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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

Introduction

According to the National Center for EducationtiStecs approximately 1.3 million
American high school students failed to graduaté wieir class in 2010 (NCES, 2010). This
statistic accounted for 30% of the eligible studemho should have graduated that school
year, while the Averaged Freshman Graduation Ref6&R) indicated that 25% of all high
school freshmen never completed high school (N@B$0). In addition, the non-completion
rate varied by state and was reported to be asasgl9% in Nevada to as low as 10% in
Wisconsin (NCES, 2010). The basic profile of studevho drop out of high school also
varied according to demographics, gender, and Famreexample, across all reporting states,
males were more likely to drop out than females, Biacks and Hispanics were less likely

to complete high school than were their White cerpdrts (NCES, 2010).

Researchers have found defining the extent of dnegout” phenomenon difficult
because statistics have varied from state to Sthie.variance has been due to differences in
defining what constitutes a high school “dropow’veell as to differences in measurement
and reporting methods (NCES, 2010). The Common Gbata (CCD) has categorized a
“dropout” as a student who was enrolled duringveegischool year, but did not graduate and

was not enrolled at the beginning of the followsaipool year (NCES, 2010). Some states



have used the CCD definition, while other stateseldefined a “dropout” as anyone who left
school without a high school diploma or as anyvidiial who earned some type of

alternative certification such as a GED.

In addition, the CCD currently measures and repbrese types of “dropout” rates:
event, status, and cohort (NCES, 2010). The ewetdescribes the percentage of students
who drop out of school each year. It is the actushber of students who dropped out during
a given grade in school divided by the number efishts who enrolled in that same grade at
the beginning of the school year. The status raasures the percentage of 16 to 24—year-
olds who are not enrolled in school and who havwecampleted high school, while the
cohort rate measures the percentage of freshmermatesuccessfully graduated by the end

of their senior year (NCES, 2010).

Regardless of how “dropout” is defined, the repytmethod, or the statistical
breakdown, the fact remains that an unacceptabtéacuof adolescents are leaving school
each year without a high school diploma. This gsitical issue that can negatively affect an
individual's quality of life. Adolescents who leagehool without a diploma face a number
of detrimental life outcomes including bearing gegorative label of “dropout.” As adults,
they often deal with issues of chronic unemploynad frequent job transitions. In
addition, the income gap between high school graduand non-graduates continues to
widen as employers demand higher skills, jobs regucreasingly higher levels of technical
training and outsourcing forces global competifienemployment opportunities (Levin,
Belfield, Muennig, & Rouse, 2007; Rumberger, 200khlage & Rutter, 1986). The income
gap between high school graduates and non-gradaate$ 2006, was estimated to be

approximately $10,000 per year (U.S. Bureau ofGkasus, 2006). High school “dropouts”
2



also are prone to have poor health, including mémalth issues such as depression and
anxiety. They are also less likely to have healurance and, therefore, lack access to
adequate health care. They are more likely toiliygoverty and to become incarcerated.
They may require public assistance and, conseguyentist negotiate the stigma attached to
“being on welfare.” In addition, as socially diserichised individuals, they are less likely to
vote or to participate within their communities ¢@inger & Lee, 2001; Levin, Belfield,

Muennig, & Rouse, 2007; Rumberger, 2011).

Just as “dropout” statistical measurements andrtieganethods have varied, so has
the research into this phenomenon. From my revietweoliterature, | concluded that this
research generally takes one of three approachesiirst approach focuses on the individual
characteristics of the student such as person&bbawand, academic history, and school
behavioral history. This is often referred to dblame the victim” approach. Unfortunately,
this approach marginalizes the already marginalamimescent and is used to justify
inequality by finding defects in the victims ratliban by considering the role that
inequitable social forces may play in shaping thetumstances and choices (Bryk & Thum,
1989; Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Deschenes, Cuban,a&HK,\2001; Fine, 1991; Givens, 2007;
Lee & Burkam, 2003; Mclnerney, 2006; Rumberger,2ZMyan, 1971; Wehlage & Rutter,
1986). The second approach shifts the blame oatlitivnal school organizational
characteristics such as size, location, resoupm#gjes and practices (Bryk & Thum, 1989;
Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Deschenes, Cuban, & Tydul] 2l ee & Burkam, 2003;

Mclnerney, 2006; Rumberger, 2001; Wehlage & Ruft8B86). The third approach examines
push factors (school characteristics), pull facfordividual characteristics), and the possible
interaction between the two (Bergeson, 2006; Bsa&l&®enzulli, 2011; Darling-Hammond,

3



2006; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; Lan & Lathj&@003; Jordan, Lara & McPartland,

1996; Rumberger, 2012; Stearns & Glennie, 2006 dvgalosen, 2007).

All three of these approaches provide valid insgbtthe phenomenon as well as
adding significantly to the growing body of reséar€urthermore, these approaches
demonstrate the complexity of the processes ingbinvéhe non-completion of high school.
McGregor and Mills (2013) concluded, “Early schéedving may be the result of highly
individualized circumstances, but research ind#tat it is usually the consequence of a
complex mix of factors” (p. 844). Rarely is onlyeofactor involved. Instead, combinations
of factors appear to shape the “dropout” process1(R.989; Rumberger, 2011; Smyth,
2004; Smyth & Hattam, 2005; Te Riele, 2006). Mu€khes research, however, tends to
focus on the fixed and tangible characteristicsdividuals and of schools, while the
possible relationship between dropping out andli@nating traditional school climate
(defined here as the absence of student percepifaae and belonging) merits further
exploration (Bryk & Thum, 1989; Cassidy & Bates080Lee & Burkam, 2003; Pellerin,

2005; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).

One proactive response to the “dropout” phenomérasnbeen the proliferation of
alternative schools in the U.S. These schools gaueed “increased acceptability and
respectability” in spite of the fact that theréligle unanimity” as to what constitutes an
alternative school (Aron & Zweig, 2003; Gable, Bek & Evans, 2006, p. 6-7). The term
“alternative” has been applied to every educati@miity from charter schools, court schools,
detention schools, magnet schools, day treatmenéeise residential schools, alternative
learning centers and second chance schools (QuiRnt&erford, 1998; Fitzsimmons

Hughes et al., 2006). In 2002, the U.S. Departroé&iducation defined an alternative
4



education school as a “public elementary/seconsiengol that addresses needs of students
that typically cannot be met in a regular schoodymle nontraditional education, serves as
an adjunct to regular school, or falls outsideaaegories of regular, special education, or
vocational education” (U.S Department of EducatB02, p. 55). In spite of this national
effort to clarify what is meant by alternative edtion, the individual states continue to adopt

their own definitions of alternative education (Q@uj 2006).

Although the field of alternative education hakkd a common definition, the
tremendous growth in the availability of these dbeeprograms highlights the continuing and
ongoing demand for alternative approaches to toadit education. In 1994, Raywid
discussed three approaches to alternative educatianfirst approach involved the creation
of an innovative school setting designed to be mesponsive than a traditional school to
the needs of individual students. The second appreas the voluntary placement of
students to an alternative setting as a “last adfappportunity prior to suspension or
expulsion from school. The final approach encoulagandatory placement in remedial
schools for students in need of academic, emotiamal/or social rehabilitation. More
recently, Fitzsimons Hughes et al. (2006) identifieree types of alternative educational
programs based on specific student characterigtygse one settings were designed to serve
gifted or advanced students, special educatiorestsdand students with substance abuse
issues as well as those who were pregnant or haddy problems. Type two settings were
geared toward students who exhibited serious diseiproblems and type three settings
provided therapeutic environments for students s@hous emotional or behavioral

problems.



The Oklahoma State Department of Education an@®#lahoma State Legislature
worked to develop alternative schools that wer@nary and non-punitive in nature. The
Oklahoma Department of Alternative Education enagad and rewarded school districts
that developed and maintained a non-punitive, dobfochoice model. Currently, alternative
schools in Oklahoma are encouraged to provide progiuilt on 17 research-based

components (70 O.S. 1210-568). These componeritgimthe following:

e Small student-teacher ratio (15-1 recommended)

e Appropriate structure, curriculum, interaction, aethforcement strategies for
effective instruction

¢ Intake and screening process

e Highly qualified teachers

e Teachers with skills and experiences compatibleviank with at-risk youth

e Collaboration with state and local agencies

e Curriculum aligned with state standards

e Individualized instruction

e Clear and measurable program goals

e On-site counseling and social service components

e Individual graduation plans

e Life skills instruction

e Opportunities for arts education

e Annual budget

e An evaluation component including self-evaluation



e Service to students grades 6-12 who are mostlatfisot completing high

school

e Extra-curricular activity opportunities

The alternative program that is the focus andrsgttf the current study strictly adheres to
this model and consistently receives exemplary mgskin each of these 17 categories
during the annual program evaluation process. Batihe adolescents who participated in
this study left traditional school settings, atteddhis alternative high school and

successfully earned their high school diplomas.

Formal Statement of the Problem

Each year within the last decade, approximatelytbind of all American high
school students failed to graduate from traditidngh school. State departments of
education, school districts, educators, researchassness leaders, and policy makers
continue to grapple with possible solutions to fimsblem. Typically, many of these
educational and political leaders explain the “dna) phenomenon by blaming individual
risk factors (Bryk & Thum, 1989; Cassidy & Bate®08; Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack,
2001; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Mclnerney, 2006; Rumbergé01; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986),
by blaming the schools (Bryk & Thum,1989; CassidBé&tes, 2005; Deschenes, Cuban, &
Tyack, 2001; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Mclnerney, 2006ntberger, 2001; Wehlage & Rutter,
1986), or by blaming push/pull factors and/or thieiaction between the two (Bergeson,
2006; Bradley & Renzulli, 2011; Lan & Lanthier, Z)@ordan, Lara, & McPartland, 1996;

Stearns & Glennie, 2006; Wald & Losen; 2007).



Recent research, however, suggests that schodlteliomaracteristics, such as
student perceptions of care and belonging, powepanilege, may be related to
marginalized adolescents leaving traditional sclpoimr to graduation (Cassidy & Bates,
2005; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Eccles et al., 199&rBrock & Kiefer, 2010; Fine, 1991;
Finn, 1989; Osterman, 2000; Pellerin, 2006; Ruméer2012). Some researchers suggest
traditional high schools might increase their effemess if they were transformed into
communities of care and support for all adolesgdntsespecially for marginalized youth
(Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 20Hargreaves, Earl, & Ryan, 1996;
Schaps, Battistich & Solomon, 1996; Solomon etl#196; Solomon, Battistich, Kim &
Watson, 1997). Unfortunately, some traditionalosth may neglect the affective needs of
students (Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Deschenes, Céb@gack, 2001; Noddings, 1992;
Osterman, 2000). Instead, the focus on individoabksid competition within the traditional
school setting may contribute to student experigmééisolation, alienation, and
polarization” (Osterman, 2000, p. 324). A crititahs is a promising framework to examine
marginalized adolescents’ perceptions of care ahohlging, power and privilege within

traditional high school.

From a critical standpoint, public schools do notdtion in a vacuum. They are
historical and social institutions and, as such,rast neutral environments, but rather
microcosms of broader social and political foro&gple; 2004; Arnowitz, 2009; Fine, 1991;
Giroux, 2009; Kincheloe, 2006; Thomas, 2006; Maal,&2009; McLaren, 2007; Willis,
1977). School accountability and individual resgibility, the current neoliberal and
neoconservative euphemisms for blaming public sishaxad blaming the individual, have
become the new mantra for many educational poliagers in which schools and

8



adolescents are held accountable to keep up wetbktdius quo or be left behind (Arnowitz,
2009; Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 2@i8oux, 2009; Heilig & Darling-
Hammond, 2008; Hursh, 2007; Kincheloe, 2006; Mategy 2006; Noddings, 2004). The
student who attends traditional high school prejgumrd with dominant social capital may be
sufficiently agile, both academically and sociatty deal successfully with individual
accountability demands. In addition, the acadeliyiead socially agile student may receive
measures of care and belonging, power and privilgtien the traditional high school
context that assist him or her along the path &lgation. Whereas, marginalized
adolescents, who come to school without dominaciaoapital, may struggle to navigate
successfully through traditional high school. Titaalitional school establishment may view
these youth as an “inconvenience” and deny themalegaasures of care and belonging,
power and privilege. As a result, these “inconvehi@uth” may choose to leave high school
prior to graduation. Furthermore, in so choosihg, marginalized adolescent may be
expressing implicitly or explicitly a form of resice to the reproduction of inequitable

social relations within the traditional high scheohtext (Fine, 1991; Ogbu, 2003, 2008).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to critically andagpectively explore six
marginalized adolescents’ traditional high schogleziences with and perceptions of care,
belonging, power and privilege. This study examindxt care and belonging looked like to
these youth as students within a traditional higiosl and whether these two constructs
were related to power and privilege. In additidms study explored how power and privilege
were reproduced within that traditional high scha®lell as the manner in which resistance

and power related to the study participants’ deai$o leave that environment prior to
9



graduation. Patton (2002) concluded that “purpasédeg analysis” (p. 434). Therefore,
purpose is the “what” and the “why” of an investiga and should drive not only the
collection of data, but also the analysis, therpritation, and the final representation of the
data. Kvale (1996) recommended that researchetsa’§kohow to analyze...before the
answers to the “what” and the “why” of an investiga have been given” (p. 278).
Consequently, in order to clarify the purpose atwps of my research, | defined the “what”
of this study as the critical exploration of theastvucts of care and belonging, power and
privilege within a traditional high school contektough the eyes of six marginalized former
students. | defined the “why” of this study as giyvoice to these marginalized youth

through the representation of their traditionahhsghool experiences.

Research Questions

Stake (2006) recommended organizing a multicas®y/ssuch as this one, around at
least one research question with several otheilgesguestions. He also proposed that with
a multicase study, researchers should not orgaimézmdividual cases around the main
research question(s), but rather should organidesardy them separately. He referred to the
research questions governing the individual caséssues” (p. 9). For the purposes of this
multicase research study, | proposed one reseakstign supported by four sub-questions
or “issues” to guide the analysis for each indiabcase within this dissertation. | developed
the central question at the heart of this studyatdroad in scope with the intent of

generating thick, rich descriptions from my studytgipants.

The sub-questions narrowed the focus of this iyguhile still leaving the

guestioning process open. All of the research questvere open-ended without reference to

10



any particular theory or literature and a “whatdahow” format was used to “convey an
open and emerging design” (Cresswell, 2009, p..1d@)goal as the researcher was to
remain open to “the subtleties of unexpected imited (Stake, 2006, p. 13). Stake (2006)
emphasized that “too much emphasis on originalarebequestions and contexts can distract
researchers from recognizing new issues when tmeyge” (p. 13). Adhering to Stake’s
advice, | tried to find a middle ground betweendaranticipating” and “overanticipating”

the perspectives of my six research participantggp

Research Question:

1. How were marginalized adolescents’ perceptidrtaie and belonging, power and
privilege within the traditional high school conteglated to their decision to leave that

environment prior to graduation?

Sub-Questions:

1. What did care and belonging look like through maafized adolescents’
retrospective perceptions of the traditional highaol environment?

2. How did marginalized adolescents’ retrospective@gtions of care and belonging in
traditional high school relate to power and prigé€

3. Based on marginalized adolescents’ retrospectiveepdons, how were constructs of
power and privilege reproduced within the tradiéibhigh school context?

4. Based on marginalized adolescents’ retrospectiveep&ons, how were resistance

and power related to the decision to leave thettoa@l high school?

11



Theoretical Perspective

Crotty (1998) described epistemology as the thebinowledge (how we know
what we know) and theoretical perspective as thiegdphical stance used to inform one’s
methodology. | choseonstructionisnas the epistemological foundation upon which |
supported my theoretical perspectoréical theory. Crotty (1998) defined constructionism
as the belief “that all knowledge, and therefotemneaningful reality...is contingent upon
human practices, being constructed in and outtefaction between human beings and their
world” (p. 42). Critical theory, having evolved frothe critical tradition, acknowledges the
social construction of meanings, while at the séime remains deeply suspicious of
culturally-derived meanings. Crotty (1998) notedittéritical theory “emphasizes that
particular sets of meanings, because they have egameéeing in and out of the give-and-
take of social existence, exist to serve hegemiotécests” (p. 59). Hegemonic interests
skew socially constructed meanings toward the samdgarticular power structures, toward

the resistance of social justice, and toward pramgaand maintaining oppression.

Critical theory is a method of inquiry that actiyehallenges the status quib.
situates research in terms of conflict and oppoessielebrates voice, promotes liberation
and strives to bring about consciousness-raisinigsanial change. Most scholars credit Karl
Marx with having “laid the foundation” for modernitecal thought (Crotty, 1998, p. 115).
Marx (1843) defined critical theory as “the sel&afication of the struggles and wishes of
the age” (p. 209). This definition acknowledged g@cial movements and conflicts are
products of the time periods in which they occuar¥applied Hegel's dialectic (thesis,
antithesis, synthesis) to class struggles in aexplain how social conflict inevitably leads

to social and political change. This social anddmisal philosophy came to be known as
12



dialectical materialismWithin this philosophy, Marx proposed that realtiare related
through complex interactions with one another drad these interactions lead to a state of

constant conflict. Conflict, in turn, leads to clgan

When | examined the realities of the traditionghschool environment featured in
this study through a Marxian lens, | noted the clexmteractions between school climate
characteristics and the individual characteristicsarginalized students. Conflicts between
the two abounded. In fact, the functional realibésnany traditional high school
environments such as the one studied may workailectical opposition to the care and
belonging needs of marginalized youth. Furthermorarginalized students, when excluded
from power and privilege, may drop out of high saha an act of resistance toward

unequal, contextual power relations.

| aligned my epistemology, theoretical perspectare methodology in order to
achieve conceptual fit in research design (Koraagjuerg, 2009). | drew on Patton’s (2002)
definition of orientational qualitative inquiry iwhich “the ideological orientation or
perspective of the researcher determines the ficugjuiry” (p. 129). Critical theory
oriented the focus of this dissertation as casgystesearch that is fundamentally political
and focused on effecting change. My hope is thatdissertation will contribute to the
depths of emancipatory knowledge within the fiedflslropout research and marginalized
youth, as well as to social justice discoursegjdgumenting the voices and experiences of
marginalized students through the context of aticahl high school (Madison, 2012). .
Ultimately, my goal was not “to revise, and ameat] repair deficient children” (Ryan,
1971, p. 61). Instead, my intent was to illumiride atmosphere and operations of a

traditional high school through a critical lensoirder to explore the possibility that perhaps
13



the true deficiency lies in the manner in which gnaalized youth are treated at school and

not in the youth themselves.

Methodology

This is a qualitative, multi-case study with silividual cases representing each of
the participants. My data collection process cdedisf one interview session with each
participant. My process of data analysis and imegtion was highly conceptual and
involved interview transcription, immersion withtine data, sufficient time, and a systematic
approach as | sorted and coded the data withinrikating themes of care, belonging,
power, and privilege. After writing each partiaipa story in case study form, | created
multiple poetic representations of my data usirgative analytical practices and
performative writing strategies (Conquergood, 198énzin, 2003; Madison, 2012;
Richardson, 1992, 1994). Denzin (2003) proposedpddormative writing enacts as it
describes. Madison (2012) wrote, “Performative mgtconstitutes enactment because it is a
braiding of poetry and reportage, imagination actdiality, critical analysis and literary
pleasure” (p. 223). My goal was to braid my datauch an evocative way as to build an
emotional bridge between the reader and the mdizgagparticipants of this research study
so the reader feels an intimate connection to #negpants as “human beings” and clearly

hears their distinct and individual voices.

Significance of Study

This study is significant in several ways. Firbg tiropout rate is a critical and timely
issue that currently is undergoing intense scrubygtate education officials, school

districts, school administrators, business leagmticy makers, and researchers. Adolescents

14



who fail to finish high school face numerous negatife outcomes. | believe that
understanding and addressing why students leadigidreal high school prior to graduation

is the key to dropout prevention, intervention, aacbvery efforts. Secondly, my intent was
to fill gaps within the research fields of qualiNatinquiry and critical inquiry in this
particular topic area. Smith (2000) proposed thatetritical and qualitative research is
needed in order “to explore how the educationalesgsnay be implicated in reproducing
marginalized youths’ academic failure” (p. 293urthermore, according to Apple (2004),
additional critical perspectives may help to rdiz@and reinvigorate the field of educational
research. Currently, much of the dropout reseasels quantitative methodologies with a
frequent reliance on survey data administered tallsmmbers of students (Balfanz, Herzog,
& Maclver, 2007; Wehlage & Rutter, 1989). In adutit Ellerbrock and Kiefer (2010)
pointed out, “Qualitative studies examining studewite, especially those that focus on
student belonging and care in the high school enment, are not very prominent in
secondary education research” (p. 396 ). Theretpraljtative methodologies, in particular
those authorizing students perspectives, couldsaptdficantly to the exploration of the

“dropout” phenomenon.

My third objective was for this study to add sigeaintly to the body of literature
concerning issues of care and belonging withirtiditional school context. Student care
and belonging needs within the school context amgtigal research topic in education.
These affective needs represent a construct gifiéeesht from most school failure research
that primarily focuses on risk factors (Cassidy &t®s, 2005; Goodenow, 1991). Most of
the research concerning teacher-student relatiasi®den conducted at the primary school
level with few studies examining the importancéoohds between secondary teachers and
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their students (Barber, 2002). In addition, as RI2Z0B) noted, “little research evidence exists
concerning the manner in which school context dmaate may affect students’ sense of
belonging” (p. 342). Finally, my hope is that mgearch will make a meaningful, valid, and
reliable contribution to the existing body of resdaconcerning high school dropouts in an
effort to assist policy makers, school boards, esthdministrators, and school districts in

making future decisions that are responsive taffextive needs of marginalized youth.

Assumptions

Critical theorists, Kincheloe and McLaren (1994fided a set of basic assumptions
for researchers who engage in social criticisnaraphrased these assumptions as a guide to
my research and also provided an explanation df aasumption within the context of my

research:

e All thought is mediated by socially and historigatbnstituted power relations:

0 The labor-power construct mediates power relatwitisin the school context by
ascribing value to students based on their alidityecome laborers, consumers,
and tax payers. Noddings (2005) wrote, “It is arfaf civic mindedness to think
of children as precious resources. We teach theth armal science so as not to
waste our resources and endanger our competitiye iedhe world market” (p.
13).

e Facts cannot be separated from values or ideology:

o The high school graduation rate cannot be sepafaisdthe value or lack of

value this nation places on a high school diploamegducation in general, or on

marginalized youth. The graduation rate cannotdpated from
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neoconservative and neoliberal ideologies that fanoed institutional
accountability on the public education system amd@nal accountability on
public education students. Noddings (2005) argtiedhe real world, children
are too often valued only for their achievementeyhecome resources” (p. 13).
She continued, “A child’s place in our hearts andd should not depend on his
or her academic prowess” (p. 13).

e The relationship between concepts and objectsstable and may be mediated by

the capitalist relations between consumption andytion:

o0 The relationship between schools and studentssghle and is mediated by
labor-power relations through the production ofistuts as laborers and
consumers. Ryan (1971) wrote that this instabiity persist until society
changes the nature of this relationship. He pragdsat “to continue to define the
difficulty as inherent in the raw material—the ciién—is plainly to blame the
victim and to acquiesce in the continuation of ediomal inequality in America”
(Ryan, 1971, p. 62).

e Language is key to the formation of subjective tifau

0 The pejorative language used to describe margetalyputh defines them as
Otherand reproduces social systems of oppression. Mat{2009) provided
examples of labels used to describe “offendingesttaf such as “slow, learning
impaired, unmotivated, troubled, high risk, and &orally disturbed” (p. 264). |
added “disengaged,” “lazy,” “at-risk,” “bad kidsghd “those kids”. The language

used to label “educational misfits” is both pregtivie and explanatory revealing
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“how embedded categorizations and constructiomsffe#rence are” within the
school context (Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001).
e Within any society, certain groups will be priviegjover others creating an
oppression that involves subordinates embracingaagal their social condition:

o Academically and socially agile youth acquire poaed privilege at school
through the social capital they bring with themjlemarginalized youth who
lack adequate social capital, may be viewed atiienient,” and often accept
the absence of power and privilege at school agwal condition. MacLeod
(2009) referred to this process as “school-mediat@tusion” wherein
marginalized youth are schooled into viewing theieseas the “causal agents”
of their own marginalization (p. 16).

e Oppression takes many forms with one being no nmopertant than another:

0 Systems of oppression within public schools mitharse found within society
and are of equal importance. When schools devatggtain segment of the
student population this serves to reproduce thekdevaluation of certain
segments of the general population. Noddings (2606¢luded that when
students claim that school personnel “don’t caitas’ because “they suspect that
we want their success for our own purposes, torambvaur own records, and too
often they are right” (p. 13).

e Mainstream research often unknowingly reproducesttial systems of oppression:

o Dropout research that takes only a “blame themitdpproach or a “blame the
school” approach to the problem only serves tofoete and reproduce social

systems of oppression within our public schools.
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Definition of Terms

Affective Needs:This refers to the emotional and psychological sesdan individual such
as the need to feel cared for and the need to iexuera sense of belonging within a social

group or organization.

Alternative Education: A system of non-traditional schools that offer giaalized youth a
second chance at a high school diploma. In Oklahdmese programs offer small classes,
individualized instruction, on-site support and eseling services, and most importantly,

positive, supportive relationships with caring aslul

At-Risk Youth: This category refers to adolescents who havelargbability of one or
more negative life outcomes such as dropping obigif school. The burden of blame with

this designation is placed on the individual.

Attention Deficit Disorder/Attention Deficit Hypera ctive Disorder: This is condition that
affects children and adolescents and for some @atintie into adulthood. Symptoms are
usually grouped into three categories: inattentityperactivity, and impulsiveness. These
symptoms can occur alone or together. Individuals wWDD/ADHD generally have
problems paying attention or concentrating. They bmeasily bored and have trouble
following directions. They may feel the urge to reaonstantly and not think before acting.

These behaviors can interfere with a child’s aptiit function at school.

Belonging: This term refers to feelings of acceptance andembership within a social
group or organization. Within the school conteXbhging is often associated with

engagement, bonding, connectedness, and attaclibigmey, 2004).
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Care: This is an affective need and refers to a statdtehtion, interest, or concern for
someone else. Cassidy and Bates (2005) portrayemy@s “both a perspective and a
practice” that serves as “a powerful catalyst fosipve social, emotional, and academic
development” (p. 68). Noddings (2005) defined dewen relational perspective. She
emphasized that “an ethic of care embodies a oglaltview of caring” in that both the carer

and the cared-for contribute to the relationshipx{p.

Culture: The practices, values, and beliefs of differentaaroups (McLaren, 2007).

Cultural Capital: The ability of individuals to express their cultusedependent upon the
power they wield as a social group within the beyagbcial context. The more powerful the

social group, the more cultural capital they posgbtcLaren, 2007).

Dominant Capital: This refers to the cultural capital wielded by thecial class in control

of the material and symbolic wealth of society” (Meen, 2007, p. 201).

Hegemony:McLaren (2007) defines hegemony as the maintenahdemination with the
consent of the dominated through consensual sp@atices, forms, and structures. He
wrote that “hegemony is a struggle in which the pdul win the consent of those who are
oppressed, with the oppressed unknowingly particigan their own oppression” (McLaren,

2007, p. 203).

Marginalized Youth: This concept identifies individuals through theslationship with
schooling rather than labeling them as at-risk lgautd in so doing perpetuating the blame
the victim approach. It also recognizes that maigation is a consequence of societal
patterns of injustice and oppression. It is “a piccf the institutions, systems, and

culture(s) we create and sustain” (Smyth et aD02@. 4). Giroux (2009) believed that
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marginalized youth currently are viewed by socegydisposable youth: “An excess to be

contained or burden to be expelled” (p. xiii).

NeoconservatismApple (2001) defines neoconservative ideology asdisire to restore
the dominant culture of the western, white, midclss male through control over the

nation’s knowledge, morals, and values.

Neoliberalism: Giroux defines this ideology as free-market fundataksm (2009). It is
often a critical term referring to the belief irethreeminence of capitalist relations and the
application of competition in all areas of economnl social life including the public school

system. Neoliberals tie educational policy to tkeds of the global market (Apple, 2001).

Power: Social groups hold power through the dominatiosasfial ideological practices and

through ownership of the material and symbolic weaf society.

Privilege: Benefits, entitlements, and power held by individwand social groups through
the acquisition and use of dominant cultural cdpwsalsh (2006) stated, “Schooling rewards
those who already possess dominant forms of clitagtal” and privilege erases race and
class “through the four myths of equal opportunitgritocracy, equality as conformity, and
power neutrality” (p. 232). Privilege affords indivwals and social groups the power to
maintain their privileged status and vice versavé&oand privilege are inextricably linked

within a reciprocal framework.

Resistance: This is an act that rejects social systems afoeyction and oppression. A
critical exploration of resistance poses the qoestis to whether or not student oppositional

behavior is a struggle against marginalizatiors@a manifestation and continuation of the
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student’s own oppression (Darder, Baltodano, & @r2009, Fine, 1991; Ogbu, 2003,

2008).

Social Reproduction: The perpetuation of social relationships and atétuneeded to
sustain and reinforce “the existing dominant ecoicaand class relations of the larger
society” (McLaren, 2007, p. 215). In other wordsstterm refers to the perpetuation of

social class from one generation to another.

Traditional High School: This is a standard 9-12 grade public high schodthé United

States.

Voice: Voice is the method and the manner in which stigleah make themselves “heard”
and seen as “active participants in the world” (dn, 2007, p. 244). McLaren wrote that
student voice is the “constitutive force that botbdiates and shapes reality within

historically constructed practices and relationstspaped by capital (p. 244).

Summary and Organization of Study

This dissertation explored marginalized adolesc¢eaetospective perceptions of their
traditional high school experiences through aaltlens with the intent of developing a
deeper and more personal understanding of theacar&elonging, power and privilege
needs of alienated and disenfranchised youth witterschool context. The participants,
drawn from a pool of former traditional high schetldents, were encouraged to share their
retrospective opinions, experiences, and thoudintaigh the use of open-ended questions
during personal interview sessions. This is a ruatie study organized into ten chapters.
The first chapter provides a comprehensive intraédaanto the high school dropout

phenomenon including pertinent background infororgtthe significance of the study, my
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purpose, an overview of my theoretical perspectivethodology, and procedures, as well as
a critical view of my assumptions. Critical theavgs the lens through which | viewed this
research. The data was collected and findingsrasepted in case study form using data-

driven, performative and ethnographic writing stgaes.

Chapter Il presents a review of the literature ohtopout research specifically
addressing studies that have focused on indivich@lacteristics, traditional school
characteristics, and the interaction between tlwe tiae critical concepts of reproduction,
resistance, and power as well as research intonjpertance of the building of climates of
care and belonging within our traditional publitigols. Chapter Il focuses exclusively on
an in-depth examination of my methodology. Chapitérd/, VI present the individual case
studies of each participant. Chapters VII, VI, pXovide a layered analysis of participant
perceptions of care, belonging, power and privileggpectively. Chapter X presents a study
summary, findings, unexpected findings, and conechssfollowed by implications,

recommendations for future research and a persefiattion.
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CHAPTER Il

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

Social scientists in a number of fields continuentgestigate the high school dropout
phenomenon. They conduct research, administeegsirand write articles and books, yet
seem to be no closer to a solution. This issuedseasing in scope as the middle class
shrinks, as the need for low skill jobs continuedécline, and as income disparities widen.
Researchers use both quantitative and qualitatetbadologies to test theories, to predict
outcomes, to pinpoint contributing factors, to depemodels, to examine processes, and to
attempt to construct a portrait of the dropout gsuang man or young woman (Lee &

Burkam, 2003; Bryk & Thum, 1989; Fine, 1991, Fit891, Rumberger, 2012).

In spite of best efforts, however, this portrameens incomplete. The dropout
phenomenon is too complex to be explained onlyisk/factors and too embedded in
educational policy to be solved solely by appoitigrblame to individuals or to schools.
Therefore, my research looked beyond student amabsaccountability models to the role
that inequitable social and economic forces may plaeproducing and exacerbating the
marginalization of disadvantaged youth within thbal context. | explored the possibility
that these inequalities actively work against taee@nd belonging, power and privilege

needs of marginalized youth. Perhaps students whwtlfeel cared for or experience a
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sense of belonging, power, or privilege at schoelmore like to drop out than are those

whose affective needs are met.

Much of the research into traditional high schatiopouts” focuses on risk factors
that blame individual characteristics, school chtastics, or push/pull factors for failure to
graduate. The first section of this literature esvj tittedDropout Research: The Blame
Game,provides a critical overview of blame-driven drapoesearch. In the second section,
Neoliberalism, Neoconservatism, aoahdscapes of Condemnatidrexamine critical
literature that addresses the manner in which bexal and neoconservative policies may
create landscapes of blame and condemnation wAthierica’s traditional high schools,
thereby increasing the marginalization of alreadygmalized youth (Polakow, 2007, p. 56).
In the third section, I discuss critical theorglature that examines the constructs of
reproduction, resistance, and power within theiti@thl school context. The fourth section,
Care and Belonging &lub High Schoollikens traditional high school to a social club in
which students who hold dominant social capitahgaisy membership, while social capital
deficits exclude marginalized youth from membershiipis section also presents research
supporting the need for creating communities o @d belonging within our traditional
public schools to support marginalized youth whaklsocial and academic agility due to

dominant social capital deficiencies.

