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Abstract:


This document will propose coordinating and facilitating psychoeducational/counseling 

groups for alternative school students. These groups will be integrated into the alternative school 

curriculum in an effort to enable these students to be more successful in their mainstream classes. 

Also, it will reduce the number of recurring alternative school students.

Introduction: 


Alternative school programs are intended to give students a second-chance. Attending alternative schools allows students an opportunity to obtain credits in courses that they need to graduate, yet have been unable to pass in their regular schools. 


However, rather than giving students a “second-chance,” many of these programs are merely setting students up for a perpetual cycle of failure. The students enrolled in these programs are being given a temporary solution, but they need more. For these students to achieve, they require a change in their beliefs and attitudes about their abilities. These students do not belief that they can be successful in their mainstream classes, and their attitudes reflect total apathy. Casually, students remark “It’s no big deal. If I fail this class, I’ll just go to alternative school.” This is a tell-tale sign that students are not being challenged enough in alternative schools to work on the issues that matter.

These students are receiving messages telling them that they don’t have to try and that no one cares enough about them to go any further than the superficial level. This program proposes that we change those messages by letting our students know that, indeed, we do care. To do this, we will assist students in exploring what is going on beneath the surface.

Literature Review:


According to Camilla Lehr, there are a number of criteria used to define an alternative school. She writes “Alternative schools are generally described as having small enrollments, and most educators, researchers, and policy makers agree that alternative schools are designed for students at risk of school failure.” (Lehr 2004) She goes on to mention that alternative schools “Offer educational programs that typically include one or more of the following; an emphasis on individual instruction, a focus on basic academic skills, social services (e.g., counseling or social skills instruction), and/or community or work-based learning.” (2004)
Alternative schools allow students an opportunity to regain credits they were unable to obtain in their mainstream classes. These programs help students who have fallen behind to graduate on time. 

However, many alternative schools are lacking in what Lehr called “social services.” Few alternative school programs examine the issues that are preventing the students from succeeding in their regular classes. Examples of these issues could be attendance issues, behavior problems, lack of effective study or testing skills, and so on. As a result, many students complete their courses in alternative school and return to mainstream classes only to find that these problems persist. 

An article titled Alternative Schools: Best Practices for Development and Evaluation. Effective Strategies for School Improvement. Alternative Schooling described different theoretical delivery models for alternative schools. These include: School Transition, Behavioral Intervention, The Academic Model, The Therapeutic Model, The Punitive Model, Academic 

Intervention, Vocational Intervention, School Continuation, Dropout Prevention, and School-Community Partnership Programs. For our purposes, we will concentrate on the Therapeutic Model, which “focuses on assisting students in developing problem-solving skills and appropriate classroom behavior.” (Cash & Reimer 2003) 


My program proposes that we take a closer look at what is keeping alternative school students from achieving in their regular classes. A study by Elizabeth D. Fulton shed some light on why many students feel disconnected in their mainstream classes. In School Factors that Contribute to Student Disengagement: Perspective of Alternative School Students, Fulton interviewed ten students who had left their regular classes and, eventually, graduated from alternative schools. Among other interview questions, Fulton asked “What were the negative outcomes of student disengagement?” (Fulton 2007) Notably, negative outcomes of student disengagement were “low self-concept, stressful home relationships, general disappointment, and disrupted friendships.” (2007) These are issues that group counseling could help to alleviate. My program would help students to establish concrete relationships, allowing them to feel engaged again and giving them a sense of belonging to a unique network of their peers. 

After consulting with the students individually to determine their area of need, they will be assigned to counseling groups designed to address the root of the students’ problems. The hope is that increasing students’ perceptions of self-confidence and self-efficacy will result in a decline of the number of recurring students in the alternative school program. 


