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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this mixed methods case study was to examine the impact positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence have within a Disciplinary 

Alternative Education Program (DAEP) on students’ attitudes toward schooling, positive 

behaviors, and achievement in reading and math as measured by Plato FASTRACK, a 

skills-assessment courseware that determines a grade-level equivalency for individual 

students.  Positive normative culture refers to a positive culture in which norms define 

standards of conduct that are enforced by the influence of the peer group, negative 

behavior is confronted, and positive behavior is reinforced.  Intentional positive peer 

influence is the empowerment of students to fully participate in their peer group, 

influence their peers as they adopt desired behaviors, and monitor their own behavior as 

well as that of their peers.   

The population for this study included teachers, administrators, and staff of a 

DAEP and students referred to the DAEP in a large, urban setting for violation of the 

Code of Student Conduct. Thirty students participated in an administration of a school 

attitudinal pre- and post- survey and in focus groups; twenty teachers, administrators, and 

other staff participated in focus groups; the pre- and post- reading and math achievement 

data of 1060 students were analyzed; and, the attendance and behavior rating data trends 

of thirty students were utilized for this study.  
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This study was conducted in three phases.  (1) Paired t-tests and Pearson Chi 

Square tests were conducted to determine statistically significant differences and 

“goodness of fit” between the pre- and post administrations of the school attitudinal 

surveys.  (2) Focus groups were transcribed and circular analysis was conducted to 

identify themes of what the participants of the focus groups perceived were critical 

factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence.  

Additionally, a count of the themes identified was made to determine the most prominent 

themes, or, critical factors.  (3) Paired t-tests were conducted to determine if there was a 

difference between the pre- and post- reading and math achievement levels of students 

after participation in positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence.  

Finally, attendance and behavior rating data trends were compared to identify similarities 

and differences between students who responded to positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence and those who did not.  

Findings from this study indicated that there were statistically significant 

differences in the area of attitude toward teachers after participation in positive normative 

culture with intentional positive peer influence, specifically in the area of relating well to 

teachers and, as a result, liking learning and classes.  Results of the focus groups 

indicated that students perceived the following are critical factors of positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence: (1) norms serve as a framework for 

decision-making and developing prosocial behavior; (2) helping staff and peers builds 

leadership; (3) being in a positive normative culture with intentional positive peer 

influence helps to increase student success; (4) a caring climate motivates students to do 

better in school; and (5) referring principals should not give up on students and should 
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give returning students support and a chance to prove that they have improved.  Results 

of the teacher, administrator, and staff focus groups indicated that they perceived the 

following are critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence: (1) norms provide students with a framework for prosocial behavior; (2) 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence give students 

empowerment and accountability; (3) students motivate other students to do well; (4) 

students respond to sincere caring and consistency; and (5) students need a clean slate 

and a caring connection during the transition to the home school for continued success.  

An analysis of Plato FASTRACK reading and math pre- and post- scores of students in 

attendance for 45 days or more during the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years 

indicated that there were statistically significant differences in reading and math 

achievement after students participated in positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence.  Finally, the results of an analysis of attendance and behavior 

ratings trends primarily indicated that students who were not responding to positive 

normative culture and positive peer influence had a lower attendance rate and behavior 

rating than students who were responding to positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence.  

 Implications for school leadership include the need to keep culture in the 

forefront; consider conditions necessary for learning; clearly identify expected behaviors 

for all students and staff; provide students with a sense of belonging; provide caring and 

trusting relationships among students, teachers, staff, and administrators; and, adopt a 

transition protocol to give students who return from a disciplinary removal an opportunity 

to “start over” and re-engage successfully in the culture of the referring school. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 Disconnected youth are faced with more than their fair share of the angst and pain 

generally associated with adolescence.  These vulnerable youth are not connected to 

society through mainstream settings in meaningful ways and are struggling to be 

successful both socially and educationally (Zweig, 2003).  In Texas, students whose 

disconnection has resulted in behaviors that violate the Code of Student Conduct are 

referred to Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs (DAEPs) as a consequence. 