Dropout Research: The Blame Game

The term “dropout” is not a new term and was fo@ined in the early 1900s when
only 10 % of males graduated from high school (D&893, 1996). The dropout rate fell

below 50% during the post-war years of the 195flas began to demand higher skill levels
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requiring higher educational attainments (Dorn,3,9996; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986). In
addition, not until the 1960s did being a high sildropout take on pejorative connotations
as psychologists began to associate dropping dhtdeviancy and juvenile delinquency
(Bergeson, 2006; Dorn, 1993, 1996). By the mid-E980ncerned with the individual and
social cost of dropping out, Wehlage and RutteB@)@oncluded that being a high school
dropout was increasingly “tantamount to a deniamployment” (p. 375). The association
between unemployment and high school dropouts moesi as the labor market struggles to
absorb individuals who lack a high school diplorbavin, Belfield, Muennig, & Rouse,

2007; Rumberger, 2001).

Wehlage and Rutter (1986) concluded that muchefrdsearch on high school
dropouts has been based on the desire to findailes, correlates, or motives underlying
the actions of dropouts” (p. 375). Unfortunatehg exclusive focus on these causes,
correlates, and motives, commonly labelis#t factors can place the blame for disadvantage
on “to the individual subjectivities of young peegnd their families (Mclnerney, 2006,

p.5). A preponderance of dropout research focusebese risk factors (Bryk & Thum,

1989; Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Deschenes, Cuban,a&HK,\2001; 1989; Lee & Burkam,

2003; Mclnerney, 2006; McLaren, 2007; Wehlage &tBut1986). Risk factors generally
include characteristics of the student’s sociakiyamund (race, gender, socioeconomic
status, family dynamics) (Bryk & Thum, 1989; Colama966; Ekstrom et al., 1986;
Rumberger, 1995), the student’s academic performégades, test scores, retentions, credit
deficiencies) (Ekstrom et al., 1986; Goldschmidi\&ang, 1999: Rumberger, 1995; Wehlage
& Rutter, 1986), and/or the student’s attitudesief® and behavior at school (attendance,
disciplinary history, suspensions, expulsions) (eses, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001; Finn,
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1989; Smith, 1991; Rumberger, 2001; Wehlage & Ru1i®86). The need for researchers to
understand the individual characteristics of drapaw order to effectively target prevention
and intervention resources is implicit in risk factesearch (Bryk & Thum, 1989).
Nevertheless, this focus on student risk charatiesiand actions as the motivating factor(s)
behind the decision to drop out of traditional hggihool takes a “blame the victim”
approach (Bryk & Thum, 1989; Cassidy & Bates, 20D&schenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001;
Fine, 1991, Givens, 2007; Lee & Burkam, 2003, @8;38cInerney, 2006; Rumberger, 2001,

Ryan, 1971; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).

Fine (1991) criticized dropout literature for obsieg on the “characteristics of
individual students who flee rather than on attiélsuof the schools from which they flee” (p.
22). Furthermore, she discovered an overwhelmmidisturbing societal portrait of the
dropout as a “hopeless and helpless loser” (Fié@11p. 4). Stereotypes of this kind serve to
stigmatize students by portraying them as eithadamically or socially deficient, and
therefore, responsible for their own marginalizatiat-risk terminology perpetuates the
“loser” stereotype and indicates “a locus of conivibhin the student, the student’s family
and the student’s environment” that is as damngig ia misplaced (Givens, 2007, p. 158).
Meanwhile, blaming the student effectively absolgesent ideologies and policies of any
blame or responsibility for the dropout phenomenbme (1991) came to the conclusion
that asking “individual questions about individsaldents” is futile and that what is needed

is a critique of the school organization itself §p.

Dropout research moved beyond individual risk fexctehen some researchers
shifted the blame for student dropouts onto schogdnizational characteristics such as size,

location, resources, and policies and practicegkBrThum, 1989; Cassidy & Bates, 2005;
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Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001; Lee & Burkam; 2003nerney, 2006; Rumberger,
2001; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986). Bryk and Thum (19&89)lored the effect that structural
aspects of school organizations have on studeatssions to drop out. They hypothesized
that structural differentiation such as school sizeulty quality, and curriculum quality
alongside weak normative environments contributerédlems of dropping out. Findings
from Bryk and Thum’s study indicated that schoalistural characteristics are predictors of
dropping out of school. Subsequently, Lee and BurkZ003) examined three school
structural elements. These elements included sdipe| type of school (public or private),
curriculum, and social relations. They concludeaisnts are less likely to drop out of

schools that have strong curriculums and studeptlptions of fewer than 1,500 students.

Some researchers label individual risk factorswulsqut factors, while other
researchers label school risk factors as pushamtibfs. The theory supporting pull-out
factors presumes that students make a choice lbas&dcost-benefit analysis of their
economic interest to remain in or leave schooléggts & Glennie, 2006, p. 31). Family
crises such as financial hardship, a sick paresilxing, pregnancy and parenting also may
pull a student out of school. Theoretically, pulitdactors can consist of any personal
problem or individual characteristic that interfevith a student’s commitment to school
(Bergeson, 2006; Bradley & Renzulli, 2011; Lan &hiar, 2003; Jordan, Lara, &
McPartland, 1996; Stearns & Glennie, 2006; Waldd@én, 2007). On the other hand, push-
out factors often refer to school policies respblesior discharging students from school
such as attendance and discipline procedures (Bamg2006; Bradley & Renzulli, 2011;
Darling-Hammond, 2006, 2008; Heilig & Darling-Hamnth 2008; Lan & Lathier, 2003;
Jordan, Lara, & McPartland, 2008; Noddings, 20Géags & Glennie, 2006; Wald &
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Losen, 2007). Darling-Hammond (2008) concluded tatent high stakes testing and

school accountability policies create conditioret tlhroaden “the means for pushing students
out” ranging from “enforcing zero-tolerance disangl policies, especially on low-achieving
students, to expelling students for attendancelenod, to counseling them out by
encouraging them to enroll in GED programs” (p.. 8)me researchers proposed that push-
out factors frequently interact with pull-out facta@ausing students to drop out (Bradley &
Renzulli, 2011; Lan & Lathier, 2003; Jordan, LagaMicPartland, 2008; Fine, 1991;

Rumberger, 2012; Stearns & Glennie, 2006, p. 31).

Bryk and Thum (1989) determined that some margiedliyouth do benefit from
small schools with supportive environments. Lee Batkam (2003) found students appear
less-likely to drop out of traditional high schoatswhich teacher-student relationships are
consistently caring and supportive. Research nieesplore the way in which traditional
school climate characteristics may affect the nmadgged student (Bryk & Thum, 1989;
Fine, 1991, Lee & Burkam, 2003; Rumberger, 2012hiAge & Rutter, 1986). Rumberger
emphasized the need for a “more comprehensiveateumlel of the dropout process” in
order to understand better the possible effectlodsl processes on a student’s decision to

drop out (Rumberger, 1987, p. 111).

School characteristics, however, should not bédiinto structural aspects such as
size, location, and financial resources, but atsukl include climate issues such as the
extent to which students experience care and belgrad school (Furlong et al., 2003).
Leone and Mayer (2004) defined school climatehagjuality of interpersonal relationships,
“the way in which and degree to which respect ansleration are woven into the daily

fabric of school life, and the overall level ofigtture, meaningful order, and supportiveness
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of the school” (p. 4). School climate, howevenssially defined in terms of the physical and
regulatory environment, and not in terms of a statideneed for membership in a caring,
supportive, and accepting school community (Furlengl., 2003) Therefore, | propose the
value of more research focused on the importanceeefting adolescent care and belonging

needs within our traditional public schools.

Neoliberalism, Neoconservatism and Landscapes of @demnation

The “blame the victim” and “blame the school” apgebes to dropout research fall in
line with neoliberal and neoconservative ideologied hold individuals accountable for
their own disadvantage and schools accountabletdioient failure. Some schools may
reproduce these blame-driven ideologies creatimgliions ripe for student alienation and
turning some classrooms and hallways into “landssa condemnation” devoid of care and
belonging for marginalized youth (Polakow, 20075@). Current reform efforts appear to
have abandoned the social democratic ideologystttaiols should serve democracy and
respect “the humanity of all children,” for a néx@ral agenda that promotes unfettered
capitalism while blaming America’s schools for ‘tfag our businesses and our economy”
(Thomas, 2006, p.109). McLaren (2007) argued “naservatives reject the view that
schools should be sites for social transformatiwh @mancipation,” while neoliberals seem
more concerned with the production of a labor fawd consumers to prop up their free-

market fundamentalist ideology (p. 189).

Many Americans increasingly view poverty and podriavement in school as
aberrations in spite of that fact that they ardnbottegral products of the organization of

economic, cultural, and social life as we know(&pple, 2001, p. 31). In particular, the
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aberrations viewpoint is a construct of the nesiband neoconservative mindset geared
toward personal responsibility and accountabiligple (2001) defined neoliberals as
“economic modernizers” who tie educational polioythe global capitalist market, and the
labor needs and processes of such a market” (plaiportrayed neoconservatives as
primarily interested in a “cultural restoration’athwould establish “tighter mechanisms of
control over knowledge, morals, and values” thronghonal standards and high stakes
testing (Apple, 2001, p. ii). Giroux theorized tim@oliberal and neoconservative policies are
responsible for creating “the conditions that eaaldung people to become either
commodified, criminalized, or made disposable” (@i, 2009, p. xii). Within this
condemning landscape, society increasingly vieasiled adolescents as inconvenient and
portrays them as “kids as trouble, kids as probjeand kids as threatening” (Grossberg,

2005, p. 16).

The ideologies of neoliberals and neoconservatize® merged as both groups
promote national standards and high stakes telstingd on a common culture they view as
requisite to the production of an adequate labarefoApple (2004) defined this common
culture as those western values upheld as sactdsatite dominant group of white, male
conservatives who currently have a strangleholtherformation and the implementation of
educational reform policies. According to Appleistdominant culture of neoliberal, free-
market fundamentalism props up “an economic systewhich profit counts more than
people’s lives and an educational system that.. atéhates millions of children for whom
schooling could mean so much” (p. xxv). The unrehgnconservative focus on rigor,
standards, and accountability serves only to ekaterthe gap between the rich and the poor
and the white and the nonwhite in American soqkiypcheloe, 2006). Meanwhile,
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neoliberal and neoconservative ideologues contioldame the achievement gap on its
victims: the poor, the disadvantaged, and studgfitslor, as well as on the schools that
serve the poor, the disadvantaged, and studestdat Yet, nowhere in the school reform
argument is the case made for addressing the catidesadvantage or the unequal funding

and resources that separate schools, school tistind neighborhoods.

TheColeman Reporgranted legitimacy to the “blame the victim” appbdo
dropout research. This research study explored¢hevement gap poBrown vs. Board of
Educationand involved a two-year study of American schootdated on the assumption
that family background was directly and solely etated to individual student achievement
(Coleman, 1966). Coleman found variations in scloyp@llity and school resources had little
to do with gaps in achievement, whereas sociale&oedomic variations did. He wrote
“Differences in school facilities and curriculumhieh are the major variables by which
attempts are made to improve schools, are...litteed to differences in achievement level
of students” (p. 316). Discounting possible scheftédcts, Coleman placed the blame for
student failure squarely on family background (@we, 1966; Rumberger, 1995; Ryan,
1971). Ryan (1971) strongly criticized tB®leman Repoffior a number of perceived flaws
including Coleman’s failure to address school cten#he attitudes, expectations, and
prejudices of teachers, as well as the qualityreatdre of teacher-student interactions and

relationships.

Some researchers point to The National CommissioBxzellence in Education
report,A Nation at RisK1983), as having laid the groundwork for the leatime school
approach to dropout research and school refornis réport provided the impetus for

current education reforms includiinp Child LeftBehind(NCLB, 2002), “by blaming
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schools for the economic recession of the earlyp89@Hursh, 2007, p. 498). The report
claimed as a nation America had “been committingetrof unthinking, unilateral
educational disarmament” and that American studeets being left behind in the era of
globalization. According to Hursh (2007), this nsetirendered neoliberalism inevitable as
America’s economic focus shifted toward individeatrepreneurism through unhindered
free markets and free trade. In addition, by tyimg global market to public education,
neoliberals positioned education reform as the *salkition to social and economic
inequality” (p. 295). Ultimately, the motivatioonrfeducation reform may not be to improve
existing schools, but rather to blame schoolsHeirtdeficiencies as private markets try to
absorb America’s public school system based ométief that competition will lead to

better schools (Giroux, 2003, 2009; Hursh, 200icKeloe, 2006)

Kincheloe (2006) argued in this age of neolibemaji$Conservative ideologues
engage in “profound doublespeak” in order to coogithe American public that “public
ownership of public schools is a manifestation ghr@ssion while private ownership is the
ultimate marker of freedom” and that school chagcan issue of justice and equality (p. 3).
Meanwhile, the marginalization of children worselu® to the erosion of the long-standing
democratic tradition of the social contract whickgumed that the well-being of America’s
youth was of primary importance (Giroux, 2009) té=&l, “unprecedented greed and
fanatical capitalism” have ushered in a politiga i which marginalized individuals have
become disposable within new landscapes of excaluanal of wealth (Giroux, 2009, p. 1).
The market becomes the focus and academicallyauidlly agile students who “are likely

to rely on their cultural capital” to succeed dt@al and within the labor market become
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valued commodities, while marginalized students wtnoggle to compete become

educationally inconvenient and irrelevant (Hursb)2, p. 507).

Critical Theory: Reproduction, Resistance and Power

Fine proposed the act of dropping out of schoolkhbe reframed as an act of
resistance and of power, as a “strategy for takmgrol of lives fundamentally out of
control” (p. 4). Therefore, when the “inconveniegiduth drops out of a traditional high
school, this act may be a critique of the educatiamstitution, as well as a form of
resistance. The decision to leave an uncaring amgtlgoming environment may represent
an act of power in response to the reproductianexuitable social and economic conditions
within the traditional school context. In a critiédeamework, schools are not neutral
environments and do not operate in a vacuum; theyefore, may actively reproduce social
and economic inequalities (Apple, 2004; Bourdie®&sseron, 2000; Bowles & Gintis,
1976; Giroux, 2003, 2009; MacLeod, 2009; McLared2, Willis; 1977). Inequitable
conditions and the neglect of caring and belongieeds may exacerbate the alienation of

marginalized youth who lack dominant social capatadchool.

Historically, cultural capital and economic capiaé distributed based on societal
divisions of labor and power. Schools reproducsetsocial and economic hierarchies and
accept cultural capital as a natural gift of theialoorder. Bourdieu and Passeron (2000)
equated cultural capital with the dominant socaéglital of the middle class. They theorized
that schools have been standardized to accommtidaigominant capital based on the
assumption that this action would level the edocedi playing field for all children,

irrespective of cultural background. School cudtiaccording to Bourdieu, actually serves to
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legitimize, reproduce, and empower the dominartucelof society while disaffirming the

culture of other non-dominant or marginalized g®({ourdieu & Passeron, 2000).

McLaren (2007) defined culture as the “set of pcast, ideologies, and values from
which different groups draw to make sense of thddiqp. 201). He explained how culture
is inextricably related to who holds power and ¢éavtpower is reproduced in society as well
as in school. High status cultural groups have pdwexpress their shared values and
beliefs through collective strength. These groupsdxdominant cultural capital because
they are the “social class in control of the matfesind symbolic wealth of society”
(McLaren, 2007, p. 201). McLaren (2007) wrote thidture and power interact in three
ways. First, culture is intimately connected toiablsierarchies which produce systems of
oppression. Secondly, culture produces and repesducequal relations of power. Thirdly,
culture is tied to the production and reproductétegitimate knowledge. Furthermore, the
dominant culture is able “to exercise dominatioerosubordinate classes or groups through
a process known as hegemony,” that is throughdhsent of the dominated (McLaren,

2007, p. 203).

Critical educators argue mainstream schooling sagpoherently unjust ideological
and political imperatives that result not only e transmission and reproduction of the
dominant culture, but also in reproducing the donsof labor and ruling class interests
(Apple, 2004; Giroux, 1983, 2001, 2003; Kincheld@)Q7; MacLeod, 2009; McLaren, 2007,
Willis, 1977). The “ruling class” consists of ndm#ral and neoconservative groups who use
hegemonic processes to perpetuate the “blame ¢hiemViand the “blame the school”
approaches to school failure. Within this framewoflsocial injustice, society holds

subordinated groups personally responsible for thhen disadvantage as well as holding
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marginalized youth responsible for failing to mdke grade. This dominant, status quo
culture may have set up some American schoolsltthfaugh underfunding, one-size-fits
all standards, high stakes testing, and the exmiusi marginalized youth. McLaren (2007)
proposed, “Poor academic performance representsindiotdual competence or the lack of
ability on the part of disadvantaged students heitsthool’s depreciation of their cultural
capital” (p. 219). Those students who hold domirsaatial capital have the “symbolic
currency” to spend at school, which grants thentabés to be socially and academically
agile, while marginalized youth have subordinatgaaapital and deficient currency to

spend, which excludes them from power and privilddeLaren, 2007, p. 218).

The reproduction of existing social inequalitiesoatan be found in reform efforts
that have shifted the focus from equitable eduoatiaccess to equitable educational
outcomes (Fine, 1991). This shift moved the blaarestudent failure from pervasive
conditions of inadequate funding, facilities, asddhers to the individual student. Students
who enter school minus dominant social capitalonisally receive a diminished educational
experience, yet bear the blame for being “unabiejtarested, or unmotivated to learn”
(Fine, 1991, p. 26). Fine (1991) argued dropohtaikl be “re-conceptualized as critics of
educational and labor market arrangements” whentheose to leave uncaring and
unwelcoming environments gripped by failure andpdés(p. 4). Fine (1991) concluded that
a student’s decision to exit school “must be read atructural, if not self-conscious,

critique” (p. 14).

In his seminal ethnographlyearning to LaborWillis (1977) did not portray students
as passive agents in the reproduction of capitaiations or as silent victims of the

hegemony of dominant culture. He instead found tt@British working class students he
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studied actively resisted social reproduction hgatng the school’s middle class values and
norms. Unfortunately, Willis (1977) determined #uet of resistance worked against these
students, limiting their ability to break free dkir social class and binding them to the
working class culture. McLaren (2007) concluded thase findings confirm that “social
reproduction occurs with both the willing complianend the active refusal of its own
victims” (p. 228). Willis (1977) argued educatidmosild offer “the prospect of
individualistic, humanistic development...in relatitina promise for greater social equality”
(p. 203). However, in what Willis described ashagpy coincidence,” education appears to
serve two roles at once, that of social equalineérskilled labor force producer (p. 203). He
believed the inherent contradiction within this ifc@dence” encourages education
reformists to blame school failure on studentsViesnment, background, their early

childhood experiences, or their surrounding cult(vgillis, 1977, p. 204).

Social reproduction and resistance theories offaareay of arguments and
theoretical stances. Giroux (1983) critiqued repatithn and resistance theories, arguing
they ignore “the contradictions and struggles thast in schools” and that these theories
“dissolve human agency...and unknowingly provideteonale for not examining teachers
and students in concrete school settings” (p. 296)posited, “Power is never
unidimensional; it is both a mode of domination andact of resistance” at work in
dialectical opposition to each other (p. 290). dhivweless, Giroux (1983, 2001, 2003)
understood that resistance is inherently contradictHe noted although “students were
capable of challenging the dominant ideology ofdbleool, they failed to recognize the
limits of their own resistance” (Giroux, 1983, 84). By dropping out of school, students

effectively cut themselves off from “political asdcial avenues conducive to the task of
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radical reconstruction” (p. 284). Furthermore, stuis who leave school prior to graduation
renounce their “access to knowledge and skills et allow them to move beyond the
class-specific positions of dead-end alienatingitafp. 288). Students need to comprehend
how to exercise the power of critique so they &eat systems of oppression in a manner
that does not render them powerless in the futam@ux (2001) concluded resistance is of
value only when it is aligned with critical thinkjrand reflective action. He proposed that
although schools are sites of social reproductioely can also be sites of social
transformation if educators care enough to armesttgiwith the critical tools to wage the

political battle between the issues of power argiladaetermination (Giroux, 2009).

Care and Belonging at Club High School

As educators we have an obligation “to respond tcocvely to children from all
backgrounds and social conditions” (Wehlage & Rutt886, p. 381). In a democratic
society, school was never intended to be a club @itlusive membership and benefits for
the academically and socially agile student. Initeatd by placing the blame for school
failure entirely on the students or on the schasdsye researchers ignore inequitable social
and economic conditions that may prevent margiadliouth from gaining membership
within the school community. This then effectivefleases educational policy makers from
any shared responsibility. The need to belong withcommunity is foundational to an
individual's well-being. This belonging need mostfulfilled before any other needs can be
met (Maslow, 1962). Furthermore, individuals stjlegn social environments that do not
meet their psychological needs (Eccles et al, 199 3)ismatch between the social and
academic demands of school and the affective nefestadents, such as the need to feel care

and a sense of belonging, may create the conditayrschool dropout. Gable, Bullock, and
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Evans (2006) identified this mismatch between sthtvacture and marginalized youth as

school failure to address gaps in diversity ansbetheadiness. Hargreaves, Earl, and Ryan
(1996) suggested a school as community approaasponse. They proposed, “One of the
most fundamental reforms needed in secondary ¢rdtbool education is to make schools

into better communities of caring and support fouryg people” (p. 77)

Some traditional schools may adopt “organizatigumacttices that neglect and may
actually undermine students’ experience of memigeisha supportive environment”
(Osterman, 2000, p. 323). Some traditional pudiwools, often consumed with neoliberal
and neoconservative policies and practices thahpte individualism and competition at the
expense of community, may pay scant attention tayimalized students’ affective needs.
This neglect may contribute directly to studentexignces of social withdrawal and
alienation (Osterman, 2000). Some adolescents m@ge traditional schools as uncaring
institutions where they feel a denial of membershighin the school community. These
perceptions and feelings may help to construciticedl school as an alienating
environment and may influence the decision to danaipof school. Alienation is the “flip side
of the relatedness coin;” consequently, students @dperience exclusion from the school
community are prone to low motivation, low achiews) and dropout (Croninger & Lee,

2001; Osterman, 2000, p. 343).

Some researchers found that teacher supportisattiv a student’s sense of care and
belonging at school (Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Goode&dsrady, 1993; Ma, 2003;
Noddings, 2005; Osterman, 2000). Teacher suppsteif® social capital by creating
conditions in which caring is enacted, a senseetwiriging is nurtured, and students perceive

that they are valued and accepted within the sabaatext. Conversely, students who do not
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receive teacher support can suffer a low senselatedness within the school context.
Consequently, teachers play a major role in detgngiwhether students experience feelings
of care and belonging within the school commun@ggsidy & Bates, 2005; Ellerbrock &
Kiefer, 2010; Noddings, 2005; Osterman, 2000; SalonBattistich, Kim, & Watson; 1997).
Noddings (2005) argued the need to feel caredsfaruniversal human trait and that it is part
of a reciprocal process. Care must not only bergitbet also must be received. She
concluded, “No matter how hard teachers try to,datbe caring is not received by students,
the claim ‘they don’t care’ has some validity” (Nbbdg, 2005, p. 15). Ultimately, it is the
teacher’s responsibility not only to care for stuide but also to teach students how to give

and to receive care (Noddings, 2005).

Teachers also influence the quality of school retesthips because they establish the
“values, standards, and norms in the classroomtef@sn, 2000, p. 355). Unfortunately,
research consistently establishes that teachass titat students differently based on
characteristics such as race, gender, class,yalaifitl appearance (Altenbaugh, Engel, &
Martin, 1995; Elliott & Voss, 1974; Gamoran & Bed=) 1987; Schwartz, 1981). Students,
who hold dominant social capital or “status differals,” exhibit academic and/or social
agility and consistently experience more positefationships with teachers than do

marginalized students who struggle (Osterman, 200853).

Some organizational practices and policies withuntraditional schools may have a
negative effect on the development of studentsSese@h belonging and community
(Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001; Ellerbrock & Kie2010; Osterman, 2000). Osterman
(2000) wrote, “Many of the changes necessary tsfgatudents’ needs for belongingness

involve drastic changes in the cultural valuespmgrpolicies and practices that dominate
40



schooling, particularly at the secondary level”360). Furthermore, although not all
students experience the same degree of alienattbmuhe traditional school context, both
students and researchers consistently describelsca® alienating institutions (Ma, 2003;
Osterman, 2000). Kincheloe and Steinberg (199 )eatg“Students from subjugated groups
typically feel that they are not a part of the sshmbmmunity, that they don’t possess the

secret knowledge that will let them into that clifp’134).

Positive life experiences, reliable support systeimancial stability, and access to
adequate resources all make up the dominant szagéthl needed for membership within
“club high school.” According to Walsh (2006), solteoften are sites of “cultural
imperialism” in which students who function in thermative sphere of school relations are
granted club membership, while marginalized youthsignated as “other,” are deemed
deficient and relegated to the periphery (p. 28@erica’s public school system may be
structured in a manner that reinforces and rewaidslle-class values, attitudes, and
behaviors, but neglects by omission the disadvaatagd the deprived (Giroux, 2003, 2009;
MacLeod, 2009; McLaren, 2007). This omission seteaginforce the “blame the victim”
approach to traditional high school dropouts. Usditiety addresses the manner in which the
educational system exiles students from the satmoimunity, schools will continue to
reproduce the marginalization of children who aredhomically powerless and who are
disadvantaged by gender and race” (McLaren, 200Z33). This dissertation explores the
possibility that marginalized adolescents’ decidimdrop out may be related to the neglect
of care and belonging, power and privilege needbiwthe traditional high school
environment. In addition, this study proposes thapping out ultimately constitutes “a
strategy for taking control of lives fundamentadiyt of control (Fine, 1991, p. 4)).
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Research Gaps that Limit Knowledge

| addressed four gaps in research that limit oovkedge about aspects of
marginalized adolescents’ traditional school exgreses; qualitative, critical, student voice,
and care and belonging. Some researchers proguestecurrent dropout research is
guantitative heavy with an overreliance on survatadBalfanz, Herzog, & Maclver, 2007).
More qualitative research is needed, in particatdical research, to address the role schools
may play in the reproduction of adolescent margrasibn and student dropout (Ellerbrock
& Kiefer, 2010; MacLeod, 2009; Smith, 2000). Nefitical perspectives also may serve to
stimulate the educational research field (Appl€40In addition, much of the current
dropout research lacks qualitative input from ttelescent’s perspective. Few studies
examine student voice (Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Coatker, 2002; Ellerbrock & Kiefer,
2010, Levin, 2000, Smyth, 2006; Wehlage & Rutt&3d). Wehlage and Rutter (1986)
faulted researchers for discounting the importasfc#udent voice and the reasons students
provide for leaving school. Although some majordsts seek out student opinions, this
information is often treated as “surface data” aadsidered to be less powerful than the
“underlying data” provided by individual charactgits or risk factors (Wehlage & Rultter,

1986, p. 376).

The final gap concerns the lack of research expdoai possible relationship between
school climates of care and belonging and the dropbenomenon. More studies exploring
this relationship are warranted (Pellerin, 20053ller (2002) wrote, “school-based research
on care is limited” (p. 244). She added that mucthe research into care was conducted in
elementary schools or had limited the participémizdults. Barber (2002) also concluded

that much of the research into teacher-studentioakhips focused on the elementary level.
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She suggested more studies focused on this rethipmwere needed at the secondary level.
Furthermore, research into the relationship betvgdatdents’ sense of care and belonging
and school dropout is needed primarily becausspitasents a different construct from
traditional at-risk research (Cassidy & Bates; 2@B8odenow, 1991; Ma, 2003; Noddings,

2005).

Summary

America’s educational establishment is heavilyuaficed by current neoliberal and
neoconservative school reform efforts. These &ffoiten include the reproduction of the
dominant culture’s version of knowledge, the piigation of schools, the silencing of
alternative voices, and the mass production of ex&land consumers who may not question
or disrupt the status quo. Marginalized youth wbandt possess the dominant social capital
needed for academic or social success within #ubtional high school context are
inconvenient. Consequently, school forces often sragpurage them actively or passively to
leave school. Some marginalized youth resist naveatiscourses and choose to leave
traditional school environments they perceive taibearing, unwelcoming, or even
condemning. Fine (1991) concluded when young pewepledrop out are “portrayed as
unreasonable or academically inferior, then thecstires, ideologies, and practices that exile
them systematically are rendered invisible” (p.&)e proposed that in this manner, the
critique inherent in the act of student resistantanifested by walking out the school door is

“institutionally silenced” (Fine, 1991, p. 5).

Giroux (2009) wrote, “It is education that providés intellectual foundation and

values for young people to understand, interrogatd,transform when necessary the world
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in which they live” (p. xii). Critical education#theorists are united in their belief that
schooling is a distinctly political and culturalogess (McLaren, 2007). Therefore, students
need to learn that knowledge and power can shaeenamcipatory relationship, that personal
histories and experiences matter, and that “wleat §ay and do counts in their struggle to
unlearn dominating privileges, productively recoust their relations with others, and
transform, when necessary, the world around th&irb(x, 2009, p. 139). Resistance

within the school context through critical and eetive action can empower the powerless
and transform existing social inequalities andstipes. However, students who attempt to
resist the hegemony of the dominant culture by pliregpout of school may be exacerbating

their own disadvantage by cutting off access torenpatory knowledge and power.

44



CHAPTER Il

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The purpose of this qualitative study was to giwie to marginalized
adolescents to describe their traditional high stke&periences and their perceptions of
care and belonging within that environment. In &ddi these students were asked to
examine their experiences and perceptions in theegbof power and privilege and to
discuss the processes involved in their decisidaawee the traditional high school. |
begin this methodology chapter by describing tlseaech design and exploring the
researcher’s role within that design. The thirdisecprovides comprehensive
descriptions of the sample, the research partitspéime school district, the community,
traditional high school, and alternative high sdhdbe next section details methods and
procedures including sample selection methods, @dkaction, documents, artifacts and
instruments, and data analysis and representatialso discussreative analytic
practicesas a writing strategy and explain the theory baperformative writingand
poeticrepresentatiorof data. The subsequent sections include etharadiderations,
triangulation of data, validity and reliability,gHimitations of the study, and the case

study design.
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Research Design

This qualitative study was positioned as emartoiyaesearch and oriented as a
multicase study. Constructionism provided my episilogical framework and critical
theory was the theoretical lens through which Istarcted my questions, collected my
data, and analyzed my findings. Critical theorymies a philosophy and methodology
that are fundamentally and explicitly political acah serve to change the nature of
engagement (Patton, 2002). This theoretical petispeepresented a deeply influential
orientational framework because it focused on “lawstice and subjugation shape
people’s experience and understandings of the W(rlatton, 2002, p.130). Critical
theorists use research to critique social insting]j to raise awareness, and to explore the
relationship between power and privilege. Stak@®@2@oncurred, “Some researchers
consistently raise social justice issues” (p. The social justice issue | raised with this
research study was student’s experiences with maigation within the traditional high

school setting.

Stake (2000) wrote that case study research ia nwthodological choice but
rather a choice of what is to be studied. He retkto the phenomenon, object, or
condition to be studied as the “quintain” (p. 6helquintain is the starting point for
multicase research and consists of individual calesse cases are units of analysis pre-
determined during the research design stage antietssis for purposeful sampling
(Patton, 2002). As researchers, we study the iddalicases “in order to understand the
guintain better” (p. 6). Well-designed cases shdaddboth holistic and context sensitive
(Patton, 2002). The use of a case study approaghdiitative inquiry is to gather

“comprehensive, systematic, and in-depth infornmétadbout each case or unit of
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analysis (Patton, 2002, p. 447). Stake (2006) cwied, “The case has an inside and an
outside” in that certain features lie within theubdaries of the case while others lie
outside of it (p. 3). Both inside and outside featuhelp to define the structure and the
environments of the case. Stake (2006) determimatcthe researcher must generate a
dynamic portrayal of the case for the reader to lse@ multicase study, “the single case
is of interest because it belongs to a particutdlection of cases” (Stake, 2006, p. 4).
The individual cases share commonalities whilectses viewed as a whole are bound

together as members or examples of the quintaak€S2006).

Patton (2002) offered nine characteristics | usegitvigate my way through the
processes of qualitative inquiry and my case stuoik. To begin, he proposed that
gualitative field work is best conducted by theeaagher and not by a proxy in the
natural setting where the problem occurs. The ahtatting for dropout research is
within the school setting which explains my deaisio conduct my participant
interviews at the alternative high school campugl@ative researchers should also
complete their own interview transcriptions andwoent reviews. Patton (2002) noted
that this process “provides an opportunity to ganersed in the data, an experience that
usually generates emergent insights” (p. 441puhd this to be true as | transcribed,
analyzed, and interpreted each interview. Triaaigoh is another important
characteristic of qualitative research as varigd daurces can provide a thicker, richer
understanding of the phenomenon than can be fosing a single data source.
Therefore, | triangulated student interview datthwdata culled from each student’s
alternative school application form. In additibthoroughly examined each data set for
“participants’ meaning” (Cresswell, 2009, p. 17B)rthermore, because qualitative
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inquiry necessitates an open and emerging desigas Imindful of the appearance of
unexpected patterns and | adjusted and adaptedteryiew questions and prompts
accordingly. The data did not shift, but did gextersub-themes as well as several

unexpected findings.