Under these circumstances, there are many practical reason and conceptual reasons for choosing group counseling rather than individual counseling. It would not be realistic to expect an alternative school counselor to pursue intensive, individual counseling sessions with all of the 
students currently enrolled in the alternative school. Furthermore, research suggests that group counseling can be more beneficial, in some cases, than individual therapy sessions. 


In an article entitled A Program of Group Counseling, which focuses on students receiving vocational group counseling, Theodore Volsky and Vivian H. Hewer write:

For the student there are several benefits of group counseling, not possible in individual counseling. He is in a counseling situation with a professional person for ten hours rather than two or three; he has an opportunity to study his own problems as others explore theirs; he

can compare his problems to those of others; he can gain a more sophisticated view of the occupational world as the vocational choices of others are examined; and the counselor can obtain a better understanding of him by observing him in a broader and more active social setting. (Hewer & Volsky 1960)

Continuing in its defense of group counseling, the article also states that “if the major goals of a group counseling program are understanding of self and understanding of self in relation to the educational and occupational world, the group situation has advantages over short-term individual contacts.” (1960)


Studies have shown that counseling groups can be productive for numerous populations. Because our groups will be targeting students with various problems, it seems appropriate to look at the broad effects of group counseling. 

One study, Verbal-Reinforcement and Model-Reinforcement Group Counseling with Alienated Students, explored the effects of group counseling on high school juniors scoring one standard deviation above the mean on a scale of alienation. The students were randomly assigned to one of four treatment group options. The groups were model-reinforcement, verbal-reinforcement, placebo, and control. The study concluded that “The two groups of students which received either model-reinforcement or verbal-reinforcement counseling had lower 
feelings of isolation, powerlessness, normlessness, and total alienation at the close of counseling than students who were in either the placebo or control groups.” (Hansen & Warner 1970) Another point of relevance to our program is the assertion that “Behavioral counseling techniques may be effective even when the problem under consideration does not concern specific and well-defined behaviors.” (1970)


There is also evidence indicating that these changes last. Alienated Students: Six Months after Receiving Behavioral Group Counseling followed up on the progress of 84 subjects from a previously noted study who had participated in group counseling.  The Teachers Behavior Rating Scale was used to measure the students’ overt behavior. Results indicated that “ the two groups of students who participated in either the model-reinforcement or the verbal-reinforcement group counseling were rated by their teachers as exhibiting more appropriate behavior than students who participated in the placebo group counseling or who received no group counseling.” (Warner 1971) The article goes on to say “the major implication of this investigation is that either model or verbal reinforcement group counseling can have beneficial effects on the behavior of high school students over an extended period of time and that these changes in overt behavior will be consistent with the pattern of changes in the feelings of students.” (1971) 


These articles have shown that there is a need for group counseling at alternative schools. The research has spoken of the effectiveness of such groups. Finally, there is evidence that students are able to retain the benefits they receive through group counseling. 

Description of the Setting:

E.R. Brown Alternative High School serves approximately 100 students annually. The school is in a building independent of the regular high school and has its own alternative school 
counselor who would be available to coordinate and facilitate the groups. New students are admitted every nine weeks so closed-groups will be possible. Membership in the group does not change. New members do not come in once the group cycle has begun. This is ideal because, as we’ve discussed in On-Track, having an open-group policy can be disruptive to the members and inhibit progress.

Unlike some alternative schools, which allow students to complete their courses on their home computers, E.R. Brown requires students to attend school and finish their courses in the school’s computer labs.
Rational for the Program:


As mentioned previously, few alternative school programs examine the issues that are preventing the students from succeeding in their regular classes. Examples of these issues could be attendance issues, behavior problems, lack of effective study or testing skills, and so on. As a result, many students complete their courses in alternative school and return to mainstream classes only to find that these problems persist. 

Because of these persisting problems, students are often forced to return to alternative school numerous times in order to complete their courses. They are not being given the skills they need to complete their mainstream classes. As a result, these students will likely have difficulty should they decide to pursue higher education post-high school. Students who choose to enter the workforce immediately may experience problems, too, as issues such as lack of social skills and trouble with anger management may affect their ability to perform their jobs effectively. 