Research reflects that 128,319 DAEP assignments were reported in the 2005-2006 school 

year (Texas Education Agency, 2007).  More currently, 81,104 DAEP assignments were 

reported in the 2012-2013 school year (Texas Education Agency, 2014). While the 

purpose of disciplinary alternative education programs is to provide temporary student 

placements for behavior management, the goal is for those students to be able to succeed 

behaviorally and academically upon returning to their referring schools. 

 Students referred to a DAEP may exhibit one or more of the following 

characteristics: unusually disruptive behavior; high mobility; low attendance rates; high 

rates of suspensions, expulsions, and/or alternative placements; performance at least two 

years or more below grade level in reading and math; failure of two or more subjects; low 

performance on state mandated assessments; and one or more grades repeated (Goddard 

& Miller, 2013).  Other common traits that are often used to describe students in DAEPs 

include being cynical, possessing antisocial attitudes and behaviors, lacking educational 

and/or career goals, and having problematic relationships with both family and peers 
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(Fuller & Sabatino, 1996).  Given these life challenges for the students served, it is 

critical for teachers, administrators, and staff to provide a culture and environment in the 

disciplinary alternative education program that will support the student in making life 

changes that will lead to a positive outcome upon returning to their referring schools.  

Background of Problem 

All groups and organizations have both a formal and an informal culture.  The 

formal culture is what is supposed to happen while the informal is how things really 

happen (Hess, 2004).  Students who are referred to a DAEP are often referred for failure 

to abide by the formal systems in their school setting.  Their difficulty in conforming to 

the established school rules, or even societal rules, results in a series of consequences that 

eventually get them removed from the traditional educational setting.  In fact, the Texas 

Education Agency reports that 64.7% of the incidents in the 2005-2006 school year were 

for violation of the Code of Student Conduct (Division Of Accountability Research, 

2007). Additionally, 97,732 DAEP actions were reported by the Texas Education Agency 

(2014) for the 2013-2014 school year in their PEIMS discipline actions report.  

Once enrolled in a disciplinary alternative education setting, it is then time to 

address and attempt to change students to help them ease out of the behaviors that got 

them referred in the first place and to replace those antisocial behaviors with prosocial 

behaviors that will allow them to succeed moving forward.  In the case of the setting for 

this study, students are placed in a positive normative culture where norms define 

standards of conduct that are enforced not only by the teachers, administrators, and staff 

but also by the influence of the peer group.  Everyone in the DAEP, including students, is 

expected to confront negative behavior and reinforce positive behavior to sustain a 
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positive normative culture.  A major feature of positive normative culture within this 

DAEP model includes an emphasis on intentional positive peer influence that is 

implemented through a system of positive recognition and interrelated levels of student 

“status”.  The goal of the DAEP is to collapse the typical social structure that allows for 

bullying and other antisocial behaviors by giving all students the freedom to fully 

participate in their peer group.  As students are empowered to participate in their peer 

group, regardless of their original status, they are able to influence and monitor their 

peers as they adopt desired behaviors while they monitor their own behavior as well.  

Ideally, students will gradually adopt the expected behaviors, or positive norms, that are 

modeled and reinforced as they participate in the positive normative culture. As such, this 

study examined the impact that positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence have on students’ (a) attitudes toward schooling; (b) positive behaviors; and, (c) 

achievement in reading and math as measured by Plato FASTRACK while enrolled in the 

DAEP.  

The sociological premise of the model in this study, which is based on Maslow’s 

Hierarchy, focuses on three basic sociological needs: a need for survival, a need to belong 

to a group, and a need to have status within a group (Huitt, 2007). Additionally, the 

model is based on the belief that when students are unable to function, belong, or gain 

status in a group using desired behaviors, disruptive and/or delinquent behavior emerges 

as they resort instead to violating the formal rules in order to gain status in that group.  As 

such, the model places great value on building an environment where negative, 

subversive behavior is not tolerated or rewarded.  Essentially, the norms that students 

arrive with are challenged by the established positive norms within the school 
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organization.  Once the student is confronted with positive normative culture, he or she 

needs to determine whether or not to conform.  The key, then, is for the students to get 

through a norms crisis, during which time the student chooses to either approve and 

reinforce the behavior, agree or disagree but not do anything to reinforce or discourage 

the norms, or disagree and challenge the expected behavior (Hess, 2006).  What 

differentiates this from what happens in a traditional school setting with rules is that, 

normally, rules are part of a formal system that define standards of conduct enforced by 

authority.  Alternately, in this model, norms are also defined as standards of conduct, but 

the peer group enforces the norms.   