Cresswell (2009) characterized qualitative inqaisyorientational because it is
perspective driven. Therefore, | looked for thenmex in which the lens of
marginalization, especially within the contextsafe and belonging, power and
privilege, oriented each participant’s understagdind actions within the traditional
high school setting. Furthermore, qualitative imgdunctions as interpretive research as
it involves “interpreting the perceptions of OtHgiGresswell, 2009, p.176). The
interpretation ofthersis rife with the potential for misunderstandingsimterpretation,
and judgment. Self-reflexivity, an important progeselped me to avoid these pitfalls
through the recognition that as a critical researcimy voice is present within the
interpretation and presentation of the data. Mgaesh stance was neither neutral nor
passive as my experiences with and concerns faginaized youth drove the purpose
and structure of this study. Qualitative reseacimductive inquiry is used to discover
“patterns, themes, and categories in one’s datatqR, 2002, p. 453). Using inductive
analysis, | coded my data by building patterns thwethes using open coding strategies.
Finally, qualitative research is organically hatish that it works to “develop a complex
picture of the problem or issue under study” (Onesl 2009, p. 176). My goal as a
gualitative researcher was to paint an evocativkevesll-rounded portrait of marginalized
youth within the traditional high school settingvasll as to provide descriptions of care
and belonging, power and privilege issues withat game context.
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Researcher’s Role

One important initial exercise in qualitative, bigal work is self-reflexivity.
Reflexivity is used to clarify the role of the raseher and to balance researcher,
participant, and audience perceptions, experieragspackgrounds in order to increase
the validity of the collected data. Patton (200&bed, “A credible voice conveys
authenticity and trustworthiness; complete objefstiveing impossible and pure
subjectivity undermining credibility” (p. 494). Aculating researcher “positionality” can
be achieved through the exercise of self-reflexj\ar what Davis (1999) referred to as

the process of turning inward on oneself.

Patton (2002) presented a method of reflexivitydferred to as “triangulated
reflexive inquiry” (p. 495). This form of self-refkivity involves a triangulation between
the self, the participants, and the audience aqulines a thorough awareness of one’s
background, investments, voice, experiences, argkpgons. Pillow (2003) described
this process as developing an understanding oftselfigh “a focus on how does who |
am, who | have been, who | think | am, and howel &fect data collection and analysis”
(p- 176). Madison (2012) developed five centralsgioas to help triangulate the critical
researcher’s positionality between self, partictpand audience. In the following
section, | paraphrased and responded to each guestia guide through the process of

self-reflection:

1. How should I reflect upon and evaluate my own paepantentions, and frames

of analysis as a researcher?
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| have worked in public education both as a traddi high school teacher and as
a traditional secondary school principal. | haverbthe principal of an alternative
high school for the last nine years. My role asl@rnative school principal has
been to serve as an advocate for marginalized yousrder to help them
graduate from high school. My goal as a researchgibeen to continue to
advocate for these youth and to develop a deemrstanding of the reasons
behind adolescent alienation, marginalization, @xatlus from the traditional
high school environment. My intention was to allow research participants to
share their experiences and their voices in oalshéd light on the dropout
phenomenon through an examination of care, belgngiower, and privilege
needs with the traditional high school context.

2. How could I predict consequences and evaluate mymotential to do harm
through my research?
Madison (2012) pointed out that “interpretationdsé great deal of power” (p.
4). The very act of interpreting the experience®tifersis laden with
responsibility and fraught with the possibilitymisunderstanding. Consequently,
| kept in mind what Thomas (1993) had to say alpogitionality; We are
“forbidden to submit value judgments in place aftéaor to leap to ‘ought’
conclusions without a demonstrable cogent thealesicd empirical linkage”
(Madison, 2012, p. 9).

3. How could I create and maintain a dialogue of dmtation in my research

between myself an@ther®
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| recognized that each research subject bringbdrigwn epistemology,
worldview, perceptions, and voice to the collabieeprocess and kept this
positionality in mind in order to avoid ascribirdentities to my research
participants. Brayboy (2000) wrote that reseasladrvays need to be cognizant
of “what it means to be described as ‘real’ as aslivho has the right to define
authenticity or realness” (p. 416). The attentiowaice is also of paramount
importance within a critical framework. Voice refed not only to my own
intentionality, but also to “intentionality and caousness about whose voices
and what messages are represented” (Patton, 20025) Bott (2010) claimed
that authentic voice helps to prevent the constinaif “unequal or hierarchical
power relations in social research” (p. 160). Thees my intent was to give my
participants a platform upon which to share thauthentic voice.” In addition,
because the purpose of my research was emanciphtoag careful to avoid the
trap of speaking “for others in the name of doingd by them” (Gordon, 2005,
p. 280).

4. How was the specificity of each participant’s stoglevant to the broader

meanings and operations of the human condition?

Each participant’s story served as a brushstrokaiiat a broad portrait of the
marginalized student within a traditional high schdhese stories were also
intended to illustrate a possible relationship leswframeworks of social

injustice within our public high schools and broadsues of social inequalities.

5. How could | ensure that my work would make the tgsiacontribution to equity,

freedom, and justice?
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The greatest contribution | hoped to make to squstlce in education through
my research was to present the “authentic voice&agh participant
uninfluenced by my own expectations, assumptiondgsires. In addition, |
must share my findings with the education leadads@olicy makers in my own
school district as well as make them available aocakssible to leaders in other

districts and regions.

Participants
Sample and Context:

The sample for this dissertation consisted of sirer traditional high school
students who graduated from an alternative higlb@cihey were all at least 18 years of
age at the time of the interview for consent pugsasnd included three males and three
females. The adult consent form is located in ApipeB. | followed the appropriate
steps to obtain IRB approval in order to proteettights of my human participants
(Appendix B). Every measure was taken to ensureahédentially and anonymity of all
research participants. All samples were drawn wighpermission of the district
superintendent from an Oklahoma school district $leaves a suburban community
approximately twelve miles from a major metropalitrea. The school district consists
of one high school serving grades 11th-12th, oreemgh serving grades 9th-10th, one
alternative high school serving grades 9th-12tH8"aGrade Center, d"7Grade Center, a
6th Grade Center, and eight elementary schools. §dhiool district also provides a

Virtual High School open to students in all grades.
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The student population of the district, as of tb&é22013 school year, was 9, 282
with 1,187 high school students and 1, 429 mid-isigilents. The percent of the K-12
student population eligible for the free lunch pang is 23% and the percent eligible for
reduced lunches is 6 %. The mid-high has one ipahdwo assistant principals, three
counselors, and 75 teachers. The high school regramcipal, two assistant principals,
three counselors, and 79 teachers. The communitsitg this school district has
experienced 60% growth in the last decade withreentitotal population of 29, 599. The
median age is 32 and 51% of the population is feraatl 48% of the population is male.
The median household income is $62, 867 and theamédme value is $151, 526. The
population is 76.5% white, 6.7% Hispanic, 6.5% Ma#\merican, 2.7% African
American, 1.8% Asian, and 5.5% mixed race. Studentographics mirror that of the

larger community.

Traditional high school refers to a standard pubigh school that serves grades
9-12. Due to larger student populations, high stharce often split between grade levels
so that 9-10 graders attend a mid or intermediate high and2gtaders attend a
senior high. In smaller communities, high schoatlents usually attend school in one
building. Alternative schools in Oklahoma generakyve grades 9-12. The alternative
high school for the district from which the resdasample was drawn opened in 1998
with one teacher and 15 students and currenthyeseaapproximately 120 students per

year with a staff of eight including a principalgaunselor, a secretary, and five teachers.

Methods and Procedures

Participant Selection:
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Qualitative inquiry benefits from an in-depth foafssmall samples purposefully
selected (Patton, 2002). According to Patton, sarsizke in qualitative inquiry is not
based on a set formula. My participant size wadldmaause | was searching for
“depth” of knowledge as opposed to “breadth” of Wiexdge (Patton, 2002, p. 244). |
usedpurposeful samplings the method to select my student research ipanits in an
effort to collect the moshformation-rich case¢Patton, 2002). Patton wrote,
“information-rich cases are those from which one learn a great deal about issues of
central importance to the purpose of the inquip/”430). He proposed that they yield
greater insights and a deeper understanding thamgbarical generalizations. Therefore,
| used intensity sampling within the purposeful ping framework to select participants
who | believed represent intense examples of dii@mavhile students within the

traditional high school setting.

Data Collection:

Qualitative interviewing is predicated on the bieliet the research participants’
perspectives or lived experiences are “meaninghdwable, and able to be made
explicit” (Patton, 2002). My interview strategy widmat of theinformal conversational
interviewwith semi-structured interview guides of predeteraci yet open-ended
guestions (Appendix A). The informal conversation&trview allowed me greater
flexibility and spontaneity to pursue informationtiout constraint. The interviews were
taped and | took notes during the sessions. Thates gonsisted of my thoughts,
additional questions or prompts, participant demedmody language, and expressions.
Patton (2002) defined six types of interview quasdifor qualitative inquiry. These

includeexperiencéoehavior question®pinion/values questions, feeling questjons
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knowledge questions, sensory questianslbackground/demographic questiof®r my
purposes, | used experience/behavior questiongtbperceptions and descriptions of
participant experiences, opinion questions to Gaotlwhat my participanthoughtabout
their experiences, feeling questions to determowe theyfelt about their experiences,
knowledge questions to uncover what thegerstoodabout their experiences and

background questions thsituatedtheir experiences in relation @thers

Although interview guides were used, some questamusprompts changed from
one interview to the next as part of an open anergimg design. Patton (2002) defined
the characteristics of a good question. First,@gguestion should be singular,
addressing only one concept at a time. A good gureatso should be clear and precise,
using vocabulary that makes sense to the intengewmally, a good question should be
neutral and free of value judgments and bias. thtiaeh, the more specific and thematic
the questions, the easier it was to code dataed these characteristics to develop good
guestions for my interview guides in order to gatethe most descriptive and data rich

answers to the following research questions:

Research Questions:

1. How were marginalized adolescents’ perceptionsaoé end belonging, power
and privilege within the traditional high schoolhtext related to their decision to
leave that environment prior to graduation?

a. What did care and belonging look like through maatjzed adolescent’s

retrospective perceptions of the traditional highaol environment?
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b. How did marginalized adolescents’ retrospectiveggtions of care and
belonging in traditional high school relate to powad privilege?

c. Based on marginalized adolescents’ retrospectiveep&ons, how were
constructs of power and privilege reproduced withimtraditional high
school context?

d. Based on marginalized adolescents’ retrospectivesp&ons, how were
resistance and power related to the decision teeldze traditional high

school?

Stake (2006) argued that research questions inltecase study should be
designed as a guide to search for understandinbehived that even when a research
study has been well done, “The research questidhaat be fully answered” (p. 14). He
proposed that instead some assertions could be, madéng questions would need
revision, and new questions would have arisen. ¢tlechthat this might seem like “slim
pickings” to the researcher (p. 14). Stake (20@s)ctuded, however, that the discovery
of “increased familiarity” and “new realizations cdmplexity” were enough to validate a

research study (p. 14).

Documents, Artifacts, Instruments:

The sole instrument for this research study waspem-ended interview guide
(see Appendix A). | also used each participanterahtive school application as a
prompt during the relevant interview session. Stislevho wish to attend the alternative
school are required to complete an application. dpication asks detailed information
about the student’s high school experiences inopdcademic performance, attendance,
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and disciplinary history. The application also pd®s the student with the opportunity to
explain why he or she has struggled in the traciicchool environment. In addition, the
applications ask for any pertinent personal infdramasuch as family crisis or health
issues. This information helps the alternative stiptacement committee determine
whether or not the alternative school is the appatg setting for each individual
applicant. | used information from each participaapplication to prompt discussion
and stimulate memories during our interview sessibalso used information provided
in these applications when writing the case studiphes of each participant. Follow-up
guestions were asked of student participants adeaefer further clarification and

member checking was offered to each interviewee.

Analysis of Data:

Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) wrote that onkeofiteatest challenges in
ethnographic writing is “to infer and to presemtmber’'s meaninggp. 109). The first
step in accurately representing member’s meaniragstavclosely examine not only what
interview participants’ said, but also what theg during the interview. In order to
pursue member’s meanings, | paid close attentiavhizt my participants said and did
and | wrote field notes about body language, faexgiressions, pauses, and other note-
worthy events during each interview session. Reseas also must recogninaturally
occurring description®f activities, events, and groups provided by eatdrviewee
(Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 114). | made ombdthese descriptions during the
interview sessions and later coded them as sudhnathte transcripts. | was also
cognizant oimember’s storieswvhich are “extended descriptions of events thagegsed

or directly experienced” (Emerson, Fretz, & Sha@93, p. 116). These stories helped
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me to understand how my participants’ constructetiderived meaning from their

experiences within the traditional high school eoriment.

Next, | paid close attention tnember’s types and typologjeghich are “every
day, colloquial, and often evocative terms” usedtaracterize the people, incidents, and
objects that make up one’s world (p. 119). Findllyied to elicitmember’s explanations
and theoriesrom each participant without research filter (34 These explanations
and theories concerned the interviewee’s opinioto aghen, why, and how some event
occurred. Pursuing member’s meanings strengtheyeefforts to discover how my
research participants’ thought, felt, understood, situated themselves within the

context of the questions being asked.

My analytical procedures followed a bottom up sggt(Cresswell, 2009). First,
raw data consisted of interview transcripts anidl freotes written during the interview
sessions. Next, | organized my data into categoh@&sincluded student interviews with
accompanying field notes and artifacts. | then ireeé myself in the data, reading and
re-reading as | searched for themes and descripti@mnalyzed the data for interrelating
and overlapping themes, consistencies, and indensigs. Carspecken (1996) informed
researchers to always code with analysis in mirfddilitate the emergence of themes.
Discovered themes guided my analysis. | ugseh codingas a broad, open-minded
approach to reading of the data allowing themesrierge without pre-conceptions or

bias (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995).

| examined student responses for their percepaodsperspectives concerning

the presence or absence of care and belongingwmitkitraditional school context as
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well as to how constructs of power and privilegeymark in conjunction with or
independently of these affective needs. Care,laidcoperates within the framework of
the teacher/student relationship and the schowlialflstudent relationship through
demonstrations of attention, interest, and condarather words, when and under what
circumstances did the student feel vocal, visiate] valuable at school? Themes and
patterns of belonging should manifest as experen€acceptance, engagement,
connection, or bonding within the school settifyjd the student feel accepted at school?
Was he or she actively engaged in the educatianakps? Did the student feel
connected to other students, the faculty, or theaicenvironment? Finally, did the
student demonstrate an interpersonal or institatibond with the school? (Nasir, Jones,

& McLaughlin, 2011)

Disadvantaged youth are excluded from privilege @maer through the process
of marginalization. Therefore, | analyzed the datgpatterns and processes of
inequality, alienation, and disenfranchisementtt@rmore, | explored student responses
for themes or patterns of resistance toward teacpencipals, school policies, the
traditional school setting, and/or school in gehdraaddition, | examined the decision to
drop out of high school from a resistance perspectVas this decision an act of
conscious or subconscious resistance to the waditschool environment? If so, was
this act of resistance a manifestation of power@eQriinished the coding process, |
wrote a series of analytical statements and memhbslp me analyze and interpret
meanings. My final analytical step consisted ofititerpretation of these meanings

followed by the construction and representatiofirafings.
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Data Representation

Creative Analytic Practices:

Creative analytic practicemvolve the “integration of art, literature, anocgal
science” as a strategy to merge creative and ariispects of qualitative inquiry
(Richardson, 2000). These practices entail thega®of viewing research through the
lens of more than one genre. Social science camédens, while the creative arts can be
another. They are not mutually exclusive and metdgdther produce what Richardson
(2000) refers to as a “social science art form™9@7). Creative analytic practiceare
constructed within a framework of rigorous reseamt can be found in the written
representation of data. Richardson (2000) develdpe standards of rigor for this type
of representation. These standards inckulestantive contribution, aesthetic merit,

reflexivity, impact, and expression of realiBichardson, 2000).

Substantive contribution requires that the resebechased on a social science
perspective and that it contributes to a deepeersatanding of some aspect of the human
condition. Aesthetic merit refers to the artistienthof the final creative product. In
other words, is the completed producteaocative representatiaof the research? Is it
beautiful, moving, or poignant (Richardson, 2000)re third standard is reflexivity. Is
the researcher’s positionality to the data filtettedugh personal background,
experiences, biases, and assumptions? The fdartlasd requires impact. From a
critical standpoint, does the piece promote chanipe@s it represent a call to action? Is
it intellectually or emotionally stimulating? THieal standard calls for the expression of

a reality. Is the creative product “a fleshed embodied sense of lived experience”
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(Richardson, 2000, p. 937)? Does it construcettectment of an embodied voice

(Madison, 2012)?

Performative Writing:

Performative writing can distill one moment of bist purely, simply, and
aesthetically as well as to how that moment is reabered within a particular
subjectivity (Madison, 2012). Performative writirggcreative writing that embraces
beauty, evokes emotion, and stirs reflection. Mali(2012) proposed four alliterative
criteria to guide performative writingp embrace, to enact, to embody, and to effect.
Performative writing embraces when it is emotiongllounded to a cause as well as is
purposefully passionate. The written form should fhe reader into the deeper shadings
of the text. To embrace means that the researeles about the reader offering the
words ofOthersto Othersin a dialogic communion between subject, author r@ader.
The second criterion requires the writer to enadrder to describe (Denzin, 2001). To
enact provokes detail and sensuality. Descriptaortbmotifs are not black and white;

rather, they are rainbow-hued. Enactment is aphetécal leap of faith.

To embody acknowledges and understands that theveos. Writers create
text from within the body as well as through thelfpdMadison, 2012). Performative
writing “adheres to radical empiricism: the intersen of bodies in motion and space”
(Madison, 2012, p. 227). The final criterion isetifect. To effect is to embrace political
struggle and to understand that “human beings esrfeog the world; objectify it, and in
so doing can understand it and transform it withrttabor” (Freire, 1970, p. 125). To

effect is political advocacy; it is praxis: reflent and action joined together to transform
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the world (Freire, 1970). By using performative timg strategies, case study data can
find its form and its rhythm in poetry. Poetry acambrace, enact, embody and effect. The
reading of poetry is performance-driven whethentioeds are spoken out loud or not.
Poetry speaks directly to the reader and throughidhder and in dialogic communion
blends together the voices ©thers—the research participant, the researcher, and the

reader—in a harmony of oneness.

Poetic Representation:

Qualitative research written as poetic represesat an evocative form of
analysis (Gee, 1985, 1986, 1991; Glesne, 1997;aRislon, 1992, 1993, 1994, 2000;
Poindexter, 2002). Case study data is thus hunsatuigted, filtered through human eyes
and perceptions, both limited and strengthenedunyam emotions. Social science
gualitative interviews written as poetry displaliétrole ofprose tropan constituting
knowledge” (Richardson, 2000, p. 933). Readingstehing to poetry generates the
understanding that the text has been construd®eetry can convey the manner in which
something is said along with what is said. Pokygrs the emotions, the rhythm, the
tone, and the volume of the spoken word. The dialoommunion between researcher
and subject “creates a third voice that...is a comtioon of both” (Madison, 2012, p.

215).

McLaren (2009) posited, “All discourse is situatestorically and mediated
culturally and derives part of its meaning fronmenatction with others” (p. 244). Poetry is
such discourse and can be an evocative and poweefillod for deconstructing social

worlds (Poindexter, 2002; Richardson, 2000). Paepcesentation of data can highlight
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the speaker’s use of language, pauses, stopsamtsl sind repetitions. Poetic
representation can find its form through poetias$@iption. Glesne (1997) defined
poetic transcription as “the creation of poem ltkenpositions from the words of
interviewees (p. 202). She wrote, “Poetic trangmipis...filtered through the researcher
but involves word reduction while illuminating thdoleness and interconnections of

thought” (p. 206).

| chose poetic transcription as a methodology deoto build an emotional
bridge between the reader and my study particip&ustry resonates with intimacy and
emotion and is a compelling method to present timesicharged with intimacy and
emotion. Richardson (1993) argued that poetic sspri@tion could be viewed as both
aesthetic and empathic. Poetry is both beautifriyaging and humanistic promoting the

understanding of “others’ lived experiences. Digaatages to this methodology do
exist. Poindexter (2002) acknowledged that theipoepresentation of data is often
“debated and controversial” (p. 713). In her opmibowever, the advantages outweigh
the disadvantages. Poindexter found that througitrpod‘core narratives and strong
emotions can be communicated with an economy oflsVqp. 713). | believe that poetry
challenges, poetry uplifts, and poetry engagesdhader at a visceral level more
completely than other expressions of the writtemdivd?oetic representation allowed me
to merge my voice with that of my study particigarih this dialogic communion of
voice, my experiences and perceptions joined wigtparticipants’ experiences and

perceptions enabling me to craft poems using therds to represent and illustrate the

constructs of care, belonging, power, and privilege
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Poetic inquiry often presents itself in one of thferms (Prendergast, 2009, p.
xXii). The first form isvox theoria.These are literature-based poems written in regpons
to works of literature often from a critical persfige. The second form igx
autobiographia /autoethnographialhese are poems written from the researcher’s
positionality using field notes, journal entrieadaeflective practices as the data source.
The third form isvox participare These are poems written from interview transsrgot
direct conversations with participants. Vox pafdare poems may represent one or more

voices and may blend the researcher’s voice wahdhthe participant.

| used vox participare as my poetic inquiry formbtend my voice with that of
my participants through the constructiorfaiindpoems. Found poetry was introduced
within the field of qualitative research by Richsod in 1992. She “transformed a
sociological interview into poetry that representeel life story of her participant”
(Butler-Kisber, 2013, p. 97). Found poems are etreeanon-linear constructions in
which the writer “takes words from distilled texsd shapes them into poetic form as a
way to represent a particular narrative or integaren” (Butler-Kisber, 2013, p. 96). By
exclusively using the participants’ words, the egsber helps to maintain the purity and
integrity of participant voice. Non-traditional fos of data representation such as poetry
may help “disrupt the hegemony inherent in traditiictexts and evoke emotional
responses” (Butler-Kisber, 2002, p. 230). Thiswaimtherwise silenced voices to be

heard and more fully engages the reader with th&.wo

My process for writing poetic representations dbda the form of found poems
began as | immersed myself in the participant wi¢sv transcripts, both the written

versions and the tape-recordings. | listened femtbs and patterns, for the repetition of
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sounds, for rhymes and rhythms. | used data frothinveach individual transcript, from
across all transcripts, and in combinations ofdcaipts. | first wrote found poems
describing each of my study participants’ overali@l experiences. | placed each of
these school story poems at the end of each retateistudy in Chapters IV, V, and VI.
| next wrote found poems representing each paditip perspective on what constitutes
a caring teacher. These poems are situated iratleeanalysis narrative in Chapter VII.
In Chapter VIII and IX, | took @hained narrativeapproach to my found poems. Chained
narratives involve the researcher distilling “ejies of a participant’s story from
transcripts” and then arranging them temporallyti@tKisber, 2002, p. 232). | used this
approach piecing together episodes from withinaardss transcripts as | searched for
thematic layers within the data concerning beloggpower, and privilege. | believe the
poems help to capture the essence of each pani@pxperiences and perceptions,

forge an emotional bond with the reader, and pvesire adolescent’s authentic voice.

Ethical Considerations

Social critique combines ethics and virtue as aglthe responsibility to engage
in advocacy. Furthermore, bearing witness to thpeagnces oOthersis an enormous
responsibility. The critical researcher must unters that thétheris a person in his or
her own right. Conquergood (1985) proposed fivécatistances to guide qualitative
inquiry involving human participants. | used thesances as my ethical touchstone while
conducting my interviews. These five stances iteltour ethical pitfalls and one moral
center that constitute his “moral mapping of perfative stances toward the Other” (p.
5). The first pitfall isThe Custodian’s Rip-Ofp. 4). This ethical violation occurs when

the fieldworker’s sole purpose is to acquire rdéscriptive material in order to further
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his/her own agenda. In this situation, participamnesrelegated to the status of “raw
material” to be collected and molded to serve #searcher’s interests (Madison, 2012,
p.143). The second pitfall iBhe Enthusiast’s InfatuatiofConquergood, 1985, p.4). This
ethical misstep consists of the researcher oveanticizing the participants of the study
while developing a superficial identification witihem. This serves to trivialize ti@ther
by supplanting his/her voice with that of the reshar. The third violation i$he
Curator’s Exhibitionism(p.4). This offense happens when the researclentisalled by
participant differences perceived to be exotic mrdote. When this occurs, the

researcher loses subjectivity and is prone to gmaseiterpretation of meanings.

The fourth pitfall isThe Skeptic’s Cop-Ouln this situation, the researcher is
detached and unwilling to cross the boundary @iieernessThis detachment leads to
the inability to embrace, to enact, to embody ooeffect. Conquergood (1985) wrote,
“The skeptic’s cop-out is the most morally repredible...because it forecloses
dialogue” (p.8). The fifth performative stancelialogical performanceThis stance
consists of “genuine conversation” and servesrastal cornerstone (p. 5). Dialogical
performance grounds ethical considerations ands pogjether mutually opposed
energies” (p. 9). The purpose of this stance iméoge self with Other “even while it

holds them apart” (p. 9).

Dialogical performance provided the ethical touohstfor my research as |
engaged in dialogical communion with my researdtigpants. The use of purposeful
sampling allowed me to select students from a knpapulation. More importantly, this
known population consisted of students with whamad already established a trusting

and caring relationship while working with themtlasir alternative high school
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principal. Although this was a “convenience,” mypose was not about saving “time,
money, and effort” (Patton, 2002, p. 244). My irttesas to interview marginalized youth
who knew me, who trusted me, and who were willmgdnfide in me. The critical
nature of my research demanded previously estaoljshusting and caring relationships
with these students. These relationships led nmedie profound insights and evocative
descriptions than if I had interviewed studentstmm | was a stranger. My ethical
obligation to my participants was of critical impanmce because of this previously
established relationship. |, therefore, carefuligtected their anonymity, confidentiality,

and privacy.

Triangulation of Data

Triangulation strengthens research studies thrdlglact of combining methods
(Patton, 2002). Four types of triangulation methack available. These include
triangulation, triangulation of sources, analysisahgulation and theory perspective
triangulation (Patton, 2002). For the purposes of my reseangbed the triangulation of
sources method, which involves the process of bagndeas and information from
different data sources off each other while workmnthin the same method. The
triangulation of sources can reveal that diffeaitia sources or inquiry types can yield
the same results as well as reveal inconsistemgtas the data. Inconsistencies can be
illuminating and important providing additional¢chi information as well as a greater

depth of understanding of the phenomenon (Pat@eR )2

Cresswell (2009) maintained that it was importartriangulate different data

sources of information because this process woelldl to build a cogent justification for
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the discovery of patterns and themes. He wrotahdfmes are established based on
converging several sources of data or perspedtiges participants, then this process
can be claimed as adding to the validity of thelgtp.191). | used several layers of
triangulation. The first layer served to compare plerspectives of all six participants by
triangulating student interview data and juxtapgshmeir perceptions of care and
belonging, power and privilege within the tradi@ihigh school context. The second
layer involved the triangulation of student intemwidata with data supplied by their

alternative school applications.

Validity and Reliability

Cresswell (2009) defined qualitative validity as thetermination that findings
“are accurate from the standpoint of the researe¢herparticipant, or the readers of an
account” (p. 191). Three methods were used to askisresearch for validity. First, |
enhanced internal validity through the use of diaéagulation. Multiple sources of data
helped to build a strong justification for findingsecond, member checking assisted in
verifying the accuracy of the themes, descriptiamg] perspectives represented within
my final product. Finally, | used a process ofrigalated self-reflexivity to understand
that within a critical stance, my personal experes) pre-conceptions, expectations, and
biases were not neutral in relation to the infororaprovided by my research
participants and in relation to the perceived elgieans and biases of my intended

audience.

Limitations of Study

This research study was small in scope with sixigpants selected from one
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school district located within one Oklahoma subarbammunity. The small number of
study participants may be a limitation. My goalwewer, was not to reach a grand
conclusion, but to provide a snapshot view of gaestontributing factors to the national
dropout problem within this context. The same redeaonducted in other school
districts in Oklahoma or in the United States migdsult in different outcomes. A
second limitation is that constructs of race amdge were not the factored into my data
collection and analysis beyond the fact that llmbrlately chose to have equal numbers of
males and females as study participants solelyarnrtterest of the fair representation of
both genders. Furthermore, my sample was pulled agpredominately white school
district. Five of my study participants are Cauaasand one is Native American. My
experience with marginalized adolescents is limiteith few exceptions, to white
students who feel like a minority within the tragdlital high school context through the
process of marginalization. Therefore, | did n&l fiecould do justice to an exploration of
race at this time, much as MacLeod believed he fvbave been totally incapable of
doing justice to the experience of girls” (2009468). A third limitation arose because |
did research in my own backyard. Backyard reseaisles ethical questions and power
issues as well as the balance of subjectivity dneativity. Although special care was

taken to avoid these questions and issues, thisinsitation that must be noted.

Case Study Design

Chapters 1V, V, and VI provide the individual catedies for each of my six
participants with two cases per chapter. Studemtasaare pseudonyms to protect
anonymity and confidentiality. | named the schadistrict Suburban Heights, as well as

the community which houses it. The Suburban Heigings School is split into two
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campuses located directly across the street franin ether. They are referred to as the
mid-high (ninth and tenth grades) and the senigh (eleventh and twelfth grades).
Each case study presents a participant’s indivitkialy” told in his/her own words to
allow the reader to hear the student’s voice wer@d by my own. Furthermore, because
the interviews were open-ended and exploratoryaiane, some details will vary from

one participant to another. In other words, | falml where the student led.

The stories begin with a personal profile of emttividual followed by a
description of his/her elementary and middle sclexpleriences both at school and at
home. These experiences include perceptions ofatatédelonging during those school
years. | believed it was important to include thiermation as these experiences can
demonstrate the fact that students often beginhd# symptoms of disengagement and
disillusionment with school prior to their high s&h years. In addition, school
experiences do not occur in a vacuum. Studenta cigry any emotional and physical
baggage they acquire at home with them to schd.Weight of this baggage can take a

negative toll on their school performance.

Next follows a poetic representation | wrote useagh student’s own words.
These poems are intended to help illustrate aratiy@cture of each student, as well as
to foster an emotional connection between the siiugied the reader. | added no words
of my own to the poems. Sentences or words, howewey have been placed out of
order and/or omitted for aesthetic purposes odfamatic effect (Lanther & Smithies,
1997). The next section provides the heart osthdent’s story and thus presents an
overview of the student’s perceptions and expedsnathin the traditional high school

setting. The final section briefly describes thalsint’s transition to the Suburban
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Heights Alternative School and subsequent gradoditemm high school. Student
emotions are acknowledged throughout with italied descriptive wording. | discuss
and analyze specific participant perceptions, agpees, and opinions pertaining to the

three major themes of care, belonging, power aivilgge in Chapter VII, VIII, and IX.
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CHAPTER IV

Alex and Beth

Alex’s Story

I was kind of the kid,
off to the side,

that everybody just didn’t care about.

Personal Profile

Alex is a white, 20-year-old male. He is approxiehasix feet tall with a slender
build. He has lanky, dark brown—almost black heahalt blue eyes, crooked front
teeth, and a slightly, olive-tinted complexion. ide shy, quiet, young man, soft-spoken,
and deeply introspective. His daily attire constdtthe typical teen uniform of t-shirts,
jeans, and tennis shoes. His hobbies include dparid soccer. Alex has two brothers,
one older and one younger, as well as an oldearsiste lived in a rural area in
Oklahoma until the age of eight at which pointfaisily moved to Suburban Heights.
His mother homeschooled him for kindergarten, fiastd second grades. When asked
why his parents decided to discontinue homeschgealid enroll him in public school,
he replied it was because, “We moved to a towntihadta public school system.” He
was a student in the Suburban Heights School Didtom third grade to graduation. His
demeanor during the entire interview was calm ardpnsed. He spoke quietly and
occasionally gave emphasis to a word or thoughtapfeared emotional twice during
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our interview session; this has been noted andithesicat the appropriate time during his

story.

Elementary/Middle School Years

Alex described his elementary school years asitie when he experienced the
most teacher care. He believed that overall himetgary teachers “cared about their
students.” He, however, qualified this statemgnadiding that this care manifested “in a
different way than we think of caring right now.ehbortrayed it as impersonal, “The
way you cared for a child that’s like in the stthat gets lost, like it's not actual loving
for the child.” He remembered it as just enougte ¢e where the child gets by.” When
he moved on to sixth grade, Alex described the clchtmmosphere as “Okay because
there’s not really any like discrimancy [sic] goiog.” He felt that his sixth grade
teachers “were really cool about paying attentmtheir students and trying to interact

with them.” All in all, he stated, “That was prolhalone of my best years.”

In the seventh grade, Alex’s school experience bég@o downhill. He said it
“Just kinda [sic] got worse progressively.” He add#ét wasn’t bad but it wasn’t good
either.” His described his teachers. He remembéBame...would just not really care
for you.” As for the seventh grade principals aodnselors, he believed, “They were
just there for their job.” He felt “that they didrreally care” about their students. Then,
in the eighth grade, Alex said “I had a bad yeahad a spiral into depression.” He
continued, “That was my fault and | didn’t realilk to anybody.” He acknowledged, “I
really didn’t have any friends, so | just didn’aby talk, and | also had problems with my

dad.” When | asked him if he thought the problemith his dad might have triggered the
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depression, he responded, “in some cases yes aratisees not.” He added, “It was just

more of a selfish need rather than that.”

Alex’s parents divorced when he was in the eigh#tg. Alex admitted that the
divorce left him feeling “kind of relieved becausevas like every single night they were
fighting and yelling.” He said his parents argueaimy because his dad “did stuff that he
wasn’t supposed to.” He remembered, “At one pbws actually praying that
something would happen between them because ifustiike nobody got to sleep,
nobody had any fun anymore because they were cuhystighting.” Alex added,
“Whenever they split up my dad took us because rmgnrhas a thyroid issue and she
was going through some problems with that.” He Ssidwe just stayed at his house.” |

asked him “what was that like?” He replie¢iéeil.”