Therefore, from a short-term perspective, students will be better equipped to complete their mainstream classes. In the long-run, this program will enable them to be more productive members of their community and society at large.
Goals and Objectives:

Goal 1: To enable alternative school students to be more successful in their mainstream

classes by providing them with an educational and therapeutic group experience.

Goal 2: To reduce the number of recurring alternative school students. 

Objectives: 

Increase awareness/ understanding of self and situations that are problematic 

       (short-term)

Increase knowledge of alternative ways to respond to problems (short-term)

Increase application of new knowledge (long-term)

Increase academic self-efficacy  (long-term)

Increase social self-efficacy (long-term)

Program Description/Implementation:

Stakeholders: The primary stakeholders in this program will be the school administration. This includes the principal, assistant principal, superintendent, and other officials with an interest in the success of the program. Teachers will play a role, as well. Also, if the alternative school is not located in the original school building, it is important to consult with faculty and staff that are within the alternative school building because they will be more familiar with that particular 
school culture. Finally, it is critical that the school counseling staff be involved throughout the process as they are the most knowledgeable and skilled in this particular area.

Participants: This is a hypothetical project and, therefore, we are assuming that the pilot alternative school is small, with enrollment numbers of around 50 students. The project is based on an existing alternative school that currently serves approximately that many students. All students, upon beginning the alternative school curriculum, will be required to complete the program in order to earn their credits. Typically, these are students who are deemed “at-risk” of dropping out of school. 

Project Goal(s): To enable alternative school students to be more successful in their mainstream classes by providing them with an educational and therapeutic group experience and to reduce the number of recurring alternative school students. 

Outcomes:

Increase awareness/understanding of self and situations that are problematic 

Increase knowledge of alternative ways to respond to problems 

Increase application of new knowledge.

Increase academic and/or social self-efficacy.

Activities:

Individual assessment with counselor/assignment to a group

Group discussions

Guest speakers

Educational worksheets/lessons to learn new behaviors

Location: Once again, because this is a hypothetical situation, we are assuming that this alternative school exists in a separate building. Therefore, the groups will be conducted in this building.

Duration: Groups will meet once a week for a length of 9 weeks. Once this cycle is complete, a new set of groups will begin. This is intended to be an ongoing experience.


Resources: In order to succeed, this program will need support and involvement from the administrative staff, school faculty, and the alternative school counselor/group facilitator. Also, funding will be required to purchase necessary materials.

Expected Outcomes: (See Outcomes Above)

Program Evaluation Plan:

Goals: To enable alternative school students to be more successful in their mainstream 

classes by providing them with an educational and therapeutic group experience and to reduce

the number of recurring alternative school students.

Assessment Plan: The activities in my assessment plan are as follows: an individual assessment with the counselor, group discussions, guest speakers, and worksheets/lessons. The process measures I will be using are facilitator observations (on-going), comment cards (after the guest speaker), and surveys (at the beginning and end of the nine weeks). The goal of on-going facilitator observations is to track what noticeable changes, if any, occurred and when they occurred. Comment cards will be distributed after the guest speakers to determine how engaged students were in the presentations and what memorable points of interest they will retain. Finally, the surveys are intended to measure change in attitude and will be administered at the beginning of group as well as at its termination. 

Outcomes that will be measured include: increase of knowledge, increases of self-efficacy, and increase of self-awareness. The outcome measures are pre/post test (beginning and end of nine weeks), self-efficacy scales (beginning and end of nine weeks), and student interviews (end of nine weeks). The goal of the pre/post test is to show that participation in the groups lead to an increase in knowledge of a particular, relevant subject such as study skills. The self-efficacy scales will be administered in the initial meeting with the counselor as well as upon termination of the group and will show if there has been an increase in the student’s overall confidence level. Finally, student interviews will be conducted upon completion of the group in order to collect feedback on the experience.  