Statement of the Problem 

Social norms theories indicate that to change a person’s behavior, you can place 

the person in a group where all clearly exhibit the desired behavior, and then engineer the 

situation so the person must exhibit the behavior or face potential rejection or other social 

punishment (Asch, 1955).  While it is generally accepted that social norms, or the rules of 

a group, can shape our behavior and attitudes, the question remains as to how we can use 

social norms to modify attitudes toward schooling, behavior, and the academic 

achievement of students who have previously not conformed to desired behaviors in a 

traditional setting and are faced with a referral to a DAEP as a result.  

The model in this study focuses on a single school culture where students, 

administrators, and staff all exhibit and enforce the established norms. As students enroll 

in the DAEP, it is important for them to see the positive norms that are already in action 

to help them to take on those behaviors themselves over time. In order to change the 

behaviors of students, administrators have to ensure that the staff has internalized the 
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norms, or behaviors, that are desired of the students and that the culture reflects such.  To 

set a single school culture requires that certain elements be present in order for the 

internalization of the expected culture to be set in place. Schein (1985) delineates the 

elements that affect the degree to which culture is internalized as follows: 

 Members communicate using a common language and conceptual categories. 

 There is a shared consensus about who is in the group and who is out of the 

group and what criteria determine membership. 

 Members function under a pecking order according to criteria and rules for 

how one gets, maintains, and loses power. 

 Members determine rules for peer relationships. 

 Every member knows which behaviors are rewarded and which behaviors are 

punishable and will result in withdrawal of rewards. 

Again, ideally, the positive normative culture is firmly in place to easily provide the cues 

and reinforcements needed to change behaviors over time.  As students become more 

attuned to the positive normative culture around them, the expectation is that they will 

also begin to reconnect to their schooling as they begin to adopt prosocial behaviors that 

allow them to focus on teaching and learning that is happening around them.  

School connection is the belief held by students that adults in their school care 

about them and their learning.  While students with strong school connection are more 

likely to succeed, students who are disconnected are less likely to keep up with their 

schoolwork as suggested by Raffini (1988) who argues that student apathy is a way for 

students to avoid a sense of failure and that they may begin to reject education 

completely because they believe that it is less painful to reject school than to reject 
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themselves. This makes the case for an educational environment that is going to be able 

to reconnect students well enough to help students remove motivational barriers and help 

redirect their behaviors away from failure avoiding activities and more toward activities 

that will re-engage them with their education (Renchler, 1992). 

 According to Wehlage (1983), a successful program for at-risk students should 

have a peer culture that supports the rules and goals of the program and students should 

perceive the program as having a family atmosphere that provides acceptance and 

constructive criticism.  This makes sense considering that a common characteristic of at-

risk students is that they share a need for group membership (Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, 

Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989).  This is especially evident in students referred to DAEPs, as 

they are often some of the most at-risk students in a school district.  Texas Education 

Code, Title 2, Subtitle F, Chapter 29, Section 29.081 defines “students as at risk of 

dropping out of school” if the student is under the age of twenty-six and: 

1. was not advanced from one grade level to the next for one or more school 

years; 

2. is in grades 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, or 12 and did not maintain an average equivalent 

of 70 on a scale of 100 in two or more subjects in the foundation 

curriculum during a semester in the preceding or current school year; 

3. did not perform satisfactorily on a state assessment instrument administered 

to the student under Subchapter B, Chapter 39, and has not in the previous 

or current school year subsequently performed on that instrument or 

another appropriate instrument at a level equal to at least 110 percent of the 

level of satisfactory performance on that instrument;  
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4. is pregnant or is a parent; 