Experiences and Perceptions of Traditional High Sabol

Alex’s Poem

| was going
Through a
Punk phase

| would
Wear
Skinny jeans
And
Band tees
| had long hair

They would
Callme a
Faggot

They would
Say that
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| liked to
Suck it
That |
Couldn’t do
Shit

| had a friend that
Passed away
Everybody was just
Cracking jokes
Because he was
Homosexual

At one point
| just
Broke down
Started crying

The teacher
Told me to
SUCK IT UP
| just stopped going

You know
Most kids do

| was just like
| gotta

Get out of
HERE

In the ninth grade, Alex’s first year at the midyhj he dealt with the tragic and
violent death of a close friend. His voice shoaghdly when he said, “I had a friend that
passed away.” He added, “It was a pretty violeay ¥or him to go...he was crossing the
highway and a car hit him and the car just kephg@nd then he was hit three more
times.” Alex confided that this friend was homosaixand he believed that students and
teachers at the mid-high made fun of his frien&dat because of his sexual orientation.

He claimed they would “crack jokes about like higttong hit and stuff like that.”
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Eventually, Alex grew so upset about these jokesltle broke down in class. He
described his teacher’s response. He recalled, tddeher told me to justuck it up’ He
tried to get help from one of the assistant prialgfo stop the insensitive and cruel jokes

about his friend. He was told, “She couldn’t dgthimg.”

Alex believed the mid-high environment was notustured enough.” He
described the classroom environment as, “Kids géfoivhenever they want.” He
concluded, “Whenever they're doing that it just sk really hard for other kids.” He
described the daily routine, “Everyday it’'s the gaiining, it's the same rules, everybody
just does the same exact thing.” He charactetiieteachers’ instructional style as,
“They would explain it” and then they would say,K&y go do your work.” If a student
did not get it the first time, Alex remembered, €jhjust wouldn’t help you.” He added,
“When you did ask for help, they said to look ie thook.” Alex explained, “The book
didn’t help either.” Alex became frustrated andpgted doing his work in class. He
claimed the typical teacher response was, “Theylaviwlli you that you have zeros, but

that's really it.”

Alex perceived the mid-high to be “really biasedg remembered being “the
victim of bullying.” He said, “I would wear skinngans and band tees and | had long
hair.” He remembered, “They would like call may.’ He continued, “They would
make gay jokes, say that | like teuck it andthat | couldn’t dashit.” When | asked him
if he tried to get help from the teachers, counrselor school administrators, he
responded, “No because most of the time it wasoint fof teachers.” He claimed the
teachers “would look up and they would say sit dand that’s it.” He remembered,

“They wouldn’t send the person to the office. Theyuldn't even send me to the office.”
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Alex described his own behavior while at the migkhiHe said, “I was kind of goofy. |
was kind of like the class clown.” He admitted, té&fa while | realized that my grades
were slipping so | cut that like real fast.” Wheasked him why he behave goofy or like
the class clown, he replied, “I figured if I'm qtiém gonna [sic] think about things that
| shouldn’t be thinking about, then it's just goitggthrow me back into my depression.”

He said, “Whenever | goof off | don't really thirdbout that stuff.”

Alex revealed positive memories of one teacher ftoenmid-high: “There’s one
teacher in particular that madéageimpact in my life, especially during ninth grade
after my friend passed away.” She was his “scie@eaeher” and he remembered, “She is
justawesomdoecause like she kind of took us under her wiktgcontinued, “Me and
my girlfriend, we couldn’t really handle the deathour friend and every day in her class
she would come up and she would sit down with u ke, actually talk to usabout it.”
Alex added, “She kind of like took us in as heddaten.” He hesitatingly said, “I think if
she wouldn’t have done that | might not have a chaf being here today.” When |

asked him to clarify, he said that he had thougbua“hurting himself.”

When Alex made the transition from the mid-high pashto the senior high
campus, he remembered, “When you get into the $sgbol, a lot of the kids that were
originally picking on you really calm down.” Heida“They realize, you know, hey |
have two years of school left, | gotta kinda [|idplt up.” He added, “Other than that |
didn’t really see a difference.” He characteribégisenior high teachers’ attitude as,
“They were all really kind of just get your workm®and get out of my class.” He felt
“stress” in class because he “wasn’t a good leaarat struggled with the work. His

perception was that he “was not getting taught H¢ believed, “I have to learn how to
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do it by myself.” Then, when he did not do his wohkkex remembered the typical
teacher response, “Hey you've got a zero’ and thget detention for it.” At that point,
he said, “I just kinda [sic] slacked off. | didm&ally care.” He admitted that he “didn’t
find anything fulfilling at school to actually wakg that early in the morning and get up

and go.”

As for the senior high principals, Alex said, “Tpencipal is a little bit more of a
jerk.” He added, “I just think he goes through sanykids he just doesn’t care any
more.” He remembered, “I know that the junior pioad didn’t like me at all because the
teachers would always send me down there becaumddn’t do my work.” He
continued, “Instead of try to figure out why, hatjsaid that | was lazy and here’s
detention.” Alex described the school counseltireey weren’t really counselors. They
were more mentors that didn’t really help.” He d¢oued, “I just don’t think the
counselors really cared. Everybody there was hesEtto get a paycheck and move on.”
He remembered trying to get help. He recalled| §id in and try to talk to her about
something and she’ll just be too busy or she’ltgmne to be busy when you know that
she’s not.” He added, “They act really snotty tadgayou if it's not something that they

can get done within five minutes.”

Throughout his high school years, Alex felt, “Heswveot as good as everyone
else.” He admitted that he felt isolated “in adbinstances.” When | asked him to
elaborate, he said “I didn’t really have very méngnds to call my own.” Alex
explained, “I felt like I didn’t really fit in beasse it’s like the school here is really
orientated like if you can throw a football or by can kick a soccer ball.” He

remembered, “I couldn’t sign up for sports becdusauldn’t afford the equipment.” He
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added, “Soccer was like a huge sport to me.” Heigoed regretfully, “I couldn’t afford

the cleats. | couldn’t afford the shin guards.”eAlecalled, “I was like dirt poor. | didn't,
| couldn’t buy anything.” He added, “I wanted tavie awesome clothing and stuff.” He
remembered, “I was kinda [sic] obsessed. | wartduktlike everybody else.” He stated,
“But I just couldn’t do anything that everybody elas doing. Nobody really wanted to

be around me because of that.”

Alex dropped out of the senior high “at the veryg &f eleventh grade.” He
confided that during his junior year of school, fagher “was going through his mid-life
crisis and would just be late to work all the tiared stuff like that.” Alex said, “I have a
little brother so | dropped out actually and warit fime to my work and | started taking
care of him.” He added, “I paid the bills.” Oneydalex remembered, voice breaking,
he and his father “got into a really bad fight d@he cops were called.” His father told
him “to pack up and leave.” Alex said “so | movedaith my mom.” He continued, “I
just kinda [sic] didn’t go back to school.” He addél went back and | told them I'm
dropping out.” He remembered the school resposseing, “Like oh, we kinda [sic]
figured.” He said, “I went up there to get theamhation to drop out. The counselor was
just kinda [sic] like, really hateful about it.” Ié&x’s perception was, “She didn’t really

care or anything. She was really kinda [sic] snbtty

Transition to Alternative School

Alex was out of school for approximately “a yeadanhalf” before attending the
Suburban Heights Alternative School. He returnesictwool because, “I figured if I'm

gonna [sic] be something one day then | have td fisst take the initiative and go back
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to school and try to finish that up.” He decidedtbe alternative program because he
had “heard a lot of good things [about it] from soreally good friends.” On his
alternative school application, he listed the readee felt he had been unsuccessful
within the traditional high setting: bullying, balem, excessive zeroes, lack of effort,
low self-esteem, poor English skills, poor soclalls, and feeling like he was not as

good as everyone else.

Alex “proudly” graduated from the alternative higthool in 2013 after having
“dramatically” raised his grade point average. Higl s‘It's really something I'm really
proud of, that | actually stepped up and finished# liked the alternative school setting
because, “Everybody here knows you by name andkihey your story.” He added,
“Here they actually would sit down with you aftéetlesson’s done and still go over it
with you.” Alex told the story of an alternativeh®ol teacher who asked him one day,
“Are you okay or are you just really tired?” He rembered, “That really struck me
because nobody’s ever asked me that before. Iyie@d a huge impact on me.” He
continued, “A principal like you and our counseldike you guys did an awesome job.”
He said, “Every single hour you guys would be outhie hall and you’d actually interact
with the students. Let the kids know that you'ii# #tere, you still care. You guys were
like, ‘Hey how are you guys? ™ Two weeks after anterview, Alex left for basic

training with the United States Army Infantry Diios.

Beth’s Story

If you don't feel like that teacher cares
if you're going to pass or fail,
then why care if you're gonna pass or fail.
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Personal Profile

Beth is a vivacious, 18-year-old female of Nativedyican descent. She stands
approximately five feet tall with a slender buil8he has straight, medium-length, brown
hair and dark green eyes. She dresses accordougrent teen styles and describes
herself as a “preppy” dresser. She has a bubbtygoing personality coupled with a
strong sense of right and wrong. She always appeateemely at ease conversing with
adults and presented as mature beyond her yeasieSkribed her need for attention
throughout her school years as something she cr8redsaid, “I craved it from my
parents. | craved it from my teachers.” She hassoling, an older sister whom she
described as “book smart, made great grades.”h&nexperienced a stable home life.
Her parents are still married. Her father is araarpolice officer while her mother works
for a sheriff's department. Her grandparents as agbther family members figure
prominently in her life. Beth confided that they“abok care of me, and made sure that |
had what | was supposed to have.” She attendedrBaritieights’ schools from
kindergarten through graduation. Beth was opentijusiastic during the interview and
willingly expressed her opinions about every tap@at arose. She is a fast talker and
quite verbose. She appeared regretful about mahgra$chool experiences, but never

seemed sad.

Elementary/Middle School Years

Beth attended pre-kindergarten in another schattici before transferring to
Suburban Heights Public Schools. She believed eekipdergarten teacher “knew that |

was, uh, trouble.” She added, “Even at the agewfl had problems.” These
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“problems” included having a “hard time” stayinglsh class and being extremely
social. She remembered being tested for Attentiefici2 Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD)
“like four times.” She said her parents “tried neadions” with her and she “went to
therapists.” She described elementary school*asal time” She believed the teachers
“tried working with” her, but shejtist couldn’t d& the school work. Beth felt her
elementary teachers cared about her “for the maost @nd tried to help her with one
exception. Beth’s perception of her fourth gragkcher was, “She wasn’t any help at

all.” She stated, “I was failing because | didrévie that attention that | needed.”

Beth’s middle school years revolved around hergsfieiwith ADHD symptoms
and treatment. She remembered taking “a very gtdosing of medicine for it” and that
she “switched through a lot of them.” She desdibebilitating side-effects from the
medication such as insomnia and increased hypeitgcthe said, “Most of them would
make me even more hyper [active] and would maketmeev the inside of my mouth
raw.” She also dealt withréally bad symptoms of depressiaturing the seventh grade.
Beth characterized that year asréally bad timé& in her life. Beth’s doctor concluded
that her ADHD medication was causing her depressgues and changed her

medication.

Beth observed, “Middle school was when | reallytst having problems with
teachers.” She attributed her “problems” to thddte school teachers (sixth, seventh,
eighth grade) who “have that mindset of you're etsugh to do this by yourself.” This
“mindset” frustrated Beth. She remembered, “WhdidIstruggle, they didn’t help me at
all when lactually didneed them.” She also experienced disciplinary epmesnces for

the first time. She admitted receiving “detentioletafor talking in class, for being
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disruptive” as well as swats for “misbehaving dous.” When | asked her to provide an
example of a caring teacher during her middle schears, Beth replied, “I can’t think

of one that | would go back and thank.”

Experiences and Perceptions of Traditional High Sabol

Beth’'s Poem

Because | came off
as
Preppy
as
Powerful and Wealthy
as
Well-Dressed and Well-Mannered

The Cookie-Cutter Popular Kid

They thought
that
| didn’t need Help
They assumed
that
| was Fine
that
| was Okay
that
| was gonna Squeeze by

And | wasn't.

Because | was
Well-Off
They thought
that
| had it Down
that
| had myself Together
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And | didn't.

| wasDrowning

| saw it
as
Downhill
| saw it
as
| don’t want
to be
Here
There is no use
for me
to be

HERE!

Once at the mid-high, Beth’s sole focus was orstiwal aspects of high school.
She remembered, “I was popular. | was dressed alemys had lots of friends.” She
added, “I just wanted to be a teenager. | just @b have fun.” Then, as her grades
dropped, she realized, “If | didn’t step it up, &sn’t gonna [sic] graduate.” At this point,
Beth remembered this time period as when she expead “théhardest timd’ve had
with any teachers.” She described feelitgstin a sea of large classes.” When she tried
reaching out to teachers for help, she said, “Meyld brush me off their shoulder.”
She described her mother’s efforts to get helhésr Beth recalled, “She would call
them. She would email them. She would come upethed speak with them.” The

teacher response was, “We don’'t know what to w@li,\she just doesn’t succeed here.”

Beth remembered trying to get “one on one withlteas.” She said, “A couple of

them did it a couple of times, but then they waddlized that after school hours were
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more their time.” She blamed herself for her latk@ademic success. She noted, “It was
my fault; | wasn't paying attention.” In Beth’s iojon, class size was related to how
much attention an individual student received ftbmteacher. She observed, “I think it
made ehugeimpact on how much attention you get in the clamsr6 She pointed out,
“There’s just so many different varieties of peotblat it's overwhelming to one teacher.”
She described the classroom dynamic as, “It's atheustudents that you're in there

with. There’s that one kid that drives the teadrary and is the class clown and she puts
a lot of attention on that person.” She added, “EHaeherlways, alwaygrows a bond

with that person.”

Beth described herself as popular and nicely ddessth a small group of
friends. She remembered her group’s dynamic tadaly interesting how we all
worked together.” She said most of the girls ia ginoup were “popular” like her, but
there was one girl who “didn’t fit in.” Beth contied, “But she was really pretty and she
just kinda [sic] worked her way in.” Beth talkedtensively about the various “cliques”
at the mid-high. She characterized them as, “Tte kiho you would consider really
weird. The kids who wear all black, the really shiaals, the overweight kids, the dorky,
pervert boys, the jocks.” When | asked her to diesavhat makes a kid “weird,” Beth
responded, “If they dress “emo” or gothic, if a gugs to wear makeup, if he did weird
things.” Beth observed, “The thing is with groufiey look like each other, they all
have the same interests.” She continued, “Thenefgerson in that group does
something, it affects the whole group.” She adrdjtt&he people you hang out with in

my school district really do mold who you are.”
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Beth witnessed bullying at the mid-high. She bedetgome students are bullied if
“they say something stupid or they wear somethirag) tasn’t very smart.” She said the
really smart kids were bullied because, “In cldmes/tl ask 500 questions and in my
school district you don’t do that, you look likéaser.” She added, “The kids who dress
weird” were ridiculed. Beth described a “girl whoedsed like a boy.” She remembered,
“She had short hair and most of the time you coulétl she was a girl.” She
acknowledged, “People picked on her a lot.” BeHoakmembered, “The handicapped
kids get made fun of a lot.” She described an mstavhen a handicapped student “got
food thrown at him at lunch.” She claimed anothemdicapped student was “thrown in
the trash can.” At this point, she stopped and,s&t My GosH’'m going to cry.” She

added, “I mean it's jugkally bad’

Due to credit deficiencies, Beth did not make a plete transition from the mid-
high to the senior high. She was “what they call@ener” because she was dually
enrolled at the mid-high and the senior high arditoaake classes on both campuses.
She said, “l only had two classes at the high skchecause of not getting credit.” One of
her senior high teachers was an English teachéh. dsscribed her as being “more about
social in her classroom than she was about leafn8ige believed this teacher favored
the popular students. Beth claimed she “went tosvardre the popular people.” Beth
also described this teacher as not willingly tqoHé you don’t do it yourself.” She said

this teacher’s response was, “Sorry | don’t knovatbo tell you.”

Beth'’s other teacher at the senior high was a tyisgeacher. She described him as
“Probably therudestteacher I've ever had.” She said, “He was a bufihe

remembered he “picked on people and that madddss gery hard.” She believed he
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resented being “stuck with a regular history cla&#3r becoming used to teaching
Advanced Placement classes. She felt this resehtvanthe reason he “would make
things particularly hard for us.” Beth added, “eilan example of an assignment would
be, read Chapter 12 in ten minutes, we will quiztpand Chapter 12 would be thirty
pages long.” She recalled, “People were redibwningin that class.” Beth asked the
senior high principals for help. She said, “ThegKed at me like, you knowthe same
look I've been getting for twelve years.” Their respenwas, “Sorry, it's your duty and

your responsibility to make sure you pass thatsclas

Beth had one teacher at the mid-high she feltdcBmeher. She stated, “She
stepped beyond her duties to make sure that | edede” Beth continued to struggle at
school. She remembered this caring teacher “camnafd to me about this alternative
program.” In addition, she discussed a caring,ettiteacher at the senior high. She said
“he would sit down with me and say, ‘Did you gestdone? Why didn’t you get this
done?’ ” She added they were, “The only two teaxkigait have reallgtepped oufior me
and so | ended up passing those two classes.”@etimononucleosis during her final
semester in traditional high school. She missedmeaths of school due to this illness

and applied to the alternative school.

Transition to Alternative School

Beth’s application to the Suburban Heights AlteiveaSchool described her
struggles in the regular school environment asgodire to boredom, excessive zeroes,
lack of effort, poor attendance, poor math skdisgd chronic health problems. She

attended the alternative school for one year apémenced none of the problems she
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had dealt with in the traditional setting. She gigeéd in the spring of 2013. She credited
the alternative program for being “a savior on wiamn and who I've become.” She said,
“l can just go on and on about how much | love #ukool setting.” She described the
environment as “just so much smaller, the teachadsmore of a chance to be there for
me.” She continued, “| felt like the teachers cameale about what they were doing.” In
addition, she said, “They were just what | expeetddacher to be.” Beth currently works
for the sheriff's department and is attending @asst a junior college with the intention
of becoming a nurse. On a deeply sad note, sewes after our interview, Beth was
diagnosed with a brain tumor and is undergoingnneat at this time. Her prognosis is

uncertain.
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Chapter V

Christian and Doug

Christian’s Story

People were just always on me and always had thisdf condescending tone
like | was just this bad person.
They didn’t even want me around.

They just wanted to get me out of the school.

Personal Profile

Christian is a white, 21-year-old male. He has slsandy-brown hair and hazel
eyes. He has a slender build and is approximabelgst tall. He is a highly intelligent
and compassionate individual who projects a quidtself-contained demeanor. He is
usually dressed in jeans, death metal band teddgeanis shoes. His hobbies include
video games, playing with his dog, and singing gnigrad vocals in a death metal band.
He described his socioeconomic status as “midalesdbefore the middle class
disappeared.” He was diagnosed with Attention @eisorder (ADD) in the second
grade and treated with medication until he expeasdmegative side effects. He was born
and raised in Suburban Heights and attended therBai Heights Public Schools from

kindergarten through his graduation.

His parents divorced when he was in elementargddnd he made frequent

moves between his mother and father. He charaetehis father as “hitter, angry
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man” whose “instant response is justtant angetif “things are going the way he
doesn’t like.” Christian added, “Hedgefinitelya very, very, very smart person. He’s
definitelya really, really cool guy too.” He believed hisifat had helped him “more than
anyone in the world.” Christian’s mother is a teacim an urban school district and
suggested he apply to the alternative school. Gdmisvas very emotional during the
interview. He still harbors deep resentment aniiess toward the faculty and staff at
both the mid-high and the senior high. He did ear up. His anger, however, was very

evident not only through his word choice, but alsmugh the stress he placed on words.

Elementary/Middle School Years

Christian described his elementary school yearsTag point where | enjoyed
school more so than at any time other than beihgieaSuburban Heights Alternative
School. When | asked him to elaborate, he confetbedhe felt less “pressure” in
elementary school. He observed, “There wasn’tyesImuch riding on you having to
focus.” Christian found focusing in the classrooifficlilt and was diagnosed with ADD
when he was eight years old. His parents divoatednd this time period. He
remembered moving “back and forth” between the hames all the way through school.
He claimed that this “switching” back and forth aidt have “much of an effect” on him.
Christian liked elementary school because he‘fElite whole staff was just less
demeaning.” Overall, he perceived teachers atlgrmentary level to be “definitely

more” caring and supportive “than in middle schbol.

Middle school was when Christian’s school expergenbegan to go downhill. He

recalled, “It was probably when | got to sixth geatiat | started not liking school.” He
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said he quit doing his homework and stopped “caaimgut getting good grades.” He
admitted he was not “sure it was the school thatemathat way.” He remembered his
attention was focused on other interests suctuaSi Oh playing video games,
skateboarding, and “hanging out with friends.” Hewever, viewed the middle school
teachers as “all there just to do their jobs, tbagpaycheck.” He believed they got
“mad often and “seemed just to not really care.” Harfd his school work to be
“monotonous.” He started getting in trouble at stfor “talking in class,” for not doing
his “homework,” and for not “paying attention.” Hemembered his teachers would “get
realfrustrated and yelland then punish him “somehow.” As a result, numas hours of

detention and in-house placements framed Christianmddle school experience.

Experiences and Perceptions of Traditional High Sabol

Christian’s Poem

| dressed
you know
all Black and Stuff

People would call me
Emo and Gothic
and
start Fights with me

| would Fight
and
get Beat up

| had
bad Anger problems

| would
kinda
cause Self-Harm
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| would
kinda
beat the Hell
out of a brick wall

| would
kinda
Stomp around
from class to class

| just
kinda
feel like
| didn’t Care

| didn’t like
the way
| Looked
or
the way
| Felt
or
the way
other people thought
of ME

It just
made me Feel
like
a lot Less

It just
made me Feel
like
A boring, standard
Other guy

like
There's them
And then the
Other guys

| was
just one of the

OTHER GUYS!
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Christian attended both the mid-high and senioh lc@mpuses before joining the
alternative school program. He described himseltearing dark, “baggy clothes.” He
said he dyed his hair black and sometimes hungvithtother students who dressed in a
similar fashion. He recalled, “My closest frienddrdt go to school” because they did
not want to. He added, “Their mom just didn’t makem go.” Christian remembered
this as the period of time when his “attendance twasvorst.” He attributed this to the
fact that he did not like being at the mid-high dnese of “the staff.” He emphatically
declared, “I just did not like any of them.” He ¢omued, “I felt like Ihatedthem and

theyhatedme and didn’t want me there.”

Mutual antipathy was Christian’s main perceptionhe&f mid-high faculty and
staff. He remembered, “Most of the staff there yuasreally, really crappyto me.” He
angrily described his experiences with the mid-tstif in the following manner, “If |
did something they didn'’t like or was behaving aylzat they didn’t want, they would
just getmadat me angunishme and they were juspitefulpeople.” Christian believed
the mid-high staff was interested only in punishinig rather than helping him through
what he confessed was “really kind dhard timein my life.” He remembered dealing
with “a lot of explosive anger problems.” He admtt “I would kinda [sic] cause self-
harm, not so much like cutting, just kinda [sichb#hehell out of a brick wall.” He also
“got picked on a lot.” He said, “A lot of peopldagler people, wanta [sic] pick on
someone that they know can’t do anything back aatiwas usually me.” In addition, he

felt, “The whole staff was picking on me too.”
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Christian gave an example concerning the schori#n. She was the before
and after school detention monitor and one daywshéd not allow him into the
detention room when he left the sign-in line taieste his book from outside the door.
The tardy bell rang while he was outside. He ctrthat when he tried to get back in,
“She said, nope, you're late.” She refused tovalham sign in and do his detention. He
added, “Then | got like two weeks of in-house beseaumissed detention.” He
remembered feeling that her actions were “regiyeful’ He believed, “She just really
wanted ta [sicenforcethe rules reallyard.” He thought her behavior “just seemed

wrong.”

Christian described the learning environment anticehigh as 50 monotonous.
He remembered, “The attitude of the whole stafjeneral was just kinda [sic] groggy.”
He said the teachers would, “toss a worksheet on gesk” and say, “Fill this out, finish
it, turn it in.” Christian described a daily regim of worksheets or “work out of the
book.” He found this routine to be “boring” and fptless.” He added, “It didn’t like
help teach me anything or show me why it's impdrtarknow.” Christian said he
“definitely” did not find his classroom work to elevant. He characterized his teachers’
instructional style, “It was more like teachinghmwvto do the assignment, not so much

teaching us what the assignment is Bkgpposedo be teaching us.”

Christian had a difficult relationship with the regh principal. “It just seemed
like he just didn’t really care.” He described has\, “apower-corruptedguy who’s just
angryand trying topunishpeople.” He believed the principal waspfiteful’ and, “would
kinda [sic] just like almost follow me around” amebuld give me “dirty looks.”

Christian’s perception was that this principal Wast lookin’ for any reason he could”
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to get him in trouble.And he would take any reason he couldtbte continued, “I just
found myself in detention all the time.” Christiaoancluded, “l was a little, kinda [sic],
gothic looking kid and he just didn’t like anythiafpout me.” | asked him if he could
think of at least “one single positive relationshiph any adult at the mid-high.” He
paused for a very long time and then respondethjrik there had to have been someone
there.” He added, “I would say that there werevatteat | would joke around with and
kinda [sic] have fun conversations and stuff likattevery now and then.” He continued,
“But then, at the same time, those exact teacheuddrgive me the worst experience

there.”

Christian described the senior high as, “prettgmilne same story” as the mid-
high. “It was justmorestudentsmorepeople moreof the same stuff.” He characterized
the staff as, dngrier” and“more spiteful” He recalled, “I did not get along with” the
teachers “and they did not get along with me eiti@hnristian did, however, remember
two teachers at the senior high that he liked. yTivere friendly” and “They weren’t
looking for a reason to punish someone.” He alidley respected him as a person. He
observed, “They showed me respect so | can, yowkgive it back to 'em, and | would
work for 'em, and | passed all those classes.” €iam described the rest of his senior
high teachers as easiljrdstrated” He claimed, “Halfway through the year they’'d just
getmadand they’re kicking people out of their class.” ¢ttinued, “They’d just start

punishingpeople, just likeletention detention, suspendéd.

Transition to Alternative School

Christian left the senior high during his junioayeHe remembered, “I didn’t
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have nearly enough credits to graduate.” So hdepphd was accepted as a student at
the Suburban Heights Alternative School. On hidiegpon he listed the following
reasons for his lack of success within the trad#lschool environment: excessive
zeroes, lack of effort, low self-esteem, and paody skills. When | asked why he
believed he had poor study skills, he respondead&bly falls into the category of just
not caring.” He continued, “I wasn’t going to stuidly didn’t care,period” In the
beginning, he struggled at the alternative schatil poor attendance and getting his
work done in class, as well as with his anger pots. Christian managed to overcome
these issues and credited the alternative schaiblfst helping him. He said, “Everyone
here was justwesomend just like wanted to help me.” He rememberegst became
good friends with the whole staff here.” He congdu“l always liked being here 'cause
there’s not many students and the teachers cotddlfcrelate to each individual student
and know things about them.” He added when teactien®w what they do and who
they are they can actually teach them 'cause ndeanas the same as somebody else.”
Christian graduated in 2010. He works full time docompany located in an industrial
park just outside of Suburban Heights. He annourted discovering my spiritual side,
put away my whole anger and depression and | jastleft with nothing but just

happiness.”

Doug'’s Story

I don’t know if | didn’t want to go back,
or if | wasn't able to get in, but | should,

| should have been able to get in, right?
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Personal Profile

Doug is a 19-year-old, white male. He has blonddydair, and cornflower blue
eyes. He is approximately five feet, ten inchelswith a stocky build. Doug’s usual attire
consists of knee length, jeans shorts (even invihter), t-shirts, and tennis shoes. Doug
is an intelligent, highly personable young man eohes across as solid and dependable.
He is a blithe spirit and adversity does not appe&aze him. He comes from a lower
socioeconomic background and was raised with thgdfeublic assistance through the
Oklahoma Department of Human Services. He saidyowitany hint of self-pity, “I've
felt like a poor kid for most of my life.” His holds include hanging out with friends and
playing the bass guitar. He was born in Oklahonthranved to Suburban Heights for
the first time for his first grade year. His pagenever married; his mother lives in
Suburban Heights and his father lives in an urltanmunity in Oklahoma. Doug moved
back and forth between them until the eighth g@dehich time he remained living with
his mother in the Suburban Heights School Distritil graduation. Doug presented as
stoically calm and matter of fact during the intewn. He only showed emotion once and
this occurred while talking about his dropout ssatde seemed to not harbor any

resentment toward anyone at the mid-high or thik kajool.

Elementary/Middle School Years

Doug lived with his mother and went to a SuburbamgHts elementary school
for the first grade. He revealed, “I had to refbatfirst grade because my reading was
not all that great.” His reading improved enough fibllowing year to get him promoted

to the second grade. His overall perception otlesmentary school years was, “First
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grade was fine and then all the rest was fine Wigtlt into like sixth grade.” He moved
away from Suburban Heights to live with his fatbaring his second, third, and fourth
grade years. Doug remembered liking the consistehbging “at the same elementary
school for like three years” and acknowledgedydti go to the same place for a while
you start to build relationships with people andffdtke that.” He moved to an urban
community in Oklahoma with his mother for fifth geaand admitted, “I didn’t do well
because | didn't go to school as often.” Doug ceséel that not going to school was his
choice. He acknowledged, “At that time, | walkebosler my mom and she folded all the

time; so if | didn’t want to go, | didn’t have t@g

One of the reasons he did not want to go to sctiaahg the fifth grade was due
to bullying. He remembered, “Kids were more brutadre cruel and | was considered
the minority there because | was one of the fewc@sians.” He also recalled being made
fun of because of his size. He acknowledged, “Hiveays been a bigger person all my
life.” He stated that his mother “wasn’t very respible.” Doug added that his “dad was
stricter” and that was the main reason he moveHt bad forth between them. His
mother would not make him go to school, but hied¢atvould. He moved back in with

his father for the sixth and seventh grades.

Doug believed that sixth grade was the school yeahich he really started
getting off track academically. He said, “The wgdt harder and | guess | slacked off. |
was lazy about it.” He also remembered, “I was gbnia trouble; | was grounded all the
time for my grades.” He added, “I never had goaatlgs.” Although his reading had
improved since first grade, he confessed that idn"ddo very well in math. Doug

blamed himself for his lack of academic succesthimteachers. He said, “l don’t know
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if it was | didn’t care or if | just didn’t try.”nt seventh grade he transferred to a large,
urban school and had to wear a uniform. He recalldungs were different there. He
continued, “The standards were a little bit higbe tried. | did pretty good in some
classes.” He also remembered no longer havingdbwdéh bullying as well as making a
lot of friends. He said, “I had never really haerhds that | chilled out with outside of
school. Things just started changing then. | haldriginds and friends and went to

concerts and stuff like that.”

Doug moved back to Suburban Heights to live withrhbther for his eighth
grade year and remained in the school district betgraduated from high school. He
described eighth grade as “A blast, it was realty’fWhen | asked him to elaborate, he
admitted that living with his mother was fun. It ame he “had a lot more freedom” and
could go out with his friends more often than wherlived with his father. For Doug,
eighth grade was all about “going to school forgbeial thing more or less than the
education.” He remembered thinking his eighth grachers “were really cool.” He
added, “They didn’t take their job so seriouslydwkver, he confessed, “It felt like
some of them didn’t like me. They were just stric¢tele continued, “They just came
down on me sometimes.” Doug gave these teachelsetiefit of the doubt. He
concluded, “Maybe | was a talker. It might haverbbecause of my grades, because |

didn’t try very hard in that class.”

Experiences and Perceptions of Traditional High Sabol

Doug’s Poem

| hung out
with the people
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that
Wore all the black
and
try to keep to
Themselves

Everybody thought
of us as
Outsiders
We were
there
but we never did
Activities

| got
caught up in the
Social life
and
Started doing drugs

It started off
as
Smoking cigarettes
then
someone said
Hey try this

It caught up with me!

My friend got
in
Trouble
and then
My other friend got
in
Trouble
and then
| got
in
Trouble

| got suspended
in February

January
of the next year
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| was allowed
to come
Back

That's a really long
That’s a really,

Long Time!

Doug described attending the mid-high as “a chdnge.added with a sigh, “It
was alright.” He said, “You're finally up there anad older students.” He continued to
view school as a social endeavor. He said, “Evexyidtnew was there. People were my
life.” He remembered, “I hung out with all the pémthat wore all the black and try to
keep to themselves.” He described himself as ‘®hatbright shirt from the group.” He
found support and acceptance within this groupiehfls. He said, “I had people there to
back me up. If someone didn't like me it was okagduse | had these people that liked
me.” His group of friends considered themselvesadthe outsiders” at school. Doug
observed, “I've felt like a poor kid for most of ntife” living in “a very wealthy town.”

He continued, “You can see it. They'd flaunt it &df sure.” He gave an example,
“People are, like, oh check out my new shoes. Tledike $150 bucks.” His response

was, “That’s cool, my shoes are from Wal-Mart, the$13 bucks.”

