing the data and collecting it into this project, I’ve discovered an important population of students that we as educators can better assist to prepare for college.  Perhaps assistance comes in the form of holding open houses for at-risks students’ parents to explain to them the importance of their child pursuing some type of post-secondary education, or bringing in speakers who they themselves were once considered at-risk and went on to success after higher learning.  


Since conducting this action research project I have learned some of the reasons counselors and teachers believe at-risk seniors commit to attending post-secondary education but then don’t attend, and with that knowledge I can make an effort to form future task groups to help make administrators aware of the problem and brain-storm ways to address it.  Given the results of my survey, I think there are excellent opportunities for future research because at this point I’ve only scratched the surface of the topic and the real challenge, next time, will be to hear from the students themselves.
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Appendix B – Permissions

Informal Permission:

October 1, 2010 – Informal permission to conduct my action research project with Principal Robert’s staff was granted via email.

Formal Permission Letter:

October 29, 2010

Centennial High School

330 East Laurel Street

Fort Collins, CO 80524

Attn: Principal Mike Roberts

Dear Principal Roberts:


My name is Nancy Hampson and I’m a Masters student conducting an action research project for my Introduction to Research Class at Colorado State University, and I’m writing you to formally request permission to contact some of your teachers and counselors via email to participate in my study.

The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand teachers and counselors perceptions about the reasons at-risk graduating seniors commit to pursuing post-secondary education but then don’t follow-through.  In order to effectively accomplish this goal, I will develop 8 open-ended survey questions on Survey Monkey, an online survey service, and I will ask the participants to take this survey online within seven days of receiving the link.  The survey should take between 10-15 minutes and I’d like the participants to be teachers or counselors that interact with at-risk graduating seniors.  

Once the survey is complete, I’ll compile and analyze the data looking for trends to help understand and identify why at-risk seniors commit to pursuing post-secondary learning, but then don’t attend.  The benefits of this survey are addressing this phenomenon in such a way that possible barriers are exposed and school staff can then work towards offering solutions to those barriers. 

Please understand this is a class project and I will not be publishing the results of this study in any way.  

Thank you very much for your time and should you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me at any of the numbers listed below.

Regards,

Nancy Hampson

970-203-4766 cell

970-613-5117 work

970-663-6648 home
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