5. has been placed in an alternative program in accordance with Chapter 

37.006 during the preceding or current school year; 

6. has been expelled in accordance with Chapter 37.007 during the preceding 

or current school year; 

7. is currently on parole, probation, deferred adjudication, or other conditional 

release;  

8. was previously reported through the Public Education Information 

Management System to have dropped out of school; 

9. is a student of limited English proficiency, as defined by Section 29.052; 

10. is in custody or care of the Department of Protective and Regulatory 

Services or has, during the current year, been referred to the department by 

a school official, officer of the juvenile court or officer of the law; 

11. is homeless, as defined by 42 U.S.C. Section 11302 and its subsequent 

amendments; or 

12. resided in the preceding school year or resides in the current school year in 

a residential-placement facility in the district, including a detention facility, 

substance-abuse-treatment facility, emergency shelter, psychiatric hospital, 

halfway house, or foster group home. 

Students who are at risk and have experienced things like failure of courses or state 

assessments, pregnancy, homelessness, expulsions, or legal infractions are often leading 

very challenging lives and are having difficulty functioning successfully in traditional 

school settings.  As noted before, students who have fallen behind their peers may turn to 
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disruptive behaviors as a way to mask their issues or as a response to feeling 

disconnected to their mainstream setting.  In short, these particular at-risk students are not 

acculturated to the established and expected rules of their home schools.  Additionally, 

although available research describes elements of cultural internalization, it neglects to 

define exactly what or who influences students to accept a culture in the first place, as 

well as how, or if, culture can change the student in a meaningful way. Understanding 

what actions administrators can take to increase the likelihood of students accepting 

positive culture norms may help turn around the most at-risk students toward behavioral 

and academic success and assist school and district leaders in how they structure schools 

and institute practices. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to look at the impact of positive normative culture 

and intentional positive peer influence on student attitudes toward schooling, positive 

behaviors, and academic achievement in reading and math.  The study addressed norm 

practices; involvement and perceptions of students, administration, teachers, and staff in 

establishing and enforcing positive norms; and, the effect of intentional positive peer 

influence to ensure that students are able to apply what they learn in relation to dealing 

with norms, crisis situations, and decision making back in their traditional school 

settings.  The study also addressed similarities and differences between students who 

respond to positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence and those 

who do not. 

This mixed-methods case study is important for several reasons.  First, the 

available literature describes the elements of successful DAEPs and effective teachers, 
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but does not define if there are meaningful changes to student attitudes and behaviors 

while enrolled in the program.  To address this gap in knowledge, one goal of this 

research was to utilize pre- and post-attitudinal surveys to determine if there are any 

changes in student attitudes toward schooling as a result of positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence.  Secondly, this research revolved around an increasing 

need for programs that can effectively change the outcomes of students living within a 

negative peer culture that results in equally negative behaviors.  Severely at-risk youth 

require intense intervention and support so that they can change their attitudes about 

schooling before they face more severe consequences, such as dropping out of school or 

becoming involved in delinquent behaviors.  The better understanding that school 

administrators and teachers have about how to reach these at-risk students, the better 

chance there is for the transformation of behaviors, not only for the benefit of the 

students, but for their families and communities as well.  Therefore, another goal of this 

research was to analyze students’, teachers’, administrators’, and other staff’s perceptions 

of critical factors in positive normative culture with intentional positive peer influence.   

Lastly, most of the research on effective DAEPs in Texas reflects best practices 

that can also be found in traditional schools.  These strategies include small class size, 

relationship building, flexibility, good classroom management, and parental involvement 

(Texas Education Agency, 2007).  While these strategies are indeed important to the 

success of a DAEP, they are not much different from strategies that are already attempted 

in traditional schools where the students referred to DAEPs were not successful.  Taking 

these similar strategies into account, this study examined archived pre-and post-reading 

and math scores stored in Plato FASTRACK to determine possible gains in student 
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achievement in reading and math within positive normative culture with intentional 

positive peer influence.  

Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this mixed-methods case study was to examine the impact that 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence have within a DAEP on 

students’ attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement in reading and 

math.  Both qualitative and quantitative data were analyzed to provide a means for 

clarifying and explaining what contributes to changing the mindsets, behaviors, and 

achievement levels of students referred to DAEPs.  This examination of positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence will benefit at-risk students who 

are in danger of dropping out of school and will increase the probability of them 

receiving the appropriate intervention to help them permanently improve attitudes toward 

schooling, adopt positive behaviors, and perform well academically.   

This study will also contribute to the body of knowledge around successful 

DAEPs and identify essential factors needed to improve the lives of troubled students that 

will also improve school safety and increase student achievement in both the alternative 

and traditional school settings. DAEP and traditional school administrators will be able to 

use this case study to develop an understanding of the role of positive normative culture 

and intentional positive peer influence to improve attitudes toward schooling, positive 

behaviors and achievement in reading and math. Another potential impact could be to 

Texas state policy on alternative education, and even to how we train school leaders and 

teachers to serve at-risk students in alternative as well as traditional education settings.  

Finally, findings from this study may impact communities in that increased graduation 
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rates will lead to more young people with high-school diplomas, which will increase the 

probability of postsecondary education attainment and/or employment for these young 

men and women. 

Research from the Alliance for Excellent Education (2007) indicates that 75% of 

America’s state prison inmates, almost 59% of federal inmates, and 69% of jail inmates 

did not complete high school; the number of prison inmates without a high-school 

diploma has increased over time; reforming the nation’s high schools could potentially 

increase the number of graduates and, as a result, significantly reduce the nation’s crime-

related costs and add billions of dollars to the economy through the additional wages 

graduates would earn; and increasing the graduation rate and college matriculation of 

male students by only 5% could lead to combined savings and revenue of almost $8 

billion each year. Subsequently, postsecondary education or training and/or gainful 

employment can result in reduced crime rates and increased economic stability in the 

communities of the students who change their course of life for the better. 

Primary Research Questions 

The primary purpose of this mixed methods case study was to examine the impact 

that positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence within a DAEP 

have on students’ attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement in 

reading and math as measured by Plato FASTRACK.  Specifically, this study addresses 

the following questions: 

1. How does positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence 

impact student attitudes toward schooling? 
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2. What do students, teachers, administrators and staff perceive to be the critical 

factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on 

attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement? 

3. Do statistically significant differences exist in student achievement before and 

after student participation in positive normative culture with intentional 

positive peer influence as measured by Plato FASTRACK pre- and post- 

scores in reading and math?  

4. What similarities and differences in attendance and behavior ratings data 

trends exist between students who respond to positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence and those who do not? 

Research Design 

The participants of this mixed-methods case study were students enrolled in a 

large, urban DAEP as well as the teachers, administrators, and staff who served them.  

Data-collection methods and analysis focused on pre- and post-attitudinal surveys; 

student focus groups; teacher, administrator, and staff focus groups; and, archived student 

reading and math scores as measured and stored in Plato FASTRACK.  Instrumentation 

for this study included the use of the School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised (SAAS-

R: McCoach & Siegle, 2001) and a focus group protocol with a pre-determined set of 

questions. 

Theoretical Framework 

 This study was based on social learning theory.  Albert Bandura (1977) explains 

that most human behavior is learned from observing others to form an idea of how new 

behaviors are performed, and then this coded information is used as a guide for action.  
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At-risk students in DAEPs are often in the process of forming their self-esteem and self-

focus.  In some cases, a student’s social learning has resulted in disruptive behaviors used 

to mask an inability to adjust to social norms.  In a sense, these disruptive behaviors also 

become a handicap to the student’s development.  The theory of social learning attempts 

to explain socialization and its effect on the development of self.  This is exactly what 

DAEPs are looking to impact - the individual learning process that young people go 

through as they mature into adulthood. 