In the classroom, Doug acknowledged, “I was disé@dy other people.” He
said, “l would look for a person in class to makerfds with so | wouldn’t have to bother
with the boring teacher sitting up there.” He castd, “I did poorly in my classes.” He
added, “I think | was pretty lazy about it. | juggu know, tried to float and so I'd get
real bored.” In addition, if he did not understdhd lesson or the assignment, Doug did
not feel “comfortable” asking for help. He said ditin’t like going up and asking
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guestions 'cause it made me feel stupid.” He diddaohis work in class and one teacher
described his zero-riddled grades as looking likeearl necklace.” He remembered
some of the teachers would try to get him to doAdsk. He said they would comment,
“Hey you’'ve got way too many zeroes, you need aot stoing your work.” On the other
hand, he added that some of his teachers “didg’aagthing” about his zeroes. Doug’s
perception was that these teachers had the mirf@ety this kid obviously doesn’t

want to try, so I'm not going to try.” He admittédl wasn't putting effort into it.”

However, he observed, “They would never ask me Wwhy.

Doug liked one teacher in particular because, “Bie & lot of energy. He was
excited about teaching.” He continued, “He didrét gerymadif you didn’t do
something.” He acknowledged, “I would listen be@uwanted to. He gave teaching
more positive energy about it than most do.” Hecdbed another teacher, “She just
seemed mad all the timangryall the time.” He believed “She just didn’t seakelshe
ever wanted to be there.” He added, “She’d givaruassignment and then &egry
about the slightest little mess up about it.” Astfee principals, he said, “I never really
encountered 'em.” Doug continued, “They never madeffort to talk to me—ever.” He
said he “never had any problems with authority” aed'never got in trouble.” When |
asked him if perhaps he “flew under the radar,tdsponded, “Right.” His attendance
was poor. He admitted, “I might have just have miilsas many days as possible.” He

continued, “I don’t know if | missed more days thamas supposed to.”

Doug only attended the mid-high campus. He neveateniizacross the street to
the senior high campus. He acknowledged, “I goghaup in the social life and started

doing drugs and going out with women and all tregdo.” He added, “It caught up with
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me.” A little over halfway through his freshman y@&aFebruary, he was suspended from
school for possession of marijuana and for beirdeuthe influence of marijuana at
school. He remembered, school administrators “fmmtket lint out of my jacket and
shook it in a little vial, and since | was out srmakthe weed, | was considered under the

influence for 45 days.” Doug’s pocket lint testeabsjive for marijuana.

Doug was originally suspended for 45 days andirequo attend a drug
counseling class once a week for an hour. At tlikodénhis time period, he was given a
urine test. He said, “I guess | had failed thé sesthen | had to do my regular
suspension which was like 90 days.” Later in titerview, Doug remembered, “I got
suspended in February” and, “It was the Januatihie@hext year that | was allowed to
come back in.” His enroliment in the district wasoked and he was listed as a dropout
during his suspension period. He claimed beingléaba dropout “didn’t bother” him at
the time. He added, however, “It bothers me noWé end result was that he was
suspended out of school for almost an entire caleyear. Doug conceded, “That's a
really long time’ He also appeared to have been unclear abouétiggH of his
suspension and went with his mother to the mid-kimpus to enroll the following
August. Because he was still under suspension asenat allowed to enroll. Doug said,

“l wasn’t sure if they didn’t want me there or draething was wrong.”

Transition to Alternative School

At the urging of his mother, Doug applied to théoGuoan Heights Alternative
School while he was out of the mid-high on suspandtie was accepted and started the

following March of what should have been his sopbmryear in high school. He listed
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the following reasons on his alternative schoolliappon for his struggles in the
traditional school environment: alcohol/drug usardolom, excessive zeroes, lack of
effort, and poor English skills. He started theadative program as a 17-year-old
freshman. At first, he struggled with poor attentaissues as he had in previous years.
He overcame these issues and graduated in theysgrt013. Doug credited the
alternative school for his change in attitude atsmhiool. He said, “It wasn’t until | came
here that | liked to learn.” When | asked him tabelrate he said, “I had more one-on-one
time with the teachers.” He continued, “And the wiagy would present it, | got into the
groove of things.” He remembered, “It actually made want ta [sic] look up things and
find out more about that.” He claimed that havifase relationships with his alternative
school teachers “was pretty important.” He add&ih¢e | knew my teacher, | wasn’t
afraid to walk into the classroom.” He currentlyusrking at a store in Suburban Heights

and is planning to attend junior college.
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Chapter VI

Erica and Faith

Erica’s Story

She made me feel like | did not need to be there.
She said you need to go there, like
| wasn’'t good enough for the high school,

for them.

Personal Profile

Erica is an 18-year-old, white female. She had lighwn, shoulder length hair,
hazel eyes, and an impish smile. She stands appatsiy five feet tall and has a slender
build. Erica’s birth was premature, and she hasahpdcemaker since she was two years
old due to a heart defect. She is usually dressétue jeans, t-shirts, and boots. Erica
presents as more mature than her years suggess Bbaligent, extremely good-
natured and kind. She loves history, reading, aaching new things. She attended
another school district for kindergarten and fgstde. She then moved into the Suburban
Heights School District for second grade and staliemligh graduation. Erica’s parents
have remained married, and she experienced syaiilitome with caring and attentive
parents. When | said she was fortunate to havenfsavého made sure she went to school
even when she didn’t want to, she shared her giplusal view, “It's your parents’

responsibility to make sure you go to school, wiil're eighteen or out of high school.”
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Erica was visibly nervous to begin the intervieverioice shook slightly and she got a
little red in the face. She calmed down after ih& five minutes or so. In spite of her
nerves, she was willing to share her opinions,thegt were definitely strong ones. She
continues to harbor resentment toward the mid-aigh has a poor opinion of the people

who work there.

Elementary/Middle School Years

Erica’s elementary years seemed to go well. Shedstd did fine in elementary;
really, 1 didn’t have any problems then at all."éSiemembered one teacher in particular
who she felt was a caring teacher. She describadkia teacher who “went out of his
way” to make sure all of his students were succksde would check to make sure his
students understood, and if they “had problems certain subject” he would talk to
them after class. He also kept his students’ par@mtormed about everything.” He was,
however, the only example she could provide. Teother teachers she described as,

“Nice and stuff, but they were never one-on-onerdibn.”

Middle school was when things took a turn for Wase for Erica. She noted,
“The teachers seemed to be a lot more stressed $bé added, “Some of them didn’t
even know your name, or didn’t remember how youewkaing in class or anything.”
Erica defended the teachers remembering, “Thekes30 kids in a classroom.” She
continued, “In middle school, a lot of kids aremgpthrough changes and some of them
have attitude problems and took their attitudesoouthe teachers.” She observed, “That
must be stressful to deal with.” In spite of thefehse, Erica’s overall opinion was, “I

didn’t feel like they really cared.” She propos&dne of the basic things to show that
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you care about someone is knowing their name.”saligt “It's that they didn’t take the
time to get to know their students, even thoughelsea lot, at least you could try to

remember everybody’s name.”

A close friend of Erica “committed suicide” towattte end of her seventh grade
year. She remembered, “It was a very hard timejastccoping with that was hard.” The
following year, in eighth grade, school becameeasingly difficult for Erica. Her
grades dropped and she remembered, “I think | gasae classes, maybe. | don’t know
how I got to high school.” She added, “Eighth graden’t a very good time for me. |
had a lot going on and school on top of it just endavorse.” Erica spiraled into
depression and finally, later in the year, talketiér parents about her emotional state.
She commented, “I didn’t get help until about, Inveo say like April of my eighth grade

year.” In spite of failing grades in the eighthdgaErica was promoted to the mid-high.

Experiences and Perceptions of Traditional High Sabol

Erica’s Poem

Step aside
And see what's

Going on
Something might be
Going on
No one asked

If | understood
What | needed to do

No one asked
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| felt like
They didn’t care
| felt like
| didn’t care

| felt like
It didn’'t matter

It's simple
To be
A caring teacher
But everybody
Makes it seem

So hard

Just show
A student
You care
That
They succeed

That they graduate
When

You know
That

Someone doesn’t care

If you pass or fail

You kinda
Just feel like
Well

If they don’t believe in me

Who Will?

When | asked Erica to describe her experiencéeeanid-high, she laughed and

said, “I think that the system at the mid-high isssed up. | don’t think that they have it

set up for students to succeed over there.” Wtsessked her to elaborate, Erica related an
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instance when she asked her English to teacheréaplain a lesson. Erica had been
distracted by other students who “were talkingwiele time that the teacher was
talking.” After the lesson, she went to the teatshdesk to ask, “Could you explain again
| didn’t hear you.” Erica remembered the teacher&ponse to be, “No, well you were
probably talking; I'm not gonna [sic] explain itag.” Erica felt frustrated and angry
remarking, “Teachers shouldn’t be like that. Thegwdd pay attention to who is paying
attention.” Erica also experienced feelings of dmom” while in class. She recalled,
“We never did any fun project that make you intedsor like do group discussions.”
She described her teachers’ instructional styléHese’s your work, here’s how to do it,
it's due tomorrow.” Erica added, “Then they wentlaat down at their desk.” She said,

“From my experience, that's what all my teacherds™di

Erica believed she was given too much homeworletiery single class.” She
perceived that there were “so many kids in thesttamm,” the teachers “just dismiss
them if they did not get their work done.” She atld¢ think if you're not doing your
work, the teacher should step aside and see wiaitig) on.” She said, “There was no
structure.” She blamed this on packed classroortis'80 kids in a classroom and one
teacher.” She remembered, “It's just talking aél tme and half the time the teachers
just gave up. They're like, you know, whatevert js what you want.” Erica defended
her teachers saying, “Maybe they had bad expersemdaybe the kids just treated them

awful. Maybe they feel like, if you’re not gonnadjsrespect me, then why should | try.”

Erica remembered one “awesome teacher” who “asled/inat was going on and
stuff.” She continued, “He seemed like he carethé Said, “He made sure that | was

okay and if | was having a bad day, he let me gbeacounselor’s office.” She,
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however, qualified her opinion of this teacher. $hserved, “But he didn’'t say, you
know, you need to do you work.” Other than this teecher, Erica felt ignored by her
teachers. She explained, “They never askeg she was not doing her work. She said,

“No one asked what was going on,” or if she “untteyd” what she needed to do.

Erica believed that her appearance negativelyanited the way she was treated.
She stated “I think it was partly because of thg Wadressed in ninth grade. She said, “I
kinda [sic] went through the whole black clothed ail that.” She described feeling
“stereotyped.” She added, “A lot of people ovearthdo stereotype the school that way.”
She remembered, “If you just didn’t dress like htig colored, or if you just didn’t dress
normal you were labeled as a druggie or a troublemalkgica added, “What | noticed
was at lunch, when | would hang out with my friemigls teacher would stand closer to

us, he would watch us more, and in class.” Sheirmoed, “Even if you didn’t do

anything, teachers seemed to be more like, whatareloing, like watching you.”

Erica remembered getting in trouble at the midiHay the first time “ever in the
entire time I've gone to school.” She hugged hejftiend outside the school building
before school one morning. The principal callechidetica and her boyfriend into his
office and told them, “Parents don’t need to bergpthat.” He assigned both of them
detention. She described the principal’s demeaadnot exactly hateful, but he just
seemedxtremelyupset for not a very good reason.” Erica saiayrigd’cause it's the
first time I'd ever gotten in trouble.” She expreddisdain for the principal’s reaction
adding, “It wasn’t like a PDA hug.” She also wonelgmhy “some parents aren’t

allowed to see people hug.”
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Erica never made it to the senior high campus.dndmber of her freshman year,
she had surgery on her pacemaker and was out ebistbr two weeks in recovery.”
When she returned to school, she was told, “I| hessed too many days, even with the
doctor’s note.” She found out, “I would have tog@apmy freshman year.” | asked Erica
if the school offered to give her extra time to maip her work or to take the finals she
had missed. She replied, “No.” Her father visigth the school counselor in January.
The counselor told him that Erica “wasn’t tryingtire school and that maybe an
alternative program would be better.” His responas, “Well obviously you guys don't
care here. Obviously you’re not helping.” EricadsdHe was like maybe one-on-one
alternative school would be better.” Erica’s fathigned her out of school that day and

she never went back.

Transition to Alternative School

Erica was out of school until the following Augugihien she started attending
Suburban Heights Alternative School. On her appbeoeato the alternative school, Erica
listed the following reasons as to why she feltlsaé not been successful within the
traditional high school setting: boredom, chrorealth problems, excessive zeroes, lack
of classroom structure, low self-esteem, and paathrekills. Erica did not experience
any of these problems while attending the altemeadéchool. She started the program
with zero credits and graduated after two and fyears in the fall of 2012. She
concluded, “This school really changed my life."eStontinued, “It really did 'cause they
actually careyou know, and they went out of their way to malkeeghat you were
okay.” She remembered, “I wahockedvhen | came here and you said my name in the

hallway and asked me how | was.” She said, “I wenhe and told my parents.” She
111



admitted, “I had never had a principal or anybdtkg know mé. She added, “Schools
need to do that more. They need to have more ohaeaction with their students.” Erica
is currently working at a fast food restaurant ub&ban Heights and is attending a

junior college. She is studying psychology with thtention of becoming a counselor.

Faith’s Story

It seemed like there the teachers really didn'hesare
if you failed or passed.
I've had teachers that flunked me by like one point

They didn’t even try to help you get that one paipt

Personal Profile

Faith is an 18-year-old, white female. She is 4,1ds a stocky frame, bobbed,
medium-brown hair, and brown eyes. She is quiel sRy, and can appear reticent.
Once she trusts a person, she presents as friandlgonfident. She can be quite
outgoing. She is a deeply spiritual person andhiacive member of her church. She
loves children and worked as a nanny and babysitteng her high school years. She
attended a vocational school for a while studyiadyechildhood development with the
hope of becoming an elementary school teacherw&héto another, larger school
district in Oklahoma for kindergarten, first, aretend grades. She moved to the
Suburban Heights School District for her third grggar and stayed through graduation.
At the beginning of the interview, she was verywoeis and her voice shook. She
struggled to articulate her feelings partly becalsehas a fairly introverted personality.
In addition, she still feels intense emotion aldwert school experiences in the traditional

setting. She teared up and cried periodically thhowt the interview. Her feelings about
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these experiences are visibly raw and reveal amithdal wounded by her school

experiences.

Elementary/Middle School Years

Faith struggled with the transition when she moted Suburban Heights
elementary school for third grade. She remembérddd a really hard time like first
switching districts.” She observed, “It was a latdter out here than it was there.” She
believed her troubles in school could be traced bathis point in time. She added since
third grade, “I have pretty much struggled the vehiine.” She continued, “The work
was a lot harder for me to comprehend.” Faith fedtyever, that her elementary teachers
cared about her. She said, “I had teachers ttetllyrliked and | know that they cared
about me.” She laughed nervously and added, “Thegned to kinda [sic] help me then
more than they did as | got older.” She, howevemediately qualified this remark by
acknowledging, “I don’t know if they like went oaf their way to help me with
anything.” Overall, Faith admitted, “I liked schaalelementary school.” She said, “I

think elementary school was more kinda [sic] lika fo me or whatever, not boring.”

Faith acknowledged she “kind of” liked middle sohoShe, however, noted that
her school experience “pretty much went downhikasixth grade.” She said, “Sixth
grade it just got blah and they gave you more wortto.” She remembered struggling
with “math and science.” In addition, “It seeméctlthat the teachers didn’t care, they
just want ta [sic] have all the kids pass or whateand then move on.” She felt like her
middle school teachers “weren’t friendly...they didiike talk to you, like have normal

everyday conversations with you.” Faith believee teacher “in seventh grade” cared
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for her. This “science teacher” was someone whtu&aly had a relationship with her
students.” Faith explained, “Even to this day, see her somewhere she’ll be like, ‘Oh
Hi’ and she’ll call me by name and she remembers Feath believed for most teachers,
“the school district was so big they couldn’t likeemember everyone” or “get to know

everyone.”

Experiences and Perceptions of Traditional High Sabol

Faith’'s Poem

| had a lot
Of zeroes
Because
| just didn’t want to do
The work
Because
| didn’t want to be

THERE

| was just like
Why do it
Because
| didn't like it
At all
Because
| didn’t feel close to

ANYONE

If
You weren’t popular and
If
Everyone didn’'t know you and
If
You didn’t have money
You didn’t

FIT IN

If
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You didn’t have a lot of friends and
If
You were quiet like me
Then no one talked to you
You weren'’t
COOL
You were an

OUTCAST!

Faith cried off and on when she talked about harg/at the mid-high. She
pinpointed ninth grade as the time when she comlylstopped liking school. It was also
the year when her parents separated. She saiddlwate at the mid-high, teachers,
counselors, or principals, knew what was goingrohar personal life at that time. As for
school, she confessed, “I had a lot of zeroes.”ssi@ “I just didn’t want to do the
work.” She added, “I didn’t want to be there be@udidn’t like it at all.” She more than
disliked the mid-high. Shehated it” When | asked her why, she said, “Because | didn’t
feel close to anyone.” She tearfully recalled, &blone good friend | was always with.”
She acknowledged, “I had other people that | tatketut they were just like
acquaintances.” She added, “I just didn’t feel like=longed in that school.” Faith
concluded, “At that school, if you weren’t populand if everyone didn’t know you, you
didn’t fit in.” She felt neither “popular” nor “cdd In spite of this, she said her

attendance “wasn’t bad.” She remembered, “I ongsed when | was sick.”

When | asked Faith who the popular kids were, siied, “Pretty much anyone
that played sports and were jocks.” She went andioide, “cheerleaders, basketball
players, football players” and “band people.” Ské&dved the “jocks” in particular “got

special treatment” from “all the teachers.” Shevimled an example. “If you had a
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teacher that was a coach, if anyone that even gltnat sport was in their class, it
seemed like they would have a relationship witmthleut not the other people.” Faith
described being treated differently because shenatwell-off. She remembered, “If
you didn’t have money to buy designer clothes dhitthat stuff then just forget about it

‘cause you'renot ever.

Faith felt that at the mid-high, “The teacherdlyedidn’t even care if you failed
or passed.” She believed, “They just did theirolol they gotewardedor whatever for
it.” She remembered one teacher who flunked helik®yone point.” She resented this
and claimed the teacher “didn’t even try to helptbat one point up.” Faith tearfully
confessed, “The whole not helping me bring my gnagl@nd making me have to go to
summer school because of one poliitat justwasn’t a good thing for me.” Overall Faith
believed the mid-high teachers were indiffererttéo. She observed, “Probably 'cause |
usually didn’t try my hardest and | never made &l all that stuff.” She acknowledged
struggling to get her work done. She confessed just always had a wandering

mind.” She added, “I just got distracted way tosilgd

When | asked Faith if she could provide one exaropkecaring mid-high
teacher, She replied, “Um, not really.” | asked ifishe felt ignored by the teachers and
she admitted, “Yeah, kinda [sic].” She elaborat@they would teach or whatever and
then they would just, okay here’s your assignmedtthen they'd go sit at their desk.”
She remembered, “I had like one teacher at themgh; my English teacher in tenth
grade that would talk to you.” As for the schoolineelors, Faith said, “I didn't ever
really talk to them.” She acknowledged the printsg the mid-high “were nice, but |

didn’t really have a relationship with them.” Stadlad, “They wouldn’t be able to tell
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you my name.” Faith remembered, “They would alweyse out during passing period
or during lunch.” “They would sometimes talk tod¢mts.” She concluded, “They
probably favored the people that were always inofffiee, the office aides, 'cause they

actually knew them.”

Faith moved across the street to the senior high asked her to describe her
experiences there. She said, “I didn't like it heé&ther because it was just too big.” She
remembered it as “just basically the same thinthasnid-high, if you weren’t popular
and didn’t have money, you didn’t have friends.eSQlontinued, “If you were quiet like
me, you were pretty much an outcast.” She actéevedd when she said, “I was only
there like three hours of the day because | wetddb school.” She added, “I did pretty
good for the most part at tech.” Faith continuedttaggle in the classroom. She
acknowledged, “I didn’t do my work and | wouldn'® dny homework.” She
remembered, “In the classroom, my mind just wanddas.” She added, “I would just
get bored and I'd be sitting there.” She describexdclass work as “book work pretty

much.” She observed, “If you didn’t get help withyiou didn’t want to do it.”

Faith struggled with the daily routine. She remeneld, “In my history class,
every day we came in and we took like two pagesotds, every single day.” She
continued, “Then we’d talk about it a little bitgthen every Friday we had a test over
the notes.” She exclaimed, “And that's it all y&arg.” Faith claimed this was the pattern
for every class “pretty much every day.” When legker what kind of assignments she
would have liked, she said, “Ones where you actugt to do cool stuff, be creative,

like express yourself through stuff.” Faith chos¢ to do her homework. She admitted,
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“l just had other things | wanted to do.” As fomsequences, she said, “I mean if you got

a zero you got a zero, that’s all.”

Faith did not feel like she belonged in the traxfiil high school environment.
She remembered, “At the mid-high and the high sthoo were just another student in
the halls.” She described popularity dynamics ot lsampuses as “pretty much the
same.” She continued, “If you didn’t party then yeeren’t cool.” She recalled after the
weekend “all you ever heard” was “who partied witho and who did this with who.”
She said, “It seemed like that's all they careduid-aith believed teachers and students
considered popular kids to be “cool.” Because &, tbhe claimed, “They could probably

manipulate the teachers and I'm sure they couldpodate other students.”

Faith found the counselors at the high schooktéviery rude.” She recalled her
mother would try to “call them all the time andyltenever return her calls.” Faith
believed the counselors did not think her strugglese “important enough to call back.”
Faith admitted, “My grades were bad. | was failewgry single class.” At this point she
remembered, “My mom told the counselor that shekdhthat | should go to alternative
school.” The counselor’'s responded, “I just dohihk that’s the right route for Faith.”
Faith continued, “I don’t understand why that wautde the right route for me when
I’'m failing every single class at the high schootianot getting any one-on-one.” She felt,
“They were very rude about it.” Faith’s perceptigas, “I guess they just thought if |
failed my classes then | should have to go to sunsetgool or night school and pay for it

to make it up.”
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Transition to Alternative School

Faith applied to the Suburban Heights Alternaticad@l in spite of the senior
high counselor's recommendation. Her applicatioscdbed the following struggles with
the traditional school setting: boredom, excessemes, lack of effort, poor math skills,
and poor study skills. Faith did not exhibit anytleése problems while attending the
alternative school. She said that she liked therraditive settingVery muchk’ She
remembered, “The teachastually cared They talked to you.” She added, “They could
tell if something was going on in your life 'caubey actually paid attention.” She
continued, “Over here everyone wafamily.” She said, “It seemed like you weren’t
teachers and students, you wetdgafamily? She concluded, “That's completely
different from the mid-high and the high schooldith graduated in the spring of 2013.
She is currently working full-time and is attendm¢echnical school with plans to

become a dental assistant.
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Chapter VII

Care

Alex: “They don't really care.”
Beth: “I personally have not met a whole lot ofdleers who | feel care about what they are doing.”
Christian: “They seemed to not really care.”
Doug: “Some of the teachers didn’t seem like theyeaninto it.”
Erica: “I didn’'t have any teachers that openly seérike they cared.”

Faith: “It seemed like that the teachers didn’ecar
Introduction

For the purposes of this study, | defined cardaadhtful attentiveness toward
another which people can express through demoiwstsabf empathy, concern or
solicitude. Heidegger proposed that care was “drg Being of human life” (Noddings,
2005, p. 15). He emphasized that the need to car¢éosbe cared for encompasses all
living reality. At its most basic form, care marsfe through a loving relationship
between two human beings. The dynamic structueeaafring relationship includes both
the carer and the cared for person (Noddings, 2@06aring relationship is predicated
on the ability to listen attentively to another gmr and then to respond to that person as
positively as possible. Noddings described thetglid demonstrate care as “a
responsiveness characteristic” (xiii). She conetuthat the carer and the cared for must
both contribute to the relationship or the relasioip has no meaning. Furthermore, if for
whatever reason, the cared for person denies eedire from the carer, this negates the

existence of a caring relation (Noddings, 2005).
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A care can also be a thought, situation, or contteahweighs on a person’s mind
or causes anxiety or anxiousness. Marginalizednyaho often have extra worries or
concerns in their personal lives may be in neeekth measures of care at school.
Noddings (2005) proposed that many educators fratyugnore the possibility that
students might have “pressing cares and interestaddressed by the subject matter
presented in schools” (p. 7). She argued that dy&sahools should be more responsive
to the expressed needs of...students” (p. xiii). imher interview, Faith suggested that
care at school could be vitally important for thesedents who “might not be getting
cared for at home.” She added, “School might beotlig place where they're getting
that.” Doug characterized the need for caring teexchs “pretty big.” He elaborated, “I
mean when my mom wasn'’t forcing me to go to schigsllike the teachers [in
alternative school] were more worried about yountpaur own parent.” Students, who
experience instability, traumatic events and/oeottisruptions in their personal lives,

may be the most in need of caring relationshiph @aitults at school.

Analysis of Care Data

McGregor and Mills (2011) stated, “Unique backgrdwombinations of
gendered influences, family practices and supptesns, emotional and social capital
and class positioning all contribute to the shapihg young person’s attitude towards
schooling” (p. 846). Disadvantages within thesekgemund characteristics also may
contribute to the shaping of public school educatattitudes toward marginalized youth.
Those students who struggle to achieve at schaotalbackground disadvantages and
social capital deficits may inconveniently hindiee academic progress of a school

through poor attendance, poor standardized testscand higher dropout rates. Instead
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of blaming these individuals, however, for beingtbe normative track, educators can

help by creating school support systems framedtyyaghy and care. Such systems are

vitally important to the academic success and $oa@#8-being of marginalized students

(McGregor & Mills, 2011). The following matrix rexals some of the disadvantages

experienced by the six participants of this study.

Table 1
Personal Profile Matrix
SES Health Issues Crisis LéftS.
Alex Low Anger, Depression, Divorce, 11th
Insomnia Mobility,
Friend’'s Death
Beth Middle ADHD, Depression, | Personal Health | 11th
Insomnia, Issues
Mononucleosis
Christian| Lower- ADD, Anger, Divorce, Mobility | 10th
Middle Depression
Doug Low Drug/Alcohol Use Unwed Parents,| 10th
Mobility, Long-
term Out of
School
Suspension
Erica Lower- Pacemaker, Friend’s Suicide  9th
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Middle Depression,

Heart Surgery

Faith Low Anxiety, Social Parent’'s 11th

Withdrawal Separation

Two of these participants experienced divorce, €iam in second grade and
Alex in eighth grade. Faith’'s parent separated wdtenwas in the ninth grade. Doug’s
parents never married, and he experienced extrembdity between the two homes.
McGregor and Mills (2013) concluded, “Young peopieo live in unstable and/or
unsupportive/neglectful environments will find iffetult to comply with many of the
cultural expectations of mainstream, middle-clat®sls” (p. 846). Only Beth and Erica
described parental stability at home. All six adoknts experienced some form of
physical or mental health issue, two self-descrisgegoor, and the other four are from
low to middle class socioeconomic backgroundsaddition, all but Beth experienced
one or more traumatic events during their schoatgealthough her negative experiences
with ADHD medication could be characterized asrmnatic. Noddings (2005) suggested,
“We should not ignore our children their purposessieties and relationships in the
service of making them more competent in acadekilis’s(p.10). Existential
experiences shaped the purposes, anxieties, atmnships of these adolescents and in

so doing helped to frame their experiences at 4dchoo

The following matrix represents each participapesception of his/her struggles

within the traditional high school setting. It pides a summary of the reasons each
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participant gave as to why he/she left or wantel@éawe the traditional high school. Just

as in their personal profiles, commonalities ane@wt as well as informative.

Table 2

Alternative School Application Matrix

Alex Beth Christian Doug Erica Faith
Boredom X X X X X X
Excessive Zeroes X X X X X X
Lack of Effort X X X X X X
Low Self-Esteem X X X X
Poor Social Skills X X
Bullying X X X X
Excessive Absences X X X X X X
Credit Deficiencies X X X X X X

Each of the six participants felt disengaged fromtraditional high school with
experiences characterized by boredom, not doingwmwek, lack of motivation, and poor
attendance. Four dealt with low self-esteem issweswith poor social skills, two
experienced bullying and two witnessed acts ofyimul. All suffered from credit
deficiencies. Their grade point averages when sit@yed attending the alternative
school ranged from .0 to 1.9. In this era of “nieefal national educational

competiveness,” these already marginalized adaisceased on their interview
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responses, may have been further marginalizedsoh@ol system that deemed them to
be “the problem for failing to negotiate the hazaod this so-called risk society that
demands increasing levels of social, emotional,exhgational capital to succeed”
(McGregor & Mills, 2011, p. 845). In current disaea, social justice has been
refashioned as equal access to a public schooh&#dncEquity, however, ignores the
fact that children arrive at school from unequattstg positions yet still are required to

equitably navigate their way through school (McGrre§ Mills, 2011).

Perceptions of Care: Elementary and Middle School:

Each of the participants described their experiemgéh care as gradually
declining from kindergarten through high schoole®ementary school years were their
best years in school with the exception of timensrethe alternative program. Even
though they felt some measures of care duringldmentary years, each of them, with
the exception of Doug, qualified their commentswgtieacher care. Due to excessive
mobility, Doug seemed to be the most disengagetkstiof the six participants. He
characterized elementary school as “fine.” | etidithe following comments when |
asked each participant to describe feeling caretiyfaeachers during the elementary

school years:

Alex: | think they caredbouttheir students in a different way than we think of
caring right now. Like they cared for them the waw cared for a child that’s in
the store that gets lost. It's not like actual fayfor the child but it's enough to

where the child gets by.

125



Beth Yes,for the most partl hadone teacher in particulathat really stepped

out and made a difference and | got an A in hesscla

Christian:For the most partl'd say definitely more so in elementary than in

middle school.

Doug: | think first grade wafine and then all the rest wéise until | got into like

sixth grade.

Erica: There wasne in particularthat | did. But most of the time, | mean, you
know, they always came off nice and stuff, but thveye never one-on-one

attention.

Faith: They seemed to kinda [sic] help me more thay did as | got older. | had
teachers that | really liked and | know they caabdutme. But | don’t know if

they like went out of their way to help me with #gmpg.

Noddings (2001) distinguished between the conagfptaringaboutsomeone

and caringor someone. She wrote “caring for refers to the dingetsonal response of a

carer for a cared-for” (p. 37). Caring for someoggresents the ethic of relational care.

Caring about someone is more indirect and is offgceve when and if it turns into

caring for someone. Caring aboapresents the virtue of caring in which the chiees

the best interests of a person at heart, but doelsear or see the expressed, individual

needs of that person. Noddings (2003) argued d&$tis need and want teachers to care

for them as persons and to convey this care thrbstgming and responding to their

expressions of concern” (p. 244).
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Alex described the care he experienced in elemgstdrool as impersonal. He
referred to it as being cared “about.” He felt thachers cared about him as they would
for any child, but not for him as an individual.rFlex, this kind of care was just enough
for him to “get by.” Faith believed her teachersethabout her, but was not able to claim
that they cared for her on an individual basis. I&med this belief on the fact that her
teachers did not seem to go “out of their way” édpther. Beth and Christian shared the
perception that they experienced caring teacherstte most part.” Beth and Erica each
remembered one teacher “in particular” who demaiestk care. Doug made no direct
comment either way about care in elementary scisoan experience, it was just

“fine.”

Middle school was a period of decline for eachhaf $ix participants, not only in
terms of care, but also in overall experience. Mg®r and Mills (2011) stated, “As
young people move through primary into secondalngsling, and in particular into the
senior phase, the rules pertaining to curriculuomtent, and assessment become
increasingly inflexible (p. 846). Perhaps thiswirg inflexibility was at least partly
responsible for the following negative perceptiohthe participants’ middle school

years:

Alex: Seventh grade.just kinda [sic] gotvorseprogressively.

Beth: Middle school was when | really started hgypnoblemswith teachers. |

wasn’t getting any help andfiustratedme.
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Christian: Right after elementary school it seetilezlthey were all there just to
do their jobs, to get a paycheck. It was just doryeork or 'mmad | don’t

know, they seemed just twt really care.

Doug: It felt like some of therdidn’t like mejust because, | don’t know why,

maybe | was a talker or | don’t know.

Erica: | think it was about eighth grade. | jugisn’t doing welll didn’t want to
try in eighth grade because | felt like thaign't care | felt like 1 didn’t care, you

know | felt like itdidn’t matter.

Faith: It pretty much wendownbhill after sixth grade because it seemed like that
the teacherdidn’t care They just wanted ta [sic], | guess, have allkits pass

or whatever and then move on. Like that’s all thaged about.

These descriptions of the middle school yearsiddéed with negative emotions.

Some of the participants described their schookegpces in terms of “worse,”

” W ” LIS

“downbhill,” “problems,” “frustrated,

mad.” Alex aid his school experience got worse.

Christian, Erica, and Faith felt that their teasheid not care. Doug believed some of his

teachers did not like him. Beth said she did notlge help that she needed. Erica

remembered not doing well, but did not care or warty because “it didn’t matter.”

These comments reflect the initial emergence aftatseme that reappears later in the

traditional high school data. This sub-theme pesgtéd student perceptions of teacher

engagement; that teachers show up just “to geyehgak” and their only concern is to

make sure students are “passing and moving on.”
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Perceptions of Care in Traditional High School:

High school represents the bottom of the downwajedtory of these
adolescents’ educational experiences and theiepgons of care. These perceptions
represent not only what they experienced, but\alsat they wanted and needed to
experience. Each adolescent described what hiishght care should look like. They
described how teachers could show they care fdestis as opposed to care about them.
The use of student voice is significant in thisdgtbecause it signals that students have
“a legitimate perspective and opinion” (Smyth, 2004288). Smyth (2004) posited, “If
we want to really understand phenomena like ‘dnogpiut,” we need to access the
mining of these concepts and excavate them fronmgide out” (p. 288). Therefore, the
following quotations along with my poetic represditns of their words are my attempt
to excavate student perceptions of care from thielénout and to mine the data for
emergent themes. The reader is encouraged to datefully to each participant’s voice

as he/she describes perceptions of care withitradld@ional high school environment.