Description and Responsibilities of the Evaluator(s): The primary evaluator will be the counselor who is facilitating the groups. He/She will be monitoring the students for evidence of the new, desired behaviors through out the course of the groups. The counselor will also be the one issuing pre/post tests, reviewing the comment cards, etc. It will be up to this individual to ensure that these measures are used appropriately.

Informal feedback may come from other faculty or staff members who report noticeable changes in behavior or skill level in the students.

Baseline data (needs assessment): My needs assessment found information to support the necessity of this type of program. As discussed in my literature review, few alternative school programs examine the issues that are preventing the students from succeeding in their regular classes. Examples of these issues could be attendance issues, behavior problems, lack of effective study or testing skills, and so on. As a result, many students complete their courses in alternative school and return to mainstream classes only to find that these problems persist. 

A study by Elizabeth D. Fulton sheds some light on why many students feel disconnected in their mainstream classes. In School Factors that Contribute to Student Disengagement: Perspective of Alternative School Students, Fulton interviewed ten students who had left their regular classes and, eventually, graduated from alternative schools. Among other interview questions, Fulton asked “What were the negative outcomes of student disengagement?” (Fulton 2007) Notably, negative outcomes of student disengagement were “low self-concept, stressful home relationships, general disappointment, and disrupted friendships.” (2007) These are issues that group counseling could help to alleviate. My program would help students to establish concrete relationships, allowing them to feel engaged again and giving them a sense of belonging to a unique network of their peers. 

Formative/Summative and Qualitative/Quantitative Procedures: As indicated above in my description of the assessment plan, some measures will be formative (ongoing) while others will be summative (given at the termination of the group). Also, I noted that I will be using surveys and other quantitative measures in combination will self-report interviews and facilitator evaluations, which would yield qualitative data.

Evaluation of the goals: For my first goal, enabling students to be more successful in their mainstream classes by providing them with an educational and therapeutic group experience, the counselor will conduct follow-up interviews with the former group members and their teachers to determine how they are doing now that they are back in their regular classes. The counselor will also look at grades, office referrals, and other quantitative data to gauge how well they are re-adjusting.


For my second goal, reducing the number of recurring alternative school students, the counselor will examine the alternative school enrollment data regularly to determine how many students, after completing the program, are returning to alternative school. Although it is expected that some of the students will return, the hope is that over time the number will decrease considerably.  


Because this is a hypothetical scenario, the specific evaluation requirements of the agency are unknown. However, it is safe to assume that communication with fellow teachers and counselors would play a large role in evaluating the effectiveness of the groups because these individuals will be the ones to notice a difference in both classroom and overall behavior.

Management Plan:


The principal and superintendent of the school will oversee the initial phase of the project, ensuring that it is organized and executed appropriately.

The alternative school counselor will handle the day-to-day business of the project. This individual will be in charge of coordinating and facilitating the groups. The counselor will communicate regularly with the regular school counselors as well as faculty in order to stay informed of the status of the students who have completed the program, current participants, and those with enrollment pending. At monthly staff meetings, the alternative school counselor will be prepared to update the principal, superintendent, and fellow staff on new developments and points of interest that relate to the program.

Emily Brown, a graduate student at Purdue University and the program designer, will be available throughout the first year of implementation to offer on-going direction and guidance in order to promote the success of the program.  

Budget Narrative:


In considering the budget for the program, it is important to begin with the basics. To facilitate the group, the counselor will need to purchase curriculum books. These books include lessons, worksheets, and additional ideas for activities. A series of these books will cost approximately two hundred dollars. The books can be re-used and, therefore, this payment will only be made once.