Limitations and Assumptions 

There are several limitations in this study. Because this study was partially a 

qualitative analysis, potential limitations may include researcher biases and perceptual 

misrepresentations.  Also, this study was conducted in a DAEP where students enroll and 

withdraw on a regular, short-term basis meaning that students transfer in and out of the 

program all year. As such, the research for this study was designed to be carried out 

during one 45-day period at the onset of the school year in order to be able to track the 

student participants’ progress during the length of their enrollment. Consequently, this 

study was based on a small sample of students enrolled during this period who were 

willing to participate and results cannot be generalized to all students enrolled in the 

program throughout different times of the year. Due to the DAEP setting for this study 

and the high mobility of its students, some participants were unable to complete all 

portions of the study due to absences, withdrawal from the program prior to completion 

of their referral, or other reasons. An assumption of this study is that students and other 

participants responded honestly and to the best of their ability.  Transferability of findings 

may be limited to alternative and traditional settings where at risk students are served.  
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Definition of Terms  

 The research questions and methodologies for this study included terms related to 

the alternative education model this study used, which is based on positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence.  Some terms that may require defining 

include the following: 

At-risk student – A student under the age of twenty-six who meets one or more 

descriptors of a student at risk of dropping out of school as specified by Texas Education 

Code, Title 2, Subtitle F, Chapter 29, Section 29.081. 

Behavior ratings – Student ratings as used by the DAEP in this study. Ratings are 

based on and earned according to exhibited behaviors.  The ratings categories are 

Concern, Neutral, Positive, Pledge, Eagle (pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot), and 

Executive. The goal is for students to reach the Eagle (pseudonym for the DAEP’s 

mascot) or Executive levels enabling them to become part of Student Government. 

Hess’ force field – a tool used to assess the climate of a classroom or school by 

identifying the formal and informal leaders in a classroom.  

Intentional positive peer influence – The empowerment of students to fully 

participate in their peer group, influence their peers as they adopt desired behaviors, and 

monitor their own behavior as well as that of their peers. 

Norms – A standard of social behavior that is typically expected of a group. 

Norms can be positive or negative depending on behaviors exhibited by a group. A 

formal group, or organization, has a set of policies that define what is supposed to happen 

in an organization.  A group also has informal norms, or ways that things really happen, 

within an organization. 
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Norms crisis – A dilemma experienced when confronted with a group’s normative 

expectation that requires a choice of how to respond to it.  As described by Hess (2004), 

approving and accepting the behavior maintains the status quo; disapproving and 

challenging the norm will cause conflict within the group; doing nothing enables 

maintaining the status quo by choosing to avoid taking a stand with a group. 

Polsky’s Diamond – A hierarchy of status positions of members of a group that 

illustrates the informal power system that exists within the group.  Dr. Howard Polsky 

(1962) derived the Diamond upon studying a group of adolescent boys in a residential 

program to determine how a delinquent subculture emerges and is perpetuated and 

transmitted to new members.  The Diamond illustrates a “pecking order” that determines 

the hierarchy of status within a group and can be used to read and understand the 

dynamics within a group. 

Positive normative culture – A culture in which norms define standards of 

conduct that are enforced by the influence of the peer group thus creating an environment 

where negative behavior is confronted and positive behavior is reinforced.   

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact that positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence within a DAEP have on students’ attitudes 

toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement in reading and math as measured 

by Plato FASTRACK. Much research has been done on DAEPs, but none has fully 

addressed the impact of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence 

in transforming student attitudes, positive behaviors, and academic performance.  

Positive normative culture refers to a positive culture in which norms define standards of 
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conduct that are enforced by the influence of the peer group, negative behavior is 

confronted, and positive behavior is reinforced.  Intentional positive peer influence is 

defined as the empowerment of students to fully participate in their peer group, influence 

their peers as they adopt desired behaviors, and monitor their own behavior as well as 

that of their peers.  Various factors were addressed in this study to determine the impact 

of an alternative education program based on positive normative culture with intentional 

positive peer influence designed to create positive student behaviors, change attitudes 

about schooling, and ultimately impact student achievement. 