Alex’s Voice

“It wasn't very friendly at all, like the teachemould like try to be your friend and every
now and then you would find a good teacher, bubfathem are just, they don't really
care. | think that everybody there was just therget a paycheck and move on. They

were all really kind of just, get your work donedaget out of my class.”

If you want a student to learn

You don't just say
Here
Take this and go do it
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You have to say
Here
This is how you do it
If you're gonna have classes
You need to get to
Know
Your students
You need to
Know
What they’re going through
Don’t push them too far!
Don’t confuse them!
Don't leave them stranded!
Pay attention
To
The students
If you’re gonna care for them
Pay attention

To
Them

Beth’s Voice

“I| feel like it's the teacher’s job to step out alpel a loving person, but nowadays we
don’t have teachers like that very often. | perdlgrieave not met a whole lot of teachers
who | feel care about what they are doing. | thttskimportant, just like in family or
friendship relationships, you need to better edabbro A teacher-student is a
relationship, it is a type of relationship and hddhink people see that anymore. People

see it as a job. | think it's more than just a jiis. kind of a lifestyle too, because you
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have people coming in and out of your life all tilee; students coming in, students

going out.”

A caring teacher is someone...

Who
helps you
even
if she has
Little time

Who
checks
on you
if you're
Gone

Who
makes sure
you'’re
Okay

Who

keeps that line
between

friend and teacher
Close

Who

shows you

that

they're not just some
Mentor

A caring teacher is someone...

Who's
going to be there
for you

if something goes
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Wrong

Who's

going to help you

become

the person you're supposed
TO BE!

Christian’s Voice

“It seemed like they were all there just to do thebs, to get a paycheck. They seemed to
not care. Very rarely was teachers actually gendihey were just there for a check so
they just get frustrated easily instead of talkingne. | just didn’t feel like anyone was
trying to teach me anything, they just like tryitogget all their students to make good
grades. That doesn’t necessarily mean they least kihd of like, here you, go do this. |

didn’t care really. | didn’t want to be there.”

A caring teacher is...

Someone who

Has this job to help people learn

And
Will actually teach in a way
That'’s

Not just like fill out this worksheet

Or
Work out of the book
Or
Just kinda like say facts at you

A caring teacher is...
Someone who

Talking to them one on one
Really

Trying to get on their level
Really
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Trying to understand where they're
Coming from
Trying to like portray that
They are there
To help

A caring teacher is.
Someone who
Will talk to you after class
You're not plgying attention
You're not dging your work
And ask you
Is there a reason?

Is there anything you need help with?

Is there something | can do differently?

Doug’s Voice

“I think it's very important knowing a teacher wantou at school. If they’re making an
effort to contact me on a personal level, therould probly [sic] try, and | would feel
more comfortable to walk up and talk to them andikee hey, | don’t understand this,

what is this, this, and this.”

Some teachers
You can hear it
In their
Voice

The teachers that want to be there

They're enthusiastic
They gave that
Positive energy
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About teaching

The teachers that want to be there

Some teachers

Just were
More
Into it
The teachers that want to be there
Knowing
A teacher
Wants you
At school
It makes
You want
Togoto
Their class
The teachers that want to be there
They care

And maybe
| should care about
What they're teaching

The teachers that want to be there

Erica’s Voice

“Most of the time, they always came off nice andffstout they were never one-on-one
attention. First, they should know their name arsd gxpress their concern for you and
they make sure that they explain everything. Iiytbee a student struggling they should

go and say, hey do you understand this? Do you help@”

One teacher...

He
Would talk to me

134



After class

He

Made sure

My parents were informed

He

Went out of his way

To make sure all of his students
Could succeed

He

Asked me what

Was going on

He

Made sure that |

Was okay

He

Seemed like

He cared

Faith’s Voice

“A caring teacher would be someone that actualksteo you about your life and like
you’re a human being, not just a student, and thigse talk to you about their life.
They'll actually talk to you like a friend. Theygticare and they let you know they're
there for you. If the teacher doesn’t care or amgththe student’s not going to care and

I'd be like, well if the one that's making me deettvork doesn’t even care, why should |

care?”

Over here

The teachers
actually
cared
they talked to you

You weren’t
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on student voice.

like
crowded
in a bunch of students

Over here

The teachers
cared
if
you had your grades in

They could
tell
if
something was going on in your life

Over here

They
actually
paid attention

They
communicate
with you

Three sub-themes layered within the main themeud emerged upon a close
reading of the previous comments. The first emdrgeb-theme is teacher attention. The
second sub-theme is teacher engagement. Teaohetiaitand teacher engagement
together relate to the third sub-theme which idetl motivation. | provide an in-depth

analysis of each of these emergent themes in tloaving section. Again, | rely heavily

Emergent Sub-Theme 1: Teacher Attention
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Alex: Payattentionto the students...if you're gonna [sic] care fomthe

Beth: | tried gettingone-on-oneawith teachers.

Christian: Probably just talking to themme-on-oneLike really trying to get on

their level, really trying to understand where theyoming from.

Doug: | had mor@ne-on-ondime with the teachers of course.

Erica: They were neveme-on-onattention.

Faith: I'm failing every single class at the higghool and not getting arone-

on-one.

Noddings (2003) wrote, “The most basic idea adttehal caring is to respond to
each individual in such a way that we establishmattain caring relations (p. xviii).
Lee and Bryk (1989) concluded that responsive dolmaronments needed teachers
who “engage students personally” (p. 189). Thevalmpotations illustrate each
participant’s desire for teachers to engage wigmtlon an individual and personal level.
Beth described care as the relational foundaticheteacher to student classroom
dynamic. She envisioned the relationship as recgireuggesting that the teacher and
student should “better each other.” Within this ayrc, the teacher or carer gives
attention to the student in such a way that théesttifeels cared fahrough engagement
on a personal level. Doug characterized caringntate as when, “They’re making an
effort to contact, you know, me on a personal |&v@t, as Faith suggested, like the

student is a “human being.”
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The first step in establishing a personal relatimaccording to Alex, Beth,
Christian, and Erica is for the teacher to knowghmlent’'s name. Erica said, “One of the
basic things to show that you care about someokowing their name.” Beth agreed,
“If you don’t care enough to know my name, why dw\care if | fail or pass.” Christian
took this theme one step further by saying thathees “could actually relate to each
individual student” if they “know things about theand know you know what they do
and who they are.” Alex concurred, “You need totgdtnow your students more and
like know what they're going through.” He continyédou have to get to know your
students to be caring for them.” He responded pes$jtto the alternative school
environment because as he said, “Everybody herer«kgou by name and they know

your story.”

According to my study participants, teacher attentepresents care when it is
characterized by individualized attention paid &twdent through one-on-one
interaction. Croninger and Lee (2001) found, “Stutdavho come from socially
disadvantaged backgrounds and who have had acadéfitglties in the past find
guidance and assistance from teachers especidifuli€p. 548). Five of the six
participants specifically used the teame-on-onettention when describing the kind of
attention they wanted and needed from their teaclAdex referred to personal attention
from teachers as “interactive.” He provided theregke of one teacher who would “sit
down with us and like actually talk to us.” He add#f you're interactive with your
student or me in that case, I'll understand iyjaf’re not interactive at all, I'm not going
to understand.” Open dialogue between a teachea ahadent appears then to be a
crucial part of teacher attention. Christian désamtiwanting teachers who would “talk to
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you after class if you're not paying attention, yewnot doing your work and ask you
like is there a reason” and “communicate with mexdavel that | could relate to.” Beth
described one-on-one attention as when “that teaaielown with me and said, ‘Did

you get this done? Why didn’t you get this done?””

Teacher attention as personalized engagement varfdrareaching
consequences. Croninger and Lee (2001) discussadahner in which a caring teacher
might serve as a “safety valve for adolescentsbfi). When a teacher provides a
student with emotional support, encouragement agsitance, the student may be better
able to withstand the pressure of academic or patgwoblems. This was the case for
Alex. He described previously how one caring teatiedped him stop thinking about
hurting himself after his friend was killed in thanth grade. He remembered how she sat
down every day with him and his girlfriend, talkiedthem, and “kind of like took us in
as her children.” He said, “I think if she wouldhave done that | might not have a

chance of being here today.”

Adler (2002) wrote, “Caring for students is freqtigwited by novice teachers as
a primary rationale for entering the teaching psefen” (p. 241). This seems perhaps to
be an essential motivator for becoming a teachee. ight think that providing
individual guidance and assistance to studente&d nvould be an inherent aspect of the
teaching profession. Yet, these adolescents padé¢hat individual attention toward
students seemed to take an extraordinary effothepart of the teacher. In fact, each
participant seemed surprised when and if it hapgelBeth described a teacher having
“stepped beyonider dutiesto make sure that | succeeded.” Erica remembared o

teacher whowent out of his wayto help her. Alex expressed the importance ofteas
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who “sit down with us and likactually talk to us Faith, however, recalled feeling that

her teachersreverwent out of their wéyto help her.

Beth suggested teachers shoulstep outand show people that you care about
them.” Erica said, “If they see a student strugglimey should go and say, hey do you
understand this? Do you need help?” Christian agdde thought it was important “for
the teacher to talk to you after class if you'ré paying attention, you’re not doing your
work, and ask you like is there a reason you'r@hdeachers should take the time to sit
down with a student even if, as Beth said, “theyehlittle time.” Faith observed that

teachers should try “to help you get that one pomt

Emergent Sub-Theme 2: Teacher Engagement

Alex: They were all really kind of just, get youovk done and get out of my

class. | think everybody there was just there toageaycheck and move on.

Beth: | feel like some of them, they don’t care @iba@hat they're doing and
they've showed me that throughout the years. Pesg@eat as a job. | think it's

more than just a job. It's kind of a lifestyle too.

Christian: It seemed like they were all there jostlo their jobs, to get a

paycheck. It was just kinda [sic] the attitudelod tvhole staff in general.

Doug: Some teachers you can hear it in their vaieeteachers that want to be
there. They're enthusiastic. They gave that pasiginergy about teaching. Some

teachers, just, they were more into it.
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Erica: | didn’t have any teachers that openly sekhke they care. It was here’s

your work, this is when it's due, and then they teemd sat down at their desk.

Faith: They just did their job and they got rewatdéhey would teach or
whatever and then they would just go, okay herelg yassignment and then

they'd go sit at their desk.

Based on participants’ perceptions, it appearshiracare demonstrated through
teacher attention encompasses more than just cloe@engagement with students.
Teacher engagement demands that the teacher emgfaggy with the art of teaching,
engage actively with the curriculum, and engageelgtwith the teaching profession
and its inherent responsibilities. The perceptibthe participants was that most of their
teachers were not engaged. The teachers seemest bejgoing through the motions.
Each of the participants described the everydagein class as “boring” and
“monotonous.” They all listed boredom on their altgive school application as a reason

for leaving or wanting to leave the traditionalhigchool.

Erica described the daily routine, “It was, ‘herg&ir work, this is when it's due’
and then they went and sat down at their desk.tisGan remembered the day to day
routine as they would “toss a worksheet on youkgithis out, finish it, turn it in.” He
added, “It just feels so monotonous.” Beth saidéyre just handing you a piece of
paper and expecting you to do it, and if you ddo'tit you’re gonna [sic] fail.” Faith
described class as, “The teacher would talk alfeuassignment, give you an

assignment, and then if you didn’t finish it youdiaomework and that was pretty much
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every day.” Alex added, “It's like every day itsd same thing. Everybody just does the

exact same thing.”

To Alex, Christian, and Faith, most of the teachmisaved as if they were just

“there to get a paycheck.” Christian proposed #hearing teacher should be “someone
who has this job to help people learn, not for ychack.” Faith said, “I mean you would
think that when you go into the profession it wohkgto help kids.” Christian described
one such teacher. He said, “She obviously wantdx tinere and she wanted to help
people learn. It wasn't to help people get goodigsa It was just to help people learn.”
Christian made a clear distinction between learaimg) grades. In his opinion, grades do
not necessarily reflect what or how much a stutkarns. He desired relevancy. He

wanted teachers who would, “Show me why it's imaottto know.”

Doug related teacher engagement to enthusiasthdgrofession. He said you
could tell “the teachers that want to be there.”relmembered, “You can hear it in their
voice. They're enthusiastic. They gave that posiamergy about teaching.” Christian
described the disengaged teacher as “kinda [sigjgyr.” He said, “They don't really
want to be there. They'd rather be off doing sonmgtlelse. They were just there for a
check.” Faith described teachers who were only@sted in moving students through the
grades. She said, “They just wanted ta [sic] hdvbakids pass and then move on. Like
that’s all they cared about it.” She believed leaichers were not interested in student

success. She commented, “The teachers really digtait care if you failed or passed.”

Emergent Sub-Theme 3: Student Motivation
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Alex: 1 didn’t find anything fulfilling at schoold actually wake up that early in

the morning get up and go.

Beth: People, who don'’t feel cared about, loser@stiein what they’re doing. If

they don't feel you care about it, they're not gpto care about it.

Christian: They showed me respect so | can you kgigw it back to 'em and |

would work for ’'em and | passed all those classes.

Doug: If they're making an effort to contact meapersonal level, then | would

probly [sic] try.

Erica: If a teacher actually shows that they cdisegonna [sic] make you more

motivated to do your work and succeed.

Faith: It seemed like there that the teachersyetdin’t even care if you failed or

passed. If you didn’t get help with it, you didwant to do it.

Croninger and Lee (2001) reported, “Dropouts fredgiyecomplain that their
teachers do not care about them, are not interestealv well they do in school, and are
unwilling to help with problems” (p. 551). Eachtbe six participants credited lack of
effort as a reason they struggled within the tradal school environment; lack of effort
equaled lack of motivation. They each tied effortl anotivation to perceptions of
teachers caring about student success as weklheseteencouragement. In other words,
teacher care inspired student care. As Beth sHigoti don’t feel like that teacher cares
if you're going to pass or fail, then why care dwre gonna [sic] pass or fail.” She

continued, “You're just there because there’s ne motivating you. There’s no one
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saying you can do it and there’s no one encouragmg’ Erica observed, “When you
know that someone doesn't care if you pass orpgadty much you don’t feel motivated.
You kinda [sic] just feel like well maybe | shoultlor | won’t pass anyway.” Erica
continued, “They didn’'t make you feel like you wey@ng to succeed. It was kind of
why should | go if I'm not going to succeed?” Slagled, “You want to feel like people
care, you want to feel like they want me to gradulitkinda [sic] takes your self-esteem.

| kinda [sic] just feel like well if they don’t biglve in me who will?”

Faith concluded, “If the teacher doesn’t care gitlaing, the students not going to
care. I'd be like well if the one that’s making e the work doesn’t even care, why
should | care?” Doug remembered feeling motivatgtelbchers who demonstrated care
for their subject matter. He said, “They care araybbe | should care about what they're
teaching.” Student motivation led to student suscBgth remembered having “only two
teachers that have really stepped out for me annésded up passing those two classes.”
Christian described several teachers who inspimadd do his school work. He said,

“They showed me respect so | can, you know gibadk to 'em, and | would work for

'em and | passed all those classes.”

Barber (2002) suggests that being a teacher regaitspecial duty of care” (p.
383). Beth described a similar philosophy of teagh“l think it's important that you do
like people if you're going to go in the professemyou do step out and show people
that you care about them.” My six participants oted that teachers demonstrate care
for their students by asking questions and progdnmlividual attention. A caring teacher
will sit down with a student and provide one-on-@ssistance. A caring teacher asks

why a student is not doing work. Teachers show taeg by “stepping up” and
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“reaching out” to students. In addition, the papants wanted to be seen and heard as
unique and distinct individuals. They wanted taéspected and recognized as “human

beings.” They did not want to be as Faith saidt‘arsther student in the halls.”
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Chapter VI

Belonging

Alex: “I felt like | didn't really fit in.”
Beth: “l didn’t want to be there. | would call asdy | have a headache
and | wanted to come home.”
Christian: “I didn't care really, | didn’t want toe there.”
Doug: “The people in my group thought of our gragplike kinda the outsiders.”
Erica: “I didn't feel like | belonged there.”

Faith: “I just didn't feel like | belonged in thathool.”
Introduction

From her review of school belonging research, @ster(2000) concluded, “The
research is consistent in identifying the psychalalgsense of belongingness as an important
factor in participation, school engagement and dutp(p. 336). She found that some dropout
studies established a relationship between a stsdegrceptions of acceptance at school and the
decision to remain in or to leave that school. Regefindings, however, also suggest that
feelings of belongingness and acceptance at schmahish as students age (Wentzel & Looney,
2006). The term “belonging” is often used interaably with “relatedness” and
“connectedness” (Johnson, 2009). When appliedegsthool setting, these terms refer to the
degree to which a student feels engaged with attdnthe school community. Osterman (2000)
equated feelings of belonging with a “sense of camity” (p. 323). “Community” can be
defined as a social organization in which membarsak care for and support one another

(Solomon et al., 1997, p. 236). Furman (1998) amhedl that the notion of community cannot be
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achieved unless members actively experience feebhgelonging. In other words, the

relationship between the two is reciprocal. The caranot exist without the other.

Deci et al. (1991) proposed that the desire to fagtationships is a basic psychological
need. Baumeister and Leary (1995) defined the teebdlong as “a pervasive drive to form and
maintain at least a minimum quantity of lastingsifige, and significant interpersonal
relationships” (p. 497). Some research studieaddbat teacher-student relationships foster
school connectedness, which in turn enhances dtedgagement and well-being (Furrer &
Skinner, 2003). Student perceptions of belongie@tedness, and/or connectedness are “in large
part, determined by their relationships with teash&€lohnson, 2009, p. 101). In fact, for many
students, a lack of involvement and participatiotiiw the classroom and its practices leads to
the “realization that they do not ‘fit in’ and teséngagement” as well as to the realization that
school is not for them (McFadden & Munns, 20023¢8). In spite of this, little formal attention
is paid to the affective needs of students withimgchool context (Osterman, 2000). Instead, the
main priority, especially in high school, continuesbe academic achievement measured, in

particular, by one’s performance on high-stakesdsedized tests.

Analysis of Belonging Data

Perceptions of Belonging in Traditional High Schoal

Chapter VIl conveyed how perceptions of care withie school context decreased as the
six study participants progressed from elementamyugh secondary school. As their
perceptions of care declined, so too did their gations of belonging. None of the participants
described feelings of not belonging until our dsgions led to their experiences at the traditional

high school. Perhaps up to that point, they eiéix@erienced some degree of school belonging
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or were not cognizant of being without it. At tinaditional high school, each participant
experienced feelings of not belonging within theajer school community. Alex said he did not
“fit in.” Erica and Faith never felt like they “bahged there.” Beth and Christian did not want “to
be there.” Doug perceived himself to be an “outsidehese feelings of not belonging applied to
the school context as a whole. Each, however, egsptesome sense of belongingness when they
were socializing with friends at school. The foliogy chained narrative, found poem presents

their voiced experiences and perceptions pertaiturgelonging at the traditional high school:

I
Felt like
| belonged
Sometimes

Whenever | was just
With friends

Other than that

Feltlike
| didn’t really
Fit in
| didn’t
Feel
like | belonged
there
‘Cause there was no
interaction with
teachers or witinpipals
| at least didn'’t
Feel

like | was accepted
there

| didn’t have the
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Feeling
that | wanted to go to
school

I
Feel
Like if you
Feel
Cared for at
School

You are going to
Feel
Like you
Fitin

You might not
Feel
Popular

But you're gonna
Feel
Like you're supposed to be
There

Like someone wants you to be

THERE

| mean
if you care for
someone
You’re gonna
make 'em
Feel
like they
BELONG
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The participants framed their discussion of belaggn terms of feeling. Solomon et al.
(1997) argued that disadvantaged youth in particwéad to “feel” the connection in order to
feel like they belong at school. Furthermore, Salaret al. suggested, “The feeling of
connection in school may be particularly importemtdisadvantaged students because of their
greater need for the motivational boost these cavige” (p. 236). Some educators, however,
may make certain assumptions relative to a stusl@etise of belonging within the school
context that do not benefit marginalized youth (Kub992). The first assumption is that student
achievement is more important than a student’sesehbelonging and that content is more
important than connection. Most educators certaandyconcerned with student learning and
success in the classroom. However, Maslow’s (18&2parchy placed an individual’'s need for
belonging above the need for knowledge and undeistg. He posited that belonging needs

must be satisfied before authentic learning coaike fplace.

Kunc (1992) proposed that some educators may aseabl membership as a prize to
those students who comply, achieve, and do naglishe status quo. In this manner, school
membership becomes a privilege extended to studdrisare socially and academically agile
enough to forge a timely and successful path thrdugh school. Disadvantaged youth, who
often struggle with the increasingly high stake dads of high school, may then be denied the
privilege of school membership because they stiay the norm. Kunc also suggested that
many educators assume that student affective regednet at home and do not, therefore, need
to be met within the school context. This assuampitgnores the negative effect that
disadvantages such as divorce, poverty, familyscaan have on a child’s psyche as well as on

his or her school performance.
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Three sub-themes emerged from a close readingafata pertaining to belonging. This
data includes the quotations presented at thedttris chapter as well as the poetic
representation. The first sub-theme explores tlssipte relationship between participant
perceptions of belonging and perceptions of teacaes. The second sub-theme examines the
role membership within social groups may play ia perception of belonging. The third sub-
theme connects feelings of belonging to studentvatdn and engagement. Each of these sub-

themes is discussed below with a heavy emphagiauitipant voice.

Emergent Sub-Theme 1: Teacher Care

In the poetic representation of voice previousisented, the participants described a
relationship between feeling cared for by schoalltsdand feelings of belonging. Their
responses suggest that when a student feels a@arby teachers and school officials, that
student will feel “accepted” at school. The studeilitfeel like he or she is “supposed to be
there.” Ma (2003) pointed out, “Teachers and adstiators are in a powerful position to
influence students’ sense of belonging to schqml'3é48). According to my participants, one
effective way teachers and principals show theg by interacting with the students. One-on-
one attention and interaction were shown in theiptes chapter to be powerful manifestations
of teacher care. Teacher care demonstrated thiadghdual attention and interaction may lead
to a student experiencing feelings of membershtpnty within the classroom, but also within

the larger school context.

Goodenow (1993) found that the experience of haattentive teachers was
significantly related to feelings of belonging. &&iexpressed feeling as though she did not

belong at the traditional high school because slteno “interaction with teachers or with
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principals.” Faith observed that feeling careddould make students “feel like they belong.”
Faith used the ethical form of care by definingtea care as carirfgr a student rather than
abouthim or her. A school climate that facilitatesdgnt perceptions of being cared for may be
conducive to the development of a positive sengeelainging at school. Routt (1996) concluded
that students related teacher attention with aangh in turn fostered a sense of belonging.
Ultimately, teachers who demonstrate care for sttedeay provide the socio-emotional support
that students, particularly the disadvantaged, ned&& successful in school through the

enhancement of their feelings of school belongkccles, 2004).

Emergent Sub-Theme 2: Peer Relationships

Peer acceptance and approbation may be relatethse f belonging and school
engagement (Furlong, 2003). Osterman (2000) destiie importance of peer acceptance as a
source of support for all students, but in parictdibr disadvantaged youth. She noted that some
studies found that low peer acceptance and loweseinschool membership placed adolescents
at risk of dropping out as does the perceptiongbhools are uncaring environments. Inclusion,
acceptance, and approbation by peers may play eokein the development and maintenance
of a sense of belonging. Goodenow (1993) propds&dgtroup identity often forms the core of

social support for adolescents. Each participastdbed their social group experiences:

Alex: 1 just, feeling like I didn’t belong. Everyvere | went there’d be like a group of
like 15, 30 people standing around just like, yoow, laughing a lot and I'm just

walking by. I just, | didn’t really have very maifiyends to call my own.
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Beth: The personal group that | was in there wask five or six of us and it was really
interesting actually how we all worked togetherefighwere a couple of girls who were

of my popular, you know, status quo. It was aditilt of everything, but it worked for us.

Christian: My closest friends didn’t go to schdalvas kinda [sic] alone. | would just

kinda [sic] stomp around from class to class amstigit around and be quiet.

Doug: If someone didn’t like me it was okay becallsad these people that liked me and
it didn’t matter what they think you know I've goty friends who think highly of me. |

had people there to back me up if some argumeng ckown.

Erica: At lunch, I would hang out with my friends.

Faith: “I didn'’t like it at all, hated it becauselidn’t feel close to anyone. | just didn’t
feel like | belonged in that school. | had one géraehd that | was always with and | had

people that | talked to but they were just like waqtances.”

Doug remembered, “Individuals that didn’t have augr, they sat by themselves.” This
was Christian’s experience. His “closest friends! ot go to school; therefore, he felt “alone.”
Perhaps students who find themselves without apgfeel isolated and alone. Based on the
participants’ comments, it appears that havingfigeis important, but the number of friends
may also be relevant. In other words, one or twadgoiends may not be enough to foster a
sense of belonging. This held true for Faith. Stienawledged having “one friend” she was
always with. This did not, however, protect h@nfrfeeling like she “just didn't” belong. Alex
described not having many friends “to call my owHe remembered large groups of students

hanging out and laughing while he walked by feelikg he was an “outcast.” Perhaps a
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relationship exists between the number of friemdadolescent has and the degree of alienation

and disengagement the adolescent experiencesaatl sch

Doug had a large group of friends. He describetirfg supported and protected because
of these friends. He claimed he did not care whiargpeople thought of him because “I've got
my friends who think highly of me.” Although Douglf like he belonged within this group of
friends, his group as a whole appeared to feehdesged and alienated from the school
environment. He remembered that he and his grdepred to themselves as “the outsiders” at
school. But, he said, “I was involved with my pemphd it didn’t matter.” Beth had a small
group of friends, “five or six,” and she did noefalone. In fact, she described herself as
“popular” within her group. Whether or not she wassidered “popular” within the overall
school context is unknown. Her group dynamic seetoed least make her feel socially secure.
She commented “it worked” for her and the other finers of her group. Being part of a small
group did not, however, keep her from feeling digaged from the school environment to the
point she would fake “headaches” so she could goendVhile Doug’s after school activities
with his peer group ultimately led to his suspensrom school. He remembered school officials
were told he “was out smoking the weed” with sorhhis friends. He continued, “It led to me

and | got in trouble.”

Based on Doug’s and Beth’s experiences, groupserfds appeared to serve, to a certain
extent, as a buffer or protective factor againstalenating climate of the traditional high
school. Doug had the largest group of friends, @pkared to be disengaged from all but the
social aspect of high school. He remembered thétrieel to float” through high school. When |
asked him if he felt like he “flew under the radaritil the day he got in trouble, he replied

“Right!” All that mattered to him was socializingti his friends. He confessed, “People were
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my life.” Beth proposed that having a lot of friensignified social acceptance. She observed,
“People want to have lots of friends and they warntot be known as the weird kid.” Although
Doug and Beth were both highly social in high sd¢hpeer acceptance was not enough to keep
them at the traditional high school. Doug’s gro@ptigipated in a high risk lifestyle that led to
him getting in trouble while Beth'’s struggles iretblassroom negated the approbation she felt
from her peer group members. As for Alex, Faithd Bnica, having one or two friends did not
offset perceptions of an uncaring and marginalififglp school environment. While Christian,

friendless and alone, “stomped around” and toolahger out by beating on “brick walls.”

Peer group membership is complicated in high schondloften results in the formation
of cliques. High school cliques usually represe¢atis categories. Merten (1996) wrote, “Status
categories are at the heart of adolescent so@gt s because they both represent major
divisions within the social world and also placdiwndual students in that world” (p. 52).
Cliques create a hierarchy of students and eadWidual is sorted and labeled accordingly.
Clothing appears to play an important role in gugting and labeling process. Each participant
described his or her position within the socialesrdhile a student at the Suburban Height's
high school campuses as well as characterizedi¢narbhy of student cliques. The following
guotations and my poetic representations of thendw authentically represent the participants’

voices:

Alex: I was going through a punk phase. | would msdanny jeans and band tees.

Beth: | was popular. | was dressed nice.

Christian: | was a little, kinda [sic], gothic loioky kid. | was always, always definitely

baggy clothes, dark.
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Doug: | hung out with all the people that, you knavere all the black and try to keep to

themselves.
Erica: | went through the whole black clothes alhdhat.

Faith: If you didn’t have money to buy designertibls and all that stuff, then just forget

about it.

There were all
the cliques

There was like
the emo
and
the gothic

The kids
who
you would consider
really weird
who
wear black
every day

There was like
the smart kids
that
are so smart
they don'’t take care
of themselves
smart kids

who
dress nice
but they’re not
popular

There was
the kids
who
are overweight
and
are really sweet
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if you get to know them
but
no one takes the time
because
they don't fit in
to what you would want them
to be

There was
the dorky pervert boys
who'd
just sit around
and
joke all the time
about stuff

There was
like
the band kids.

There was
the popular girls
and boys.

There was
the jocks
the football team,
the baseball team,
the soccer team

Merten (1996) proposed that membership within tusteategory, such as a clique, is
based on possessing similar social advantagesadwintages. Cliques serve as a sorting
mechanism placing individual students in this groughat group based on similarities in
academic achievement, athletic achievement, clgthieight, behavior, extra-curricular
activities, and social agility. The socially adtegeous are those students who possess dominant
social capital which can be traded in for popwaaihd prestige. According to the study
participants, combinations of wealth, athletic i#pilattractiveness and social agility are the

prerequisite characteristics for popularity. Poptifaequates with high measures of belonging
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and of fitting in. Alex remembered, “I felt likedidn’t really fit in because the school here is
really orientated like if you can throw a footbatlif you can kick a soccer ball.” He added, “If
you're rich you're pretty much popular.” He alscsebved if a person “looks, you know,

appealing to people, they're automatically popular.

A high school clique often can be identified basadhe way its members dress. Beth
observed, “It’s really about the people that loidk lyou 'cause you’ll notice they look like each
other. They all look like each other.” Individualstside of the clique, however, may choose to
imitate a group’s clothing style in spite of noirl@emembers. Alex dressed as though he
belonged to the “emo” group. He admitted, howetret he did not belong to any group. In fact,
he acknowledged, “I wanted to be like everybode elsvanted to, you know, be popular. |
wanted to have awesome clothing and stuff.” Fadleled if she had worn “designer clothes”
to school she might have been “popular.” Beth ctdrahe “dressed nice” and described herself
as “popular.” Christian and Erica dressed in blac# others labeled them as “gothic.” They
were not, however, members of the gothic grouadh Christian admitted, “As for the actual
gothic group, I'd say we were more enemies thanhamg.” Doug’s group members wore all
black and were self-described gothic. Doug did hotyever, wear black. He remembered being

“that one bright shirt from the group.”

Apparently, however, looking the part does not matcally grant membership in a
group, nor does not looking the part deny membpr#klex, Christian, and Erica dressed as
though they belonged to a certain clique but did Rerhaps doing so helped foster for them
some sense of belonging. Another possibility i$ tha black attire was related to their
emotional state. Each of them struggled with degioesissues. Perhaps black clothing was

simply the outer manifestation of inner turmoil. @@odid not dress as though he belonged to a
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clique even though he did. He appeared able toesgphis own individuality and still maintain
membership in a group whose other members all eldesidke. Some adolescents appeared to
construct at least a temporary identity by being pha group or a clique. Beth noted that some
students moved back and forth between groups; 1Bewptch to another group and they’ll form
into the other persons’ personalities.” She adtEde people you hang out with in my district

really do mold who you are.”

Being a group or clique member often created aessehsameness and exclusivity. Beth
observed, “If one person in that group does somgtthi affects the whole group.” Erica
remembered, “If you try to talk to other peopletthan’t dress like that, they’re just like what is
he doing, you know, like that you can't talk toitiné Faith described high school group
dynamics, “That’s like the people they're alwaysward. Like | guess they just associate with
everyone else in that group, with each other alltiime and not everyone else.” Beth proposed
in high school, “People are trying to find out wihey are.” Adolescents often struggle with
concepts of identity. They may strive to “fit infid “belong.” Sometimes, however, by choosing
a group identity, adolescents may be denying thegr self in order to fit in. Beth stated, “People
think it's cool now to be someone that you're n@lie described her personal epiphany, “I got
to the point where | realized that | am who | a®lie continued, “I'm one of those people that
has to go, go, go. It was my personality. It wagHD. If | don’t have something going on, |
do get bored.” As for other adolescents, she $kfdel like people haven't realized that yet.

They're trying to find out who they are.”

Emergent Sub-Theme 3: Student Engagement

Goodenow (1993) wrote, “Relatedness may have a iespecific influence” (p. 23).
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She proposed that a sense of belonging and regesuipport in a particular context, such as high
school, might enhance motivation and engagemethigincontext. The opposite may be true as
well. Students who do not experience feelings ¢drioging and support may exhibit lack of
motivation and engagement. Each study participastmbed feelings of not belonging within

the traditional high school setting. As detailedrigure 2 of Chapter VII, each also experienced
lack of effort within the same context. When stdébelonging needs are not being met in the
educational setting, it may be natural for theraxperience diminished motivation, alienation,
and poor performance (Osterman, 2000). Osterma0j2tbted, “There is substantial evidence
showing or suggesting that the sense of belongifhigences achievement through its effects on

engagement” (p. 341).

Alex: At first | just stopped going you know most& do. | was just like “no | gotta [sic]

get out of here.”