Next, materials for students must be taken into consideration. This program is designed to serve up to 100 students per year. The students will need binders and folders to organize their worksheets and handouts. The total cost of binders will be about three hundred dollars each year. The cost of the folders will be about fifty dollars per year. Students will also need notebooks for some of the group activities. The total cost of notebooks will be about three hundred dollars per year. Finally, students will need access to markers occasionally. It is not necessary to purchase a box of markers for every student. Instead, ten boxes of markers will be purchased the first year of the program. The cost of the markers will be around fifty dollars. This amount will be allotted for markers every year from then on, but the full amount may not always be needed as some boxes of markers will carry over.  

Integrated Summary:


In conclusion, this proposal has demonstrated that psychoeducational/counseling groups for students are a cost-effective and beneficial way to help students in need. The research indicates that these groups do make a lasting impact. Implementing this program will lead to improved self-efficacy among students, which will result in greater academic achievement and, ultimately, more productive members of the community. 


In order to understand my passion for this population, some background information is necessary. While working as a child/adolescent outpatient case manager, I was shocked by the apathy of the students. It was during this time that I realized students need to be challenged more in the alternative school environment.


Also, I have had the pleasure of facilitating groups for students at a number of area high school and junior high school settings. I have seen first-hand that these groups truly can make a difference to students in need. For these reasons, I feel I am uniquely qualified to lead this project. 
In order to make this happen, funding will be necessary to provide these students with materials such as notebooks, binders, and folders. This seems a small price to pay to change the lives of these students.


Instead of sending these students a message that it is okay to give up, let us show them their academic success is a priority for us. If we do this, eventually it will become a priority for them as well.
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Budget

Materials for counselor/group facilitator:

Curriculum books








$200

(First Year Only)

Materials for students:

Binders ($3.00/each)








$300

Folders ($.50/each) 








$50

Markers ($5.00 per box) 







$50

Notebooks ($3.00/each) 







$300

Total Expense for First Yyear:






$900

Total Expense for Subsequent Years:






$700

Logic Model

Program Title:

Learning Our Alternatives: New Ways of Responding to Problems

Goal 1:

To enable alternative school students to be more successful in their mainstream classes by providing them with an educational and therapeutic group experience.

Goal 2:

To reduce the number of recurring alternative school students. 

Objectives:

Increase awareness/ understanding of self and situations that are problematic (short-term)

Increase knowledge of alternative ways to respond to problems (short-term)

Increase application of new knowledge (long-term)

Increase academic self-efficacy  (long-term)

Increase social self-efficacy (long-term)

Assumptions:

Providing alternative school students w/ group experience will increase knowledge and self-awareness.

Increased knowledge and awareness will lead to an increase in self-efficacy and positive behaviors.

Increased positive behaviors will lead to more success in mainstream classes and a reduced number of recurring alternative school students.

Contextual Factors:

If there is no alternative school counselor, an outside source will have to be recruited to lead the groups.

Schedules may conflict, making it difficult to include all students in the necessary groups.

Logic Model Cont’d

	Inputs/Resources
	Activities
	Outputs
	Outcomes
	Impacts

	Funding


	Individual assessment w/counselor and assignment to a group
	# total students
	Increase awareness/ understanding of self and situations that are problematic (short-term)


	To enable alternative school students to be more successful in their mainstream classes.

	Students
	Group discussions
	# groups
	Increased knowledge of alternative ways to respond to problems (short-term)

	

	Alternative School Counselor/Group Facilitator


	Guest speakers
	# of students in each group
	Increase application of new knowledge (long-term)


	To reduce the number of recurring alternative school students

	Volunteers
	Educational worksheets/

lessons to learn new behaviors 
	# of group sessions
	Increase academic and/or social self-efficacy  (long-term)


	

	Administrative Staff and Faculty


	
	
	
	


Emily R. Brown

610 South Street, Apt. 5

Lafayette, IN 47901

Phone: (765) 299-2753

erbrown@purdue.edu
Personal Information

Date of Birth: January 24th, 1983

Place of Birth: Lafayette, IN

Citizenship: U.S. Citizen

Gender: Female
Employment History

Purdue University
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