Beth: | didn’t want to be there because | knewamnsas it started to go downhill, | lost
more and more interest in making it go back uphghw it as, “well we’re downhill, 1

don’t want to be here, there’s no use for me tbdre.”

Christian: It wasn’t so much that | just didn’t leathe ability to pay attention, | just

didn’t want to.

Doug: | don’t know if I missed more days than | veapposed to. | might just have

missed as many days as possible.

Erica: | could of done my work. | could of but Idai't.
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Faith: | had a lot of zeroes because | just didmiht to do the work because | didn’'t want

to be there.

In the previous quotations, each of the participal@scribed disengagement from the
traditional high school setting either through doing work, poor attendance, and/or not paying
attention. Alex just “stopped going” to schoolbgjther. Beth lost interest in trying once she
perceived her achievement had gone “downhill.” &anh chose not to pay attention. Doug
pushed his absences to the limit. Erica said sbhkldwmve done her work but chose not to, and
Faith refused to do her work because she “didnittw@ be” at school. Goodenow (1993) noted
that disengaged students might stop attending $eltogether because of “the heightened self-
awareness or self-consciousness” of their developahstage (p. 23). She proposed that a sense
of public embarrassment and shame in the classedsoncould have “significant negative
implications for motivation” (p. 23). Beth addreddais very issue. She confessed, “Another
reason why | really didn’t want to be there wasurd myself not doing anything in class, and it
would become a little bit embarrassing whenevedh'd do my work and then a teacher would
collect work.” Doug admitted, “I didn’t like goingp and asking questions 'cause it made me
feel stupid.” Goodenow (1993) proposed, “A gensaaise of trust and belonging in school
settings then may be needed as a counterbalaricis teeightened sense of exposure and

interpersonal risk” (p. 23).

In Chapter VII, | discussed a possible, relatiahalamic between teacher care and
teacher engagement and student motivation based/@ix study participants’ perceptions and
experiences. In this Chapter, the participantsakeefeelings of not belonging within the
traditional high school environment. Each descrivadting to feel like they belonged and

credited low social status based on socio-econstatas for not belonging. The marginalized
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adolescents in this study also tied their perceptf teacher care to their perceptions of
belonging. They proposed that teachers can crea¢n@osphere of belonging and acceptance
for their students by demonstrating care througlividual attention and interaction. Next, |
discussed the importance of peer relationshipsiggneembership, and cliques to the issue of
belonging within the traditional high school corttdr addition, | explored the possibility that
student perceptions of belonging are related tdestumotivation. Group memberships and
cliques will be discussed in further detail in CteadX within the context of power and
privilege. Student motivation will also reappeareétation to oppositional behavior and

resistance.
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Introduction

When a society is based on hierarchies of casteglsdass, gender or religion, the social
relations within most of its organizations are Ulsuardered on the basis of power relations
(Lodge & Lynch, 2000). Schools as social organtrgtiare hierarchically structured along
authoritarian lines with adults at the top of therérchy and youth at the bottom. Lodge and
Lynch (2000) argued, “The core relationship of $shool institution is a power-based one in
which young people are structurally defined as stibate to adults” (p. 46). This subordination
reproduces their lesser status in society as Wethe top of the school hierarchy is the school

principal, a position vested with the organizatgoéntral power. The principal holds authority

Chapter IX

Power and Privilege

Alex: “The class president, he always has power everybody.”
Beth: “It really is about your status in the comntyri
Christian: “The principal at the mid-high was jlike a power-corrupted guy.”
Doug: “The people that did the extracurricularats, I've always felt like
they’ve had more power.”
Erica: “The popular people, they just feel likeyth@ve more power than
anyone else at the school.”

Faith: (The popular kids) “They could probly [sitfnipulate the teachers,

and I'm sure they could manipulate other students.”

over the school faculty and staff, as well as dlkierstudent body.

Teachers, in turn, have authority over the studentiseir classrooms. They are vested
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with power over their students, not only by virtafeheir adult status, but also through their
position as knowledge providers. Teachers arerthigees of knowledge acquisition. They
control the pacing, sequencing, and evaluatingp@ié¢arning process (McFadden & Munns,
2002). Freire (2009) referred to this process ks ktanking concept of education in which the
scope of action allowed to the student extends aslfar as receiving, filing and storing the
deposits” (p. 72). Students, in general, are nqgi@mered to have a voice within the school
hierarchy because they lack the status of experjeage, and knowledge (Freire, 2009; Lodge &
Lynch, 2000). Hierarchical power relations withinetclassroom and the school may render
marginalized students more voiceless and more ptiBtaeto school failure than others (Lodge

& Lynch, 2000).

The primary hierarchy of the public school orgati@aconsists of the school official to
student dynamic. A secondary hierarchy functiorthiwithis primary one. This secondary
hierarchy comprises the social organization ofstinelent body based on dominant status
categories. It is a “prestige hierarchy” in whi¢hdents with dominant social capital hold
positions of power at the top of the student samidér, while those with the least social capital
have little or no power at the bottom (Merten, 199651). Merten (1996) proposed, “Once
status categories gain prominence, they confidwesocial system in a manner that both reflects
levels of social recognition and at the same timé$ many students’ access to positive social
recognition” (p.52). Status categorical terms cavity them a significant evaluative connotation
hence the term “prestige hierarchy.” Students vt themselves at the top of the school social
order carry the most prestige. This may transkate special measures of both power and
privilege, as well as perceptions of care and lggtan Giroux (1983) wrote, “Students whose
families have a tenuous connection to forms ofucaltcapital highly valued by the dominant
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society are at a decided disadvantage” (p. 88jangdeed, “Schools serve as the trading post
where socially valued cultural capital is parlayetd superior academic performance” (p. 88).
Dominant social capital may also be traded in fgpuarity and for participation in
extracurricular activities. Disadvantaged studentsy come to school with social capital
deficits, may find that they are shut off from sochpower relations. Consequently, they may be

denied equal measures of power and privilege atadch

Analysis of Power and Privilege Data

Perceptions of Power and Privilege in Traditional Hgh School:

According to study participants, individuals whddpositions of authority, such as the
school principal or the class president, wield poatdraditional high school. Alex explained,
“The class president can pretty much just get upleave whenever he wants. Every now and
then he’ll get in trouble, but not like nearly &vere as we would.” He added, “The principal
will back him up even if the principal knows he’somg.” Christian described the mid-high
principal as a “power-corrupted” individual who izely searched for students to punish. He
remembered, “He was just lookin’ for a reason tdhgjob, just walkin’ around and looking for
people to get in trouble.” Christian compared tlghtschool’s social hierarchy to prison. He
said, “I'd say it's comparable to prison; groupgebple that stick together and that have to.”
Christian described the power relations betweeit@dad students at school as being one-sided.
He remembered school personnel “have control overyghing.” He concluded, “The only

control students have is over each other. That\s gvbups form.”

For Christian, the traditional high school envir@mwhwas highly punitive in nature.

Discipline and punishment framed his experiencesrdinembered feeling that everyone tried
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“to punish me into wanting to do my work.” He sdid|l the teachers and staff, they are just
constantly punishing people.” He admitted he &k he had no control over his school
experience. He felt powerless. He acknowledgedatStwhy | felt so helpless, that's part of the
reason | just hated everyone there and | didn’ttw@work, do anything for those people.”
Christian’s experiences left him bitter and fueesl existing anger problems. He acknowledged
wishing that someone would “actually talk to mevieere it’s like | actually have some control.”
Schools and teachers, through their use of powercantrol, can limit a student’s self-efficacy.
Erica remembered, “It kinda [sic] takes your seifeem. | kinda [sic] just feel like, well if they
don’t believe in me, who will?” She continued, “Khaidn’t make you feel like you were going
to succeed. So it was kind of, why should | gonf hot going to succeed?” Students who deal
with experiences and perceptions such as theseewamjually come to the realization that
“school is not working for them,” as well as thar@pn that “the practices of teachers are not of
any use in their own lives” (McFadden & Munns, 20R@0362). This realization may lead to

students leaving traditional high school prior tadpation.

In addition to the class president, other stude#is acquire a certain status within the
traditional school community also hold power andifgge. Faith proposed that “popular”
students have a certain degree of power over ngtobimer students, but also over teachers and
administrators. She believed “popular” studentsevable to manipulate both groups. Erica
perceived that popular students were treated nam@dbly. She said, “The teachers usually are
more lenient” with them. Erica also believed p@pdtudents wielded power over the non-
popular students. She recalled, “Other studentallysare intimidated by them.” Doug observed
that coaches would overlook discipline issues ftbeir players. He described his interpretation
of the coaching mentality; “If I've known this kathd he’s been playing for my team for a

166



couple of years, | would probably let him get awath something that others wouldn’t.” Doug
used one of his own teachers as an example; “Heawasach and no one was allowed behind his
desk. He had things back there no one was allow&alich. Well, | mean one of the players
would go up there and be like, oh this is cool,ibatregular student went up theré&/hat are

you doing? You see this sign? You know not to tthinlgs on my desk’’He added, “Certain

kids, they knew they could get away with it, soythelike, ‘oh look at me | can touch things on

his

desk.””

Alex believed “the jocks and the popular kids” werevileged. He remembered,
“Athletes got away with stuff definitely. Like thmong stuff around. Like throwing other
people’s backpacks around to mess with a persdmeaking their binders and stuff.” Faith also
observed “special treatment” given to athletes. &he, “I mean you could tell especially if you
had a teacher that was a coach and they had kketdam in the class.” Erica observed, “They
just weren’t as hard on you if you were an athtetpopular. It seemed like the teachers knew
about that and they cut you more slack.” She caetimer description of the popular kids;
“They would be the teacher’s pet. They didn’t geas much trouble or anything.” Christian
recalled, “I would see other people, like populadents, would be doing way worse things than
me, and he’d [principal] just laugh along with 'emnd everything was fine. But me, | was a little

kinda [sic] gothic looking kid and he just didnké anything about me.”

Merten (1996) discussed the important role so@alvorks based on status play in the
lives of adolescents. He described the mannehiohwstatus categories serve to define the

boundaries of adolescent social systems throught&@ mechanism and that all students are
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sorted and placed according to their social staithsn these boundaries. Beth and Faith
referred to the groups resulting from this sorfingcess as “cliques.” Alex described the manner
in which he believed the traditional high schoatiabsystem operated through these cliques; “I
think power at school of all things would be likbat the students think of you. If one person
thinks you're a low life, then everybody thinks y@ua low life. If one person thinks that you're
awesome, then everybody else thinks you're awesdfgecontinued, “If you belong to a

certain group, then you’re accepted by everybowalsh (2006) referred to this process as
“cultural imperialism.” He explained, “Cultural inepialism in schools serves the normative
function of centering one social group’s experienatile marginalizing and deeming deficient

those groups located on the periphery” (p. 230).

This process can also render the marginalized ¢gqugvspective invisible, stereotype
individuals, and designate them as “other.” This wWee nature of Christian’s traditional high
school experience. He described the result of beslegated to the margins of the school social
order; “It made me feel like | was just a boringarelard otheguy. Like there’s them and then
the other guys and | was just one of the other §uythnson (2006) proposed that “other” is the
key word in understanding how systems are identifigh privileged groups. When a system
becomes divided between those who hold power anidiggre and those who do not, those who
do not are categorized as “other.” In addition, whgstems are identified with privileged
groups, any and all attention becomes focusedeam.thVho they are, what they say and do, as
well how they do it becomes the focal point (Jom<®06). Furthermore, Te Riele (2006)
concluded that society often further marginalizesaaly marginalized youth by viewing them in

an increasingly hostile manner. She said, “Yourgppewho are perceived as a ‘risky Other’ are
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seen not only as different from most of us but als@ threat to both themselves and society”

(p.133).

Erica discussed acts of stereotyping and judgmexiing that she believed occurred at
the mid-high. She felt stereotyped by the schonlity because her clothing was all black. She
remembered, “A lot of the people over there doestgipe the school that way.” She continued,
“If you just didn’t dress ‘normal,’” you were label@as a druggie or a troublemaker.” Beth
explained that students who were considered “nohati were viewed as “really weird.” When
| asked her to describe “weird” she said, “If tlgss ‘emo’ or gothic, if a guy were to wear
makeup.” She continued, “Somebody who doesn’t bian8omeone who purposely kind of
drags out the ‘I'm weird card.” ” In addition, Betlbserved, “If some person in your group does
something” and is “labeled as a bad name, your &gadup becomes that name.” She added, “I

feel like there is a little bit of stereotyping.”

All six participants perceived that within the titawhal school “prestige hierarchy,”
students who had money and who participated iraeodrricular activities belonged at the top of
the hierarchy because they had acquired popularsstaurthermore, based on their perceptions,
the state of being “wealthy” actually facilitatedrpcipation in extra-curricular activities.
Therefore, a higher socioeconomic status appearkséd to higher levels of school engagement,
which in turn resulted in popularity. Subsequenplgpular students seemed to be privy to
measures of power and privilege, while non-popsiadents were relegated to “regular student”
or “other” status. Specific participant views comgeg power and privilege within the
traditional high school context led to the emergeotttwo sub-themes. The first sub-theme

reveals a possible symbiotic relationship betweamidant social capital and social status at
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school. The second sub-theme discusses studensioppal behavior as a form of resistance to

the processes operating within the traditional stkavironment.

Emergent Sub-Theme 1: Social Capital

Alex: The principal and the teachers all stillfpreed you know théigher upsthan you
know the average people. | would say jiteksand thepopular kidsare [privileged]. If

you’re in sports you're their favorite. The bandswike you know thdaigher ups

Beth: It's always the kids who aveealthy | think that's what makes yquopular. It's

not just on television, it's in real life.

Christian: It's usuallyathletestoo, have a huge wardrobe of Abercrombie and Nike
Shocks and stuff like that, always clean and wedsded, expensive stuff you know cell

phones and cars and things like that.

Doug: The people that played football and the pedpht did theextracurricular
activitiessuch as sports. Oh yeah, | mean, I've alwaydiketthey’'ve had more of the
powercause they know the teachers there and the teaaleady know them. They have

more of a one-on-one connection other than jusidest. They're a name on the team.

Erica: If they have a lot ahoneyor if they at least dress like they do, if theyéghe
name brand clothes or anything. They're usuallpthtete like a cheerleader or

something or the flag team.

Faith: If you weren’popularand didn’t have money, you didn’t fit in. If youenen't

popular and if everyone didn’t know you, you didiittin, you weren’t cool. If you
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didn’t have a lot of friends you weren’t cool, afgou were quiet like me then no one

talked to you and you were pretty much an outcast.

if

you're poor

you have a chance
but not much

poor kids

end up being
outcast

treated differently
even by the staff

If
You're rich
You're pretty much
Popular
It's like that in every school

It's
Always the kids

Who

Are wealthy
Who

Dress nice

Who

Are outgoing
Who

Go with the flow of what's trendy

If
You just were popular
The teachers
Cut you more slack

If
You were an athlete
They just weren'’t as
Hard on you
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| was like
dirt poor
| wanted to have
awesome clothing and stuff
| couldn’t buy anything



You're their favorite

poor kids

are usually

in their own group
keep to themselves

Everybody
Loves 'em
And
Adores’em
| couldn’t
sign up
for sports
| couldn’t
afford
the equipment
Everybody
Gives 'em
All kinds
Of stuff
All kinds
Of special treatment
All kinds
Of fun stuff
| couldn’t
afford
the cleats
| couldn’t
afford

the shin guards

Popular kids always get the big end of the stick!

Johnson (2006) wrote, “Systems organized aroundgge have three key
characteristics” (p. 90). These three charactesisticlude being dominated by privileged
groups, identified with privileged groups, and ezatl on privileged groups. These
characteristics support the idea that membersiafgged groups are inherently superior to

those below them, and therefore, deserving oflege. Merten (1996) discussed the
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relationship between status categories and extiaalar activities. He argued that these
activities function within a hierarchy that bestoprestige upon those who participate. Each
study participant suggested that money and extnacalar participation seemed to be
prerequisites to achieving popularity. Populantyurn bestowed prestige, power, and privilege.
Alex referred to the popular students as the “higlps.” According to Alex, the “higher ups”
were “preferred” by school adults and were, theefeuperior to the “average people.”
Christian mentioned that students with power amdlpge at school were “usually just the
popular kids, athletes.” Doug classified the noivif@ged at school as the “regular” students.
Beth exclaimed, “It's always the wealthy” who ahe fpopular students. Faith equated “rich”
with “popular.” Erica described popular kids ae #tudents who “have a lot of money” or “at

least look like” they do.

Erica tied a student’s ability to wear “name braotbthing to popularity, as did
Christian. He noted that athletes could affordug tNike” and “Abercrombie” apparel as well
as other “expensive stuff,” such as “cars” andl“pabnes.” Doug discussed the socioeconomics
of Suburban Heights. He described it as “a verylthgaown.” He said, “You can see it. People

are like, ‘Oh check out my new shoes. They're &0 bucks.’ ” He continued, “They’d flaunt
it off for sure.” Doug'’s response was, “That’s dadly shoes are from Wal-Mart. They're $13
bucks.” Alex connected having money with the apild participate in extra-curricular activities.
He remembered not being able to play soccer bedamuSsouldn’t afford” the necessary
equipment such as the “cleats” and the “shinguaFesth observed, “If you didn’t have money

to buy designer clothes and all that stuff, thast forget about it.” She added, “If you weren’t

popular and you didn’t have money, you didn’t fit’i
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When privilege dominates a system, the privilegedig or groups hold positions of
power and become identified with power as a natucacurring phenomenon (Johnson, 2006).
Doug reinforced this assumption. He stated, “Téepte that did extracurricular activities such
as sports, I've always thought they had more ofitnveer.” In his opinion, this power resulted
from students making a “name” for themselves. Doelieved such students were able to form
closer relationships with teachers. He remembéreg had a more “one-on-one connection”
with teachers. When | asked Christian who had p@mdrprivilege at school, he observed, “Just
athletes 'cause they’re favorites of the coachestwhisually also means the teachers.” Christian
added, “Whenever you're like that then the teachélizommunicate with you, really reach out
to you and help you on a personal level.” He cargth “All the teachers love you and all the
students love you. Everything’s easier, every dfayust awesome for them.” Erica
remembered, “They just feel like they have more @otltan anyone else at the school. They feel

like they are better than other people.”

Privileged groups become the standard of compareresenting the best within a
social organization (Johnson, 2006). Hymel, Wagaed, Butler (1990) argued that “status
differentials” influence how group members perceane interact with their peers. They
proposed, “Popular children acquire a positive tzeld unpopular children acquire a negative
halo” (p. 157). These “halos” color the manner imel young people are “perceived, evaluated,
and responded to by others” (p. 157). This mayenthat status distinctions are preserved.
School teachers and administrators at the traditibigh school appeared to respond to students
who possessed positive halos and dominant so@éktay giving them, in Christian’s word
“the big end of the stick.” While the “poor” or “ggt” students who possessed negative halos
received the short end.
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Participants’ perceived that popular students withr dominant social capital and
positive halos appeared to receive measures officarethe teachers that non-popular students
were denied. In addition, students at the bottoth@frestige hierarchy, such as the non-
popular, poor, and quiet students, were perceigatbabelonging within the school community.
In this way, the traditional high school environmhappeared to reproduce social “landscapes of
condemnation” in which disadvantaged youth “didit’'in,” were “outcast,” and forced to keep
“to themselves” (Polakow, p. 2007). Erica descritieziteacher-popular student relationship.
She declared, “You know | honestly don’t know iéyhcare more [about popular students], but
they sure act like they do.” She continued, “I ddmow why they would be more lenient and
act like they care more to kids who just have nadethes and are popular. | don’t understand.”
Christian noted, “Quieter kids that tend to keefhtemselves and want to do their own thing,
they always get looked down on like there’s sonmgthvrong with us.” He added, “Poor kids are
usually in their own group, keep to themselves naore they end up being outcast, kinda [sic]
treated differently even by the staff.” Faith s&iflyou were quiet like me, then no one talked
to you and you were pretty much an outcast.” Blketscribed two specific instances of a

teacher’s poor treatment of students who did ntit Hominant social capital.

Beth's Voice

A history teacher...

Once told

A kid

He was lucky

That

They wanted education for
Poor kids

If

They didn’t
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He wouldn’t be
THERE

A history teacher...

Once told

A kid

That

If this was several years ago

He would be

Working on a railroad

That

He wouldn’t be

In the school system

Because

He didn’t belong

THERE

Croninger and Lee (2001) argued that teachers eam limportant source of social
capital for students, especially for young peopt®viace economic and social hardships at
home. Furthermore, marginalized youth are espgcidépendent on schools for support and
guidance if they cannot find these forms of socegital elsewhere in their lives” (Croninger &
Lee, 2001, p. 549). However, when teachers makermmnts to disadvantaged youth such as
those presented above, they are effectively derthiese adolescents access to social capital in
the form of support and guidance, as well as irféh@ of care and belonging. Beth perceived
that the teacher quoted above demonstrated a praddack of care for these students as well as
sent the message that “poor” students did not lgeddthat school.

Connell et al. (1995) found that students ofterinex support based on “their level of
engagement, with more engaged students receivimg support” (p. 58). In this manner,

students who need the least support actually redbey most support, while those students most
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in need of support receive the least. In additiamen teacher support is tied to engagement or
any prerequisite such as social status, then grbes a privilege meted out to those students
deemed deserving of it. This puts students who tofdinant social capital at an advantage,
while simultaneously disadvantaging marginalizedtioThis is one way in which schools
reproduce social inequality. Osterman (2000) ndtbk want children to succeed; we reward
those who do” (p. 355). When teachers have aipesitew of a student’s ability, engagement
and performance in the classroom, this may deterithia nature of their relationships with
students. Marginalized students, who have the tocgghin from teacher support and guidance,
also have the most to lose if they are deniedatibse a teacher views them in a negative light

(Croninger & Lee, 2001).

Emergent Theme 2: Oppositional Behavior

Alex: A lot of the time | didn’t really want contfso | didn’t even try, so | really didn’t
want to take that role in that particular schodlfigst | just stopped going you know

most kids do. | was just like no | gotta [sic] geit of here.

Beth: I didn’t want to be there. | would call arad/d have a headache and | wanted to

come home.

Christian: | just didn’t do my work. | think it vegpretty much a way of rebellion. I just
hated it. | didn’t want to work do any of thatukj wanted to not do anything just to spite
them. It wasn’t so much that | just didn’t have #imlity to pay attention. | just didn’t

want to.

Doug: | never paid attention. | wasn’t putting effmto it.
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Erica: | could of [sic] done my work. | could ofi¢s but | didn’t. | didn’t want to do work

there.

Faith: 1 didn’t do my work, and | wouldn’t do my m@work. | usually didn’t try my
hardest. | think one time | got in trouble for hayimy phone out or something but that

was just 'cause | didn’t care what was going on.

Mclnerney (2006) explained, “When students hatke lgower, when they have little say
in their schooling, when their learning has littidevance to their lives and aspirations, or when
they are devalued or marginalized, they resistitrdraw their assent” (p. 3). My six study
participants displayed oppositional behavior byvaty resisting and withdrawing their assent
from the daily processes of schooling while studentthe Suburban Height’s high school
campuses. Christian, Erica, and Faith refused tiheio work. Christian described not doing his
assignments as a form of “rebellion.” He refusedddis work or pay attention “just to spite”
his teachers. He admitted he could have done batte “didn’t want to.” Erica also chose not
to do her work “there.” She was very specific im Wwerd choice. She acknowledged being
capable of doing her work if she chose to, just‘tiare” at the mid-high. Faith resisted doing
work in class and at home. She violated the calhphpolicy because she “didn’t care what was
going on” at that school. Doug chose not to pagraithn or try. Beth faked headaches to go
home early. Alex remembered not wanting or tryimépave any “control” at “that particular
school.” In fact, he wanted out of the high schgolhe left. Alex’s leaving was an act of
resistance to a place that made him feel demearmdevalued. His emotional response to this

environment was, “No | gotta [sic] get out of hére.
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Disengagement at school can be viewed as a reddfi@ifure between the student and
the school. This viewpoint allows the constructidrstudents as “active resistors” as opposed to
“passive victims of school alienation” (Atweh et, 008, p.10). Disengagement then becomes
equated with political resistance rather than stype of pathological condition (Atweh et al.,
2008). Each of these six former students expergeatienation and disengagement from the
traditional high school context. Each perceived tha school faculty and administration did not
care for them. Each perceived that they did natriggbr fit in “there.” Five of these
marginalized adolescents believed they held no powprivilege because they were not
wealthy, popular, or an active participant in exduaricular activities. Beth, on the other hand,
described herself as “nicely dressed” and “poputdowever, she also criticized the relationship
among wealth, popularity, and engagement to powempaivilege. In addition, although she
considered herself to be “popular,” she did notehtlne power to make her teachers pay attention
to her. She did not have the power to get the $ledprequested and needed. In fact, her
appearance actually worked against her. Becausapgieared to be “powerful” and “well-off,”

She believed her teachers thought that she way,"ok&en in fact she was “drowning.”

MacLeod (2009) posited, “Not all forms of opposita behavior stem from a critique,
implicit or explicit, of school—constructed ideoleg and relations of domination” (p. 21). For
example, he argued that the violation of a schalel is not an act of resistance unless the
adolescent who breaks the rule is purposely dangesause he or she sees through the schools’
achievement ideology. Therefore, according to M, the study participants needed to be
aware that the withdrawal of their assent and ttesiistance to school processes was due to a
clash between their expressed needs and the sthoodgintability demands. | believe the
following quotations provide evidence that thesegimalized adolescents saw through the
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achievement ideology at the mid-high and high sth®aritique of the schools’ ideologies and

relations is explicitly verbalized:

Erica: | think that the system at the mid-high isssed up. | don’t think that they have it

set up for students to succeed over there. |ljastn’t.

Alex: They were all really kind of just get your vkadone and get out of my class.

Faith: The teachers just wanted ta [sic], | gukase all the kids pass and then move on.

Like that's all they cared about.

Doug: It felt like some of them didn’t like me. dd’'t know why. It might have been

because of my grades.

Christian: | just didn't feel like anyone was trgito teach me anything. They just like
trying to get all their students to make good gsadEhat doesn’t necessarily mean they

learn.

Beth: | think it's important that no matter who yare, whether you have power or not,

they're not just sending you off with a diplomagytre sending you off with life lessons.

Alex, Christian, and Faith perceived that thearctgers’ only concern was to make sure
every student passed and move on. While teachewddstvant their students to be successful,
these three former students suggested that thisygght have been a goal of expediency rather
than of care or concern. The implication withinitlgpiotations is that of an assembly line
approach to teaching. The teachers simply wantgettad of one batch of students and move
on to the next. Alex described his teachers’ atétas “get your work done and get out of my

class.” Faith believed her teachers only “careduibmaking sure “all the kids pass and then
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move on.” Christian perceived that his teacher$y concern was the grade instead of whether
he learned anything. Beth addressed the relevainehat was being taught. She wanted to
leave school with “life lessons” and not just agidima.” Doug believed teachers did not like
him because he was unsuccessful and made pooisgiisa denounced the mid-high system
as “messed up.” Based on her experiences at thaiusg she concluded that student success
was not a priority for students like her. She stat&éhey didn’t make you feel like you could
succeed.” She suggested teachers should, “Justasktydent that you care that they succeed,

that they graduate.”

The school’s achievement ideology appeared tdchath the care and belonging needs
of these marginalized students. A disconnect axisetween the teacher goal of student success
and the concerns of the study participants. Pertiapslisconnect was due to the disadvantages
the participants were dealing with at the time.yfbach had concerns more pressing than
academic success (Fine & Zane, 1991). Alex hadwsefamily conflicts at home and struggled
with grief and depression issues following the Hemthis friend. Beth’s ADHD caused her to
struggle in the classroom. She had trouble paytitemtion, doing her work, and getting the
teacher attention and help she needed. Christiaggiéd with anger and depression as well as
intense feelings of injustice at the hands of stpecsonnel. Doug was spending his free time
partying and smoking marijuana. He described hitheraas irresponsible because she did not
care if he went to school. Erica dealt with depmssssues, had on-going health concerns, and
required surgery on her pacemaker. Faith’s expeeewere marked by social anxiety and

withdrawal issues. She felt alone and unwantedimvitie traditional high school environment.

Based on their experiences and perceptions otitvadl high school, all six participants

believed that wealth, dominant social capital, padicipation in extra-curricular activities are
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the characteristics required to achieve populatitychool. Individuals with dominant social
capital achieved “popular” status fit in and ob&dmrmembership at “club high school.”
Popularity also conferred power and privilege agsthindividuals. Popular students were
viewed as the “higher-ups” by other students as ageby school personnel. In addition,
students who belonged to high status groups appé¢aureceive “special treatment” from school
faculty members because of their position at tipeofthe school’s prestige hierarchy.
Marginalized youth, however, occupied the lowesst ¢if this hierarchy and were relegated to
“other” status. Consequently, they were denied kexpeasures of power and privilege within the
traditional high school setting. Furthermore, epahticipant appeared to view the school’s
ideologies and relational system as oppressivehastile to disadvantaged youth. Each,
therefore, described the manner in which he omdgfied and resisted the status quo by

withdrawing assent from school processes and uigiiyeby leaving the school altogether.
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Chapter X

Conclusion

Introduction

This final chapter provides a general overviewhef entire study. | first summarize the
problem statement and purpose of my researcho Iratgate the research question and sub-
guestions used to guide the collection and anabfsista. | then present my findings
concerning care, belonging, power and privilegdinithe traditional high school context, as
well as four unexpected findings that emerged dytte course of my research. | discuss the
conclusions | have drawn from these findings thiotlge critical lens of my theoretical
perspective and main research question and fouggestions. | next provide several, practical
implications derived from my research within thenmfrework of theory, research, and practice.
Lastly, | make suggestions for future researchamatlude with a brief summary of the study
purpose, design, and conclusions followed by agmetsreflection and a final poetic

representation of data.

Summary of the Study

Each year in the United States, approximatelytbire-of all high school students leave
school prior to graduation (NCES, 2010). Some mesemto the “dropout” phenomenon focuses
on individual risk factors. This has been charazter as a “blame the victim” approach (Bryk &

Thum, 1989; Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Deschenes, C&bRyack, 2001; Lee & Burkam, 2003;
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Mclnerney, 2006; Rumberger, 2001; Wehlage & Rutt8B6). Some researchers take a “blame
the school” approach and pinpoint school orgaroreaii factors as responsible for early school
leaving (Bryk & Thum, 1989; Cassidy & Bates, 200&schenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001; Lee &
Burkam, 2003; Mclnerney, 2006; Rumberger, 2001; Mt & Rutter, 1986). Other researchers
blame the dropout rate on push/pull factors (Beosge2006; Bradley & Renzulli, 2011; Lan &
Lanthier, 2003; Jordan, Lara & McPartland, 199@&agts & Glennie, 2006; Wald & Losen,
2007). Recent research proposes that unfulfilled aad belonging, power and privilege needs
may contribute to marginalized adolescents optinigave high school prior to graduation
(Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Croninger & Lee, 2001; Esdt al., 1993; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2010;

Fine, 1991, Finn, 1989; Osterman, 2000; Pellef@®62 Rumberger, 2012).

The purpose of this study was to critically exaenmnmarginalized adolescents’
perceptions of care and belonging, power and pgelwithin the traditional high school
context. The six participants selected for thiglgtieft traditional high school prior to
graduation. Each then attended and graduated fnoafternative high school. Three of the
participants dropped out of traditional high schioefore returning to an alternative high school.
Three of the participants specifically left thediteonal high school for an alternative high
school. All six participants were asked to reflesttheir traditional school experiences during
open-ended, semi-structured interview sessionsy Weee asked to describe experiences and
perceptions of care and belonging as well as pawdrprivilege within the traditional high

school setting.

For the purposes of this research, | defined csirggUNoddings’ (2005) ethical form of
care which involves a relational dynamic betweendarer and the cared for. Within this

dynamic, both parties must contribute to the carelgtionship and the cared for must feel the
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care or the relationship has no meaning. | deflmddnging as the degree to which a student
feels engaged with or connected to the school camtynuust as with care, marginalized youth
must feel a sense of belonging at school. If theyak feel it, the connection is invalid and
meaningless (Solomon et al., 1997). | defined paamel privilege as working together within a
reciprocal relationship in which power, acquiretbtigh the possession of dominant cultural
capital, results in privilege, the bestowment afidfés, entittement, and/ or prestige. One

research question guided my research process andupaorted by four sub-questions.

Research Question:

1. How were marginalized adolescents’ perceptiorsaoé and belonging, power and
privilege within the traditional high school conteglated to their decision to leave that
environment prior to graduation?

Sub-Questions:

1. What did care and belonging look like through maatjized adolescents’ retrospective
perceptions of the traditional high school envirem?

2. How did marginalized adolescents’ retrospectiveggtions of care and belonging in
traditional high school relate to power and prigé@

3. Based on marginalized adolescents’ retrospectiveepdons, how were constructs of
power and privilege reproduced within the tradiéibhigh school context?

4. Based on marginalized adolescents’ retrospectiveep&ons, how were resistance and

power related to the decision to leave the trad#idigh school?
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In the review of the literature, | provided a @i overview of blame-driven dropout
research. | examined critical literature that adges the manner in which neoliberal and
neoconservative social policies may further margiraalready marginalized adolescents within
our public schools through the reproduction of ableindscapes of blame and condemnation for
the disadvantaged and disenfranchised (Polakow;)20discussed critical theory literature
concerning reproduction, resistance, and powerimittie school context. In addition, | explored
critical literature that addresses the implicatiohaccess to dominant cultural capital as opposed
to social capital deficits. Finally, | presentedearch supporting the importance of meeting

marginalized youths’ care and belonging needs withe school setting.

Findings

Perceptions of care at school diminished ovee tion all six study participants. Each
perceived some measures of care in elementary lséhaoiddle school, their school
experiences and perceptions of care declined. \Wittception, each participant described the
traditional high school as an uncaring environm@werall, they believed the high school
teachers, administrators, and counselors did metfoathem. Three sub-themes based on the
participants’ observations emerged from the cata.dde first sub-theme revealed the
participants’ belief that teachers can demonstrate for their students through respectful,
individualized, one-on-one attention and throughrécognition of each student as a unique,
human being. The second sub-theme proposed tltdetesacan demonstrate care for their
students by being fully and actively engaged withim classroom, as evidenced by quality
lesson plans, engaging instruction, and teachentain. The third sub-theme revealed that

teacher attention and teacher engagement can enaadgromote student motivation.
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As perceptions of care declined, so, too, did gereas of belonging. Each of the
participants described some degree of belonginiginvihe traditional high school setting when
they were with friends. Each, however, experierfeetings of disengagement and alienation
from the traditional school environment as a wholeey expressed these perceptions in terms of
not belonging, not fitting in, not wanting to beetk, and feeling like an “outcast” or an
“outsider.” Two sub-themes emerged from the beloggiata. The first sub-theme related
teacher care to belonging. The participants’ oleeras and experiences suggested that when
they felt cared for by teachers at school, they td# accepted at school. They felt a sense of
belonging. The second sub-theme discussed the ianuer of peer relationships to school
belonging and connectedness. Study participantahadered sense of school membership
because they did not receive peer acceptance amdegion from high status groups. In
addition, participant peer relationships appeaoesttve as a slight buffer against the alienating
nature of the traditional high school environmdifte more friends the participant had, the

greater the buffer effect appeared to be.

Findings concerning power and privilege linked eéhego constructs to students who

were “wealthy,” “popular,” an “athlete,” or othersé involved in extracurricular activities.
Wealth, popularity, and extra-curricular participatappeared to coexist in a reciprocal
relationship. Each participant credited wealth vi@tilitating popularity as well as participation
in school activities. Therefore, in the opiniontleése former students, the key to membership at
“club high school” was money. Students, who camenfperceived “wealthy” homes, appeared
to have it made and “every day was just awesomthém.” While students who were poor “had
a chance, but not much.” Two sub-themes emergeal tine power and privilege data. The first

sub-theme explored the relationship between domsarial capital and “special treatment”
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within the traditional high school setting. Studento held dominant social capital appeared to
receive dominant status within the traditional héghool’s prestige hierarchy. This dominant
status, in turn, seemed to lead to greater meastissilege at school manifested as special
treatment, leniency, and favoritism from teacheosches, and principals. The second sub-theme
described the manner in which these marginalizeteadents, through oppositional behavior,
critiqued and resisted the daily processes of dotpthrough the withdrawal of assent in the

classroom and through early school leaving.

Unexpected Findings

Four unexpected findings emerged from the dataeant presents valid implications for
future research. The first unexpected finding cstesi of negative interactions with the school
counselors. Five of the study participants expeadmegative encounters with the school
counselors on both high school campuses. Doug, Venweevealed no personal experiences

with any of the three school counselors at the gt

Alex: I just don’t think the counselors really cdr& hey act really snotty towards you if

it's not something that they can get done withue fiminutes.

Beth: In the school system that I'm in, counsebmes actually really hard to get in with.
They make you put your name on a list and thenngmint not get in for three weeks, if
ever. | met with the counselor finally. They wee#lihg me that you actually don’t get
the credit in this class because you have this nemalyes or this many absences. It was

matter of fact. Here it is, okay, we’re done.

Christian: | had like a pink slip for detentionsmmething. | had to take it to the

counselor’s office and | went in there and putnith@r desk. She told the principal that |
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went in there and just threw it on her desk anthped out. He was just furious and gave
me like two weeks of in-house and | had to writethes big apology note. | just did not

do that. To this day, | did not do that.

Erica: The only time | saw my counselor was theetimy dad signed me out. She told me
you should really get an application for the alégive school. She was like, ““Cause you
don’t need to be here.” She made me feel like Indidneed to be there. She said, “You

need to go there,” like | wasn’t good enough fa tigh school—for them.

Faith: The counselors, | was not a fan of themth&tmid-high, | didn’t really talk to the
counselors, but at the high school, | wasn’t adathem because they didn’t even help.

They were very rude.

The second unexpected finding involved commentsenfigdhe three female
participants. Each seemed to understand that sizssnd school size may have played a
negative role in their traditional high school esipaces. Furthermore, Beth made a connection
between the number of students a teacher dealowighdaily basis, and the ability to

demonstrate care.

Beth: Maybe more teachers would have the chanbe there for people and to be better

teachers if they didn’t have 40 kids in one class.

Erica: There’s so many kids in the classroom thebmeone doesn’t get it done, they
just dismiss them. There were just so many kideettieat you're just one little person

with a bunch of people.
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Faith: It seemed like the school district was g they couldn’t like remember

everyone, like get to know everyone.

The third unexpected finding resulted from BethXpa&riences and perceptions as a self-
described “popular” and “well-dressed” student. &hen her personal description of herself,
Beth should have been high up in the prestige tabyabut was not. Three possibilities emerged
from this. The first possibility is that “name-bidirclothing is only one factor in achieving high
social status. The second possibility is that Betision of herself was skewed and she was not
actually popular within the larger school contgust popular within her small group of friends.
The third possibility is that Beth’s failure to fit with the achievement ideology of the school
due to her extreme ADHD excluded her from a sptheatop of the hierarchy. Popular and well-
dressed as she may have been, she did not hapewlee to access measures of privilege within
the traditional high school environment. Furtherepyd@eth’s appearance as a “well-dressed”
student may have worked against her by misleadiaghers into assuming that she was on a

successful path, when she was not.

The fourth and final unexpected finding is drawonfrDoug’s experiences with and
perceptions of teacher care in the classroom. ke ‘Séhey care and maybe | should care about
what they’re teaching.” In addition to tying teaclkeare to student motivation, this comment also
holds academic capital implications. Doug did rmuear to understand the importance of
schooling and needed his teachers to show himaheand relevancy of what they were
teaching. St. John (2011) wrote, “Class reprodugtrovides a conceptual basis for framing the
underlying cultural forces that reinforce conveyant social class—and educational
attainment—across generations” (p. 37). Educatgonbe an important form of social capital

within families (St. John, 2011). Doug’s parentserecompleted high school and may have
190



consciously or unconsciously transmitted low edocal expectancies to Doug. Furthermore,
his mother actively modeled to Doug that school matsmportant by not making him attend
consistently. A deeper exploration of academictehs beyond the scope of this research study,

however, this is a significant topic for expandedwersations as well as for future research.

Conclusions

The six marginalized adolescents who participatatiis study provided perceptions and
experiences illustrating not only what care, belnggpower and privilege looked like within the
traditional high school context, but also how thise constructs were related to their decision
to leave that environment prior to graduation. Pphedicipants presented two perspectives for
each construct. They discussed what they expedenderms of how they were treated, as well
as how they wanted to have been treated. Thepirsipective revealed experiences devoid of
feelings of care and of belonging, as well as afi@oand privilege. The second perspective
detailed what they wanted from school as oppos&¢htt they got. Each participant described
how teachers could demonstrate care for studedtsh@ough this care, foster feelings of
belonging. In addition, each shared their opinicmscerning the manner in which high status
groups’ access to power and privilege at schoghesthaery different experiences for those

fortunate individuals.

Based on my research findings concerning carendladed that the level of success
marginalized adolescents experience in high sasatépendent upon the degree of teacher care
received. Teacher care is an important sourceaélscapital for students transmitted through
supportive and nurturing relationships. This carespecially vital for marginalized youth who

lack access to other sources of social capitgdamicular dominant social capital. Teacher care,
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through the fostering of social capital, can enleastadent engagement and serve as a protective

factor against disadvantaged youth dropping ostchbol.

Three conclusions emerged from the belonging datinigs. First, | concluded that a
marginalized youth’s sense of belonging is relatettacher care. When teachers show care for
marginalized adolescents, they help nurture angatfeelings of belonging and acceptance at
school. Teacher care can make disadvantaged ssutieet ..accepted” and “feel like they
belong.” Second, | determined that peer group meshiie does not guarantee school
engagement, nor does it necessarily protect agaiopping out. Third, | concluded that lack of
membership in a group or group membership in l@atust high risk groups corresponds to

disengagement and withdrawal from the traditionghfschool context.

Findings from the power and privilege data ledht@é conclusions. First, | concluded
that having access to dominant social capitalleged to having power and privilege at school.
Students who hold dominant social capital ascenbedop tier of a school’s prestige hierarchy,
and, therefore, benefit from power and privilegscitool. Second, | determined that care and
belonging are related to power and privilege abetiStudents who hold power and privilege at
school receive greater measures of care and belgptigan those who do not. Finally, |
concluded that each participant’s oppositional bairao the traditional high schools’
achievement ideology and hegemonic relational giraavas resistance as well an act of power
leading to the decision to leave that environméird, 1991; Ogbu, 2003, 2008). Each of these
marginalized adolescents silently withdrew thesesd from the daily processes of the traditional
high school until they finally withdrew completelgnd left an environment in which they felt
unwelcome, voiceless, powerless, and inconvenidtitough the participants may not have

articulated the decision to leave the traditionghlschool in political terms, the critique inhetren
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in the act is not diminished. Implicitly or exptlg, these former students were “voting with
their feet” when they exited the traditional higtheol campuses for good (Johnson & O’Brien,
2002, p. 6). Because a primary goal of this re¢eass to authorize student perspectives, | again

let the participants speak for themselves (Sag@?):

Doug: | didn’t want to go back.

Beth: | didn’'t want to be there.

Christian: | didn’t want to be there.

Erica: | didn’t want to be there.

Faith: | didn't want to be there.

Alex: | just stopped going.

Connection to Theory

Apple (2009) wrote, “The sphere of education is mnehich the combined forces of
neoliberalism and neoconservatism have been astemdaving across regions, national
system, and institutions (p. 22). These forces erage reform efforts that advance a political
agenda based on maintaining the status quo foe tivbe hold dominant social capital through
the promotion of school privatization, the silercof inconvenient voices, and the continual
reproduction of a worker-consumer base. Disadvaatgguth are problematic to these efforts,
disrupting the operational flow of schools throymgrceived anti-social behavior, disruptive
behaviors, and academic failure. Unfortunatelgjedy is encouraged to accept that it is entirely

appropriate to have winners and losers even indsl{8pple, 2009). Some believe the only
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way to support a market economy is to encourageyere to think of themselves as individuals
selfishly engaged in activities that maximize theim interests (Apple, 2009). Lee and Burkam
(2003) argued, “The peculiarly American attitudenafividualism holding individuals largely
responsible for their own success and failure ugid#s dominant attitudes about school

dropouts” (p. 356).

Marginalized adolescents too often are held resptan®r their own marginalization and
accountable only to themselves for school faildany of these “inconvenient” youth choose to
leave schools perceived to have uncaring and conidgnenvironments. Some drop out of
school never to return, some drop out and themndtualternative programs, while some
purposefully leave traditional schools for alterm@afprograms. Smyth (2004) pointed out, “We
need to re-map the issues by starting from thei@llmismatch between what schools as
instruments of state power are trying to do, amditres, histories, circumstances and aspirations
of disadvantaged children (p. 23). In order tasdpsociety must first move beyond the belief
that the problem resides almost exclusively witn ¢hildren and their families without taking
into consideration social justice issues (MacL&fif)9). Smyth (2003) proposed teachers can
help keep social justice alive in the classroothéfy are willing to recognize and deal with the

mismatches and misrecognition between school desnamdi the needs of disadvantaged youth.

From a critical viewpoint, “Young people who atébgigated by oppressive social,
economic, and cultural forces are denied any & e of agency and lack a capacity to act on
and change their world” (Mclnerney, 2006, p. 1Zhis is why research “authorizing student
perspectives” is so important, as it introduces oritical conversations the missing perspectives
of those who experience firsthand the negativectffef existing educational policies and

practices (Sather, 2002, p. 30). Marginalized ypwio “have been silenced all their lives,”
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have a compelling and important story to tell (@xp1992, p. 158). Giving voice to student
perspectives can help insure that students couohgnmose who have the knowledge and the
position to shape education processes and refdortefSather, 2002). Now is the time to count

marginalized students among those who hold thiscaity.

Implications

Study findings and conclusions generated sevenalications related to theory, research
and practice. Theoretical implications lend suppoftloddings’ ethic of care as well as
Maslow’s theory of belonging. This study also pa®s examples supporting the critical view
that schools, as historically and socially cong&danstitutions, actively reproduce social and
economic issues operating at the macro-level iregpdn addition, study findings relate student
oppositional behavior to resistance. Implicatiamsrésearch include support for the importance
of additional research employing qualitative metblodies, critical perspectives, and student
perspectives. Practice implications present thpomance of meeting adolescent care and
belonging needs within the nation’s traditionalthgghools as well as validate the role

alternative high schools play in dropout preventiatervention, and recovery efforts.

Theory:

Findings from the care data support Noddings’ (3@b&oretical distinction between the
ethic of care and the virtue of care. The ethicark encompasses the relational dynamics
between the carer and the cared for, whereas the\of care hinges on care as an internal
quality held by the individual. Individuals who glay the ethic of care, cafer others and
respond to their individual, expressed needs. Iddals who exhibit the virtue of care, care

aboutothers and do what they believe is in the caredigperson’s best interests. Many
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educators are accustomed to doing what they bekewvethe best interests of their students
because they care about them. However, this staslgleamonstrated the importance of the ethic
of care to marginalized students. Each participattiis study described the desire to be cared
for by teachers as opposed to being cared aboildmy. Each wanted teachers who would
respond to his or her individual, expressed needsh wanted teachers who cared for them as

distinct individuals, not as one of many.

Findings also lend support to Maslow’s (1962) tiedioal hierarchy that places the
individual need to belong above the need for kndg#eand understanding. Participant
perceptions demonstrated the importance placeclmmging at school and how a sense of not
belonging interfered with the desire to be at stlsowvell as to perform academically. Low
levels of belongingness contributed to low levdlsahool engagement and to eventual physical
withdrawal from the traditional high school envireant. Furthermore, participant perceptions
of the alternative high school environment as &ngaaind supportive environment in which they
experienced a sense of belonging lends suppdnetoriportance of meeting the affective needs
of marginalized adolescents. Each participant egpeed feelings of being cared for and of
belonging while attending the Suburban Heights rAliive School. Subsequently, each

participant found success within that environmertt graduated from high school.

Study findings also support the critical theorywinat schools are historical and social
constructs and as such reproduce issues genesabeddiler social and political forces (Apple,
2004; Arnowitz, 2009; Fine, 1991; Giroux, 2009; &leloe, 2006; Thomas, 2006; MacLeod,
2009; McLaren, 2007; Willis, 1977). Social isseahibited at the macro-level of society
manifested at the micro-level within the halls ahssrooms of the Suburban Heights high

school campuses. One such issue, the shrinkindlenadass, was addressed by Christian. He
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noted that his socio-economic status was “midddasscbefore the middle class disappeared.” In
his opinion, his diminished social status playedla in his diminished experience at school. He

felt like an “other guy” and envied the rich stutienhe athletes, and the popular kids.

In addition, findings reinforce the theory that giaalized adolescent’s oppositional
behavior in the classroom may be viewed as registemthe school’s achievement ideology and
prestige hierarchy. The academic demands of tigitraal high school worked in dialectical
opposition to the care and belonging needs of maklged youth. Furthermore, the economic
requirements needed to achieve high status plademiian the school’s social hierarchy served
to further disenfranchise these same youth. Asaltrestudy participants withdrew their assent
from the daily processes of the classroom and eadigtcompleted their withdrawal by leaving

the traditional high school environment prior taduation.

Research:

A primary goal of this study was to contribute toancipatory knowledge through the
documentation of the authentic voices of margimaliadolescents (Gordon, 2005). The nation’s
dropout rate is a critical issue and | believekég to a better understanding of this phenomenon
is through conversation with those most affectéatjents who leave high school prior to
graduation. Who better to explain the motivatingidas, the processes, and the consequences of
this decision, as well as to shed light on potéptiavention efforts that might help keep
disadvantaged youth in school. This study addbedditerature concerning the dropout
phenomenon in the United States. The voices o$ithstudy participants contribute additional
perspectives to the discussion and shift the caatien toward the relationship between

dropping out of the traditional high school envimeent and school climates that are
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unresponsive to the care and belonging needs dfinadized adolescents (Bryk & Thum, 1989;

Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Pelle2d05; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).

This study also addresses gaps within the fieldpuafitative inquiry and critical inquiry
(Apple, 2004; Balfanz, Herzog, & Maclver, 2007;dtbrock & Kiefer, 2010; Smith, 2000;
Wehlage & Rutter, 1989). This research approachbdd failure from a different construct
than previous risk factor research by focusing@sigkly on perceptions and experiences rather
than on survey data (Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Goodeh®91). In addition, this qualitative study
explored the manner in which a traditional highashmay be reproducing marginalized youths’
academic failure through the reproduction of soiciaguities at a micro-level as well as through
the neglect of student affective needs. Furthernmateh of the previous research into student-
teacher relations has been conducted at the prigtéugol level (Barber, 2002). This study took
a different approach by addressing student-teaeations at the upper secondary level. More
research concerning the manner in which schoolatéraffects student sense of belonging also
has been needed (Ma, 2003). This study addressegap. My research findings and
conclusions underscore the importance of creatimgneunities of care and belonging within our
schools. Doing so could help to ameliorate the dgnsmcial and economic disadvantages can
inflict on the young, as well as provide them wiitle support they need to successfully navigate

through the public school system.

Practice:

Beth described the importance of a caring studeaattter relationship to the educational
processes in the classroom. She also noted, howthaethe caring nature of this relationship

seemed to be diminished. The other five study @gpents also experienced diminished
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relationships with most of their traditional higth®ol teachers. Noddings’ (1995) wrote,
“Personal manifestations of care are probably nmaportant in children’s lives than any
particular curriculum or pattern of pedagogy” (6% Study implications demonstrate that this
is so. Each participant hungered for teachers winadvshow individual interest and care for
them as unique, distinct individuals through pead@ttention and active teacher engagement in
the classroom. Current and future teachers, beitle@yogically progressive or traditional, need
to understand the important role teacher careytadte and engagement are to the success of
their students, and especially to disadvantagethy@ul teachers would benefit from a
comprehensive understanding of the distinction betwthe ethic of care and the virtue of care.
Most teachers do caedouttheir students and want to do what they perceive a student’s
best interests. More teachers, however, need to teacardor their students, listen to their

expressed needs, and respond to each of them baskedse needs.

While not a specific goal of this study, findinggoport the important role alternative
schools play in dropout intervention, preventiamg aecovery efforts. The six study participants
attended an alternative school after leaving thditional high school. Three were recovered
dropouts. Three left the traditional high schoaltfte alternative program. Each participant
achieved success at the alternative high schodt demonstrating none of the issues they
experienced while at the traditional school. Craisand Doug admittedly struggled at first, but
through care, guidance, and loving perseverandbepart of the alternative staff, they learned
how to experience success. Each participant crethiee Suburban Heights Alternative School
with preventing the inevitability of dropping oleth called the program “a savior on who | am
and who I've become.” Each earned their high scdg@bma, has a brighter future ahead, and
avoided the onus of being labeled a “high schoopdut.”
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Recommendations

Study participant perceptions indicate the impdrtale teacher care, demonstrated
through attention and engagement, plays withircthgsroom. The focus, however, of many
teacher preparation programs is subject matteritigwith a current push toward advanced
levels of subject matter expertise. This objectavepnsequence of teacher accountability reform
efforts, is evident in the drive to turn teachet® inationally certified practitioners. In additjon
educators are accountable for teaching pre-packatgtardized and testable curriculum and
students are accountable to learn this curriculochsaiccessfully reproduce it on high stakes
tests. Accountability has become the driving farceducation, while the student-teacher
relationship has been relegated to the backsealdiNgs (1995), however, suggested that
society should desire more from its education sygtean high scores on achievement tests. She
proposed, “We will not achieve even that meageceasg unless our children believe that they
themselves are cared for and learn to care forgtiidoddings, 1995, p. 675). She advised that
themes of care should be a “major purpose of selicas well as a major focus of teacher

preparation (Noddings, 1995, p. 676).

Noddings (2005) suggested that educators shoul@ rith& responsiveness characteristic
of caring more basic than accountability” (p. xiiiyly primary recommendation, therefore, is
that university education departments create tegueparation classes that emphasize the
importance of the student-teacher relational dycsaiMbst new teacher training includes courses
on human growth and development as well as teatchagxceptional child. This training
should be expanded to incorporate special instraati issues of care. Future educators need to
learn how to show care for all students. They rieathderstand that a personal connection with

students is equally important to the content ofghigject matter. New teacher education should
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emphasize the importance of responding to the egpteneeds of each individual student. Ethic
of care training would promote the value and waiftkach individual, work to offset

stereotypes, and help keep social justice alithemation’s classrooms.

| believe that meaningful learning can only trudke place within the framework of a
caring student-teacher relationship. This is paldidy true for disadvantaged youth.
Furthermore, | propose that Noddings’ work showdddxuired reading for anyone entering the
field of education. In particular, | suggest heok, The Challenge to Care in Scho¢&005), as
an excellent starting point. Most teachers stitbrappe at the virtue of care level and need to learn
how to expand their vision of care to the ethicafe level. In addition, I highly recommend
professional development training for current ediisa teachers, counselors, and administrators,
concerning the ethic of care. Current educatomcalvith future educators, would benefit from
an understanding of the importance of creating wspates of care and belonging for all

students within the classrooms, within the haltg] throughout school buildings.

My secondary recommendation is the nation-widestment in additional, non-punitive
alternative schools. A non-punitive philosophyssential so that these programs do not become
convenient dumping grounds for school districts tivento dispose of “inconvenient youth.”
These schools should be based upon the 17 redsaset components (70 O. S. 1210-568)
recommended by the Oklahoma State Department afdfidm as well as by the National
Alternative Education Association. These componhetp to ensure quality, proactive, and
caring programs that do respond positively to t@essed needs of disadvantaged youth. As
long as marginalized adolescents feel uncaredufwelcome, disconnected, and inconvenient
within the traditional high school setting, the dder quality alternative schools will continue to

grow.
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Future Research

This study used qualitative methodologies with gerniative writing strategies and
focused solely on the retrospective experiencegpantkptions of six marginalized adolescents.
Additional qualitative research could enhance stiityings by juxtaposing the concurrent
experiences and perceptions of marginalized youith twose of their traditional high school
teachers. Adding the real-time perceptions andrexpees of school teachers to that of their
marginalized students could provide additionalghsio the teacher-student relational dynamic
as well as into the importance of meeting the #éffemeeds of disadvantaged youth. Individuals
often are unaware as to the manner in which theyeing perceived. Many teachers may
believe they are showing care for all of their stoid while at the same time, some of their
students may perceive that they are not. Many &¥aahay believe that they treat all students
the same, while some students may perceive tiistiso. A study of this kind could be a
revelatory experience for teachers. Furthermois,rédsearch path could add to the discussion
concerning care and belonging issues within thaittcaal school environment as well as on

issues of power and privilege at school.

Summary

This qualitative study was designed to exploreditopout phenomenon through
marginalized adolescents’ retrospective perceptamusexperiences of care and belonging,
power and privilege within the traditional high schenvironment. In addition, this study
examined the role these constructs may or mayaa played in the participants’ decision to
leave the traditional high school prior to gradoati Critical theory provided the theoretical

perspective for this study with the intent to addrhe depths of emancipatory knowledge within
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the fields of dropout research and marginalizedlyothis study authorized student perspectives
and presented authentic student voices uncovergdailitative data through individual interview
sessions. Along with the extensive use of studeatagions, | used the poetic representation of
data by writing found poems with the goal of builglian emotional bridge between the reader
and the participant. Findings indicate that marigzed adolescents’ success at school may be
related to experiences of care, belonging, powet,mivilege. In addition, findings reveal that
early school leaving may be viewed as an act a$teaasce to a school ideologies and hegemonic

structure.

Reflection

| have been the principal of an alternative highosd for the last nine years. During that
period of time, | have interviewed hundreds of nraatized youth. | have listened to their
stories, perceptions, and experiences. | begaget@ pattern emerge that ultimately led to the
focus of this study. This pattern involved one adoént after another crying out “nobody cares”
and one after another describing feelings of ntariggng and of not being accepted for who
they are within the traditional high school settihgersonally have witnessed disparaging
comments and treatment directed toward these ymugeople within the community, as well as
by educators within the district. The contempt distlain with which many hold the alternative
program and the adolescents who flee the traditinigh school is disheartening. Many adults,
including educators, label alternative student$%asd kids,” they also label the alternative school

as “a school for bad kids.”

| have often wondered over the past nine years whsetame socially acceptable to

describe children as ‘bad.’ | have questioned hHavaime to be that so many have lost sight of
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the fact some children are born into bad circunttaras well as have bad things happen to
them. Some adults are no longer able to distingogttveen the child and the circumstances of
their lives and their behavior. Some appear to Hergotten that bad choices and bad decisions
may be inevitable outcomes of bad circumstancesiandntrollable events. Many seem to have
decided that some children are more valuable ttizer® and have come to view the “others” as

disposable commodities.

Neoliberal and neoconservative ideologies havetetdesocial landscapes of
condemnation in which the poor are blamed for tee@io-economic circumstances, a minimum
wage raise is resisted, and social safety net pnogjisuch as unemployment benefits, food
stamps, and school lunch programs are on the chgfyock. These macro-level landscapes are
being reproduced at the micro-level in the classredhen marginalized youth are told they do
not belong at school or are shown that they ddetuzing through the implicit or explicit actions
of school faculty and administrators. Meanwhiledeints who hold dominant social capital

attain popular status within the school’s preshggarchy and receive “special treatment.”

| am fortunate to work at a school where disadvgadayouth do blossom under the
warmth of teacher care and concern and where esattipubled and struggling youth find their
voice, achieve success, and transform into radmappy individuals. | am fortunate to witness
SO0 many young people emerge from deep, dark coafaesignation and despair. My hope is
that one day every adolescent’s voice will courtt avery child will matter regardless their
socioeconomic status or abilities. Dewey (1902)teyrd/Vhat the best and wisest parent wants
for his own child, that must the community want &irits children. Any other ideal for our

schools is narrow and unlovely; acted upon, itrdgstour democracy” (p. 3).
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At the end of our interview, | asked Doug why le#idved adolescents leave school and
what schools could do to keep students from dragppirt. In his response, he unwittingly
described a kind of educational triage in whichgblkool focused on the kids that were going to
make it anyway, the “good” kids, the successfukkighile kids “on the edge” were perceived as
not worth the effort and, therefore, were alloweditift away. The life stories of inconvenient
youth are written in the margins of society. Thieg ttheir lives outside the lines at the edge of
social consciousness. Instead, of pushing themtbeeside, we should be pulling them back to

safety!

Doug'’s Voice

I've seen students
Drop out
Because

Of poor grades
Because
They wanted to
Because
Of drugs

| don’'t know

How do you keep
Students from
Dropping Out?

It's like picking people
For the team

This kid’'s
Gonna look
Good
This kid
He was doing
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Bad

They're too
Many students
Some of them

Are right on the Edge
And
Some on the Edge

Don’t Matter!
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APPENDICES

Appendix A

Student Interview Guide

1. Can you explain the reasons why you dropped otlteomid-high (high school) and
came to the alternative school?
a. Can you explain the reasons why the traditiona lsichool environment was not
right for you?
b. Can you describe personal issues you may havewlalthat interfered with
your commitment to school?
c. How would you describe the results of that decigion
2. Can you describe positive relationships you havkwigh teachers? With principals?
With counselors?
3. Can you describe feeling cared for by an adulhattaditional high school? If so, how
did that make you feel?
a. In your opinion, do school faculty members care erafsout some students at
school than others? If so, why do you feel this v@gan you provide examples?

b. Can you describe what makes a caring teacher?
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. Can you give examples of feeling like you belongethe traditional high school? If not,
can you explain why?
a. Can you give examples of students who do belotigeatraditional high school?
. Can you describe feelings of control or lack oftcolnat school?
. Can you describe who has power at school?
. Can you describe if some individuals or groups haweee privilege at school than

others?
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AppendixB
ADULT CONSENT FORM

OKLAHOMA STATE UNIVERSITY

PROJECT TITLE: Inconvenient YouthA Critical Exploration of Marginalized Adolescents’
Perceptions of Traditional High School

INVESTIGATORS: Johanna Woodard, Ph.D Candidate, Oklahoma Btatersity, B. A.
University of Tulsa, M. A. University of Kansas.

PURPOSE: The purpose of this research study is to criticallplore the relationship between
alternative high school students’ care and belangiwower and privilege experiences within the
traditional high school setting and their decisitmdgrop out and follow an alternative path. The
intent is to give voice to marginalized youth thgbutheir participation in this study

PROCEDURES: Each participant will take part in an interview ses lasting for
approximately one hour. All interviews will be reded and later transcribed. Follow-up
guestions seeking clarification may be asked dwephone or in person. Participants will have
access to a copy of their interview transcription.

RISKS OF PARTICIPATION: There are no known risks associated with this ptajich
are greater than those ordinarily encounterediiy tie.

BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATION: The benefit to participants is the knowledge thait
may be adding to the research literature concetmigiy school dropouts as well psviding
information that may help school officials to be more responsive to the affective needs of

marginalized youth.

CONFIDENTIALITY:  The records of this study will be kept private.rtlegant
confidentiality will be maintained at all times. W¥en results will discuss findings in a way that
will not identify you. Research records will ber&td securely and only the researcher and
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individuals responsible for research oversight e access to the records. All data will be
stored at the researcher’'s home on a secure aratgodgomputer and in a locked cabinet.
Consent forms will be stored separately in a lootaainet. No one except the researcher will
have access to the data. It is possible thatdhsent process and data collection will be
observed by research oversight staff responsiblsdfeguarding the rights and wellbeing of
people who participate in research. The data weilképt for two years and then destroyed. The
data will be used exclusively within the researthdissertation.

COMPENSATION: All participants will receive a $25 gift card toathk them for their time
and participation.

CONTACTS: You may contact the researcher at the follovaddress and phone number,
should you desire to discuss your participatiothenstudy and/or request information about the
results of the study: Johanna Woodard, Owasso Reademy, 202 E Broadway, Owasso, OK
74055, 918-272-8040 or 918-720-1054. If you havestjans about your rights as a research
volunteer, you may contact Dr. Shelia Kennison, &air, 219 Cordell North, Stillwater, OK
74078, 405-744-3377 or irb@okstate.edu

PARTICIPANT RIGHTS: [ understand that my participation is voluntdahgt there is no
penalty for refusal to participate, and that | aeefto withdraw my consent and participation in
this project at any time, without penalty. Subjsgiarticipation may be terminated in the event
of failure to show up for an interview session.

CONSENT DOCUMENTATION: | have been fully informed about the procedurdsdisere.
| am aware of what | will be asked to do and oflikeefits of my participation. | also
understand the following statements:

| affirm that | am 18 years of age or older.

| have read and fully understand this consent fasign it freely and voluntarily. A copy of this
form will be given to me. | hereby give permission my participation in this study.

Signature of Participant Date
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ADDITIONAL CONSENT: | give the researcher permission to access mynaltige school
application and my cumulative folder for use durihg interview session.

Signature of Participant Date

| certify that | have personally explained this doent before requesting that the participant sign
it.

Signature of Researcher Date
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Oklahoma State University Institutional Review Board

Date: Tuesday, June 11, 2013
IRB Application No ED1399
Proposal Title: Inconvenient Youth: A Critical Exploration of Marginalized Adolescents'

Perceptions of Traditional High School

Reviewed and Expedited
Processed as;

Status Recommended by Reviewer(s): Approved Protocol Expires: 6/10/2014

Principal

Investigator(s):

Johanna Woodard Bernita Krumm

1333 N Willow Ave 310 Willard

Tulsa, OK 74120 Stillwater, OK 74078

The IRB application referenced above has been approved. It is the judgment of the reviewers that the
rights and welfare of individuals who may be asked to participate in this study will be respected, and that
the research will be conducted in a manner consistent with the IRB requirements as outlined in section 45
CFR 46.

%The final versions of any printed recruitment, consent and assent documents bearing the IRB approval
stamp are attached to this letter. These are the versions that must be used during the study.

As Principal Investigator, it is your responsibility to do the following:

1. Conduct this study exactly as it has been approved. Any modifications to the research protocol
must be submitted with the appropriale signatures for IRB approval. Protocol madifications requiring
approval may include changes to the litle, Pl, advisor, funding status or sponsor, subject population
composition or size, recruitment, inclusion/exclusion criteria, research site, research procedures and
consent/assent process or forms.

2. Submit a request for continuation if the study extends beyond the approval period of one calendar
year. This continuation must receive IRB review and approval before the research can continue.,

3. Report any adverse events to the IRB Chair promptly. Adverse events are those which are
unanticipated and impact the subjects during the course of this research; and

4. Notify the IRB office in wriling when your research project is complete.

Please note that approved protocols are subject to monitoring by the IRB and that the IRB office has the
authority to inspect research records associated with this protocol at any time. If you have questions about the
IRB procedures or need any assistance from the Board, please contact Dawnett Watkins 219 Cordell North
(phone: 405-744-5700, dawnett.watkins@okstate.edu).

Sincerely,

Mol 1 Hommain—

Shelia Kennison, Chair
Institutional Review Board
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