 

 

 

Chapter II 

Review of the Literature 

History of Alternative Education 

Alternative education programs are designed to meet the diverse needs of students 

who are unsuccessful or feel lost in large, comprehensive traditional schools. These 

alternative education programs have a long history in the United States.  In his review of 

alternative education options, Young (1990) asserts that alternative education programs 

have been in existence since the birth of American education and came into their own in 

the latter half of the 20
th

 century. Lange and Sletten (2002) concur in their synthesis of 

the history of alternative education and add that alternative programs, such as charter 

schools and other public school choice models that are present today, have evolved since 

the 1960s and continue to be popular options for many students across the country.  

During the civil-rights movement, critics decried public schools as being designed 

for the success of few and catapulted alternatives to mainstream schools.  One example of 

an alternative school becoming mainstream was the community-based Freedom Schools 

project, which established schools to provide a meaningful education to disadvantaged 

and minority students (Lange & Sletten, 2002).  The Free School Movement, which was 

based on individual achievement and fulfillment, also came about during this time period. 

The movement focused on the notion that mainstream education was inhibiting students, 

and did not allow for them to freely explore their curiosity and natural intellect  (Lange & 

Sletten, 2002).  During that same era, with the passing of The Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965, a greater focus was placed on equity and the act spawned 
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alternatives to mainstream or traditional public schooling with the goal of offering equal 

and relevant education to disadvantaged and minority students (Lange & Sletten, 2002). 

Contemporary Context 

While a broad range of innovative alternative education programs in the 1960s 

were designed for students not optimally served in the mainstream public education 

setting; by the 1980s, alternative education began to narrow in scope and change focus to 

a more conservative and remedial orientation with a growing number of alternatives 

geared toward students who were disruptive or failing in their home school (Young, 

1990).   According to a Policy Research Report from the Texas Education Agency 

(2007), students in Texas whose behaviors were considered sufficiently delinquent or 

disruptive to warrant removal from assigned classrooms prior to the 1990s were either 

suspended or expelled from school with no alternative education options available to 

them.  In her analysis of DAEPs in Texas, Garba (2011) notes that school or district 

administrators at the local level were the ones who made disciplinary decisions from the 

1950s through the 1980s meaning that a school principal or assistant principal could 

simply remove a student from school for disruptive behavior without any kind of plan or 

alternative for the student.  That changed when the Texas Safe Schools Act was adopted 

and enacted in 1995 as a result of the passing of Senate Bill 1.  This bill established a 

system of alternative education that allowed for both the removal and continuing 

education of students whose behaviors violated local or state mandated rules of conduct.  

Senate Bill 1 was codified in Texas Education Code Chapter 37 (TEC, 2005) and 

stipulates that all Texas school districts must meet educational and behavioral needs of 

students assigned to DAEPs (Texas Education Agency, 2007).  A study by the Texas 
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Education Agency’s Division of Accountability Research (2007) concluded that 

discipline management systems in DAEPs must be designed to monitor and change 

behaviors through a reinforcement of rules, rewards, sanctions, and procedures.  Students 

referred to enroll in the DAEP are given a period of time that can vary from 30 to 180 

days to improve their behavior and academic performance.   

Texas Education Code, Title 2, Subtitle G, Chapter 37, Section 37.008 further 

defines that each district shall provide a DAEP that is located in a setting other than the 

student’s regular classroom on or off of a regular school campus; provide for  

students assigned to the DAEP to be separated from students who are not assigned the to 

program; focus on English/language arts, mathematics, science, history, and self-

discipline; provide for the educational and behavioral needs of students as well as 

supervision and counseling;  employ only teachers who meet all certification 

requirements established under Subchapter B, Chapter 21; and provide not less than the 

minimum amount of instructional time per day as required by Section 25.082(a).   

 State policy also outlines provisions for Juvenile Justice Alternative Education 

Programs (JJAEPs) to address the educational needs of juvenile offenders and at-risk 

youth who are expelled from a traditional classroom or a DAEP.  The legislative intent is 

for JJAEPs to provide a quality alternative educational setting for expelled youth that 

focuses on discipline, behavior management and academic achievement (Brooke, 2009). 

Texas Education Code, Title 2, Subtitle F, Chapter 32, Section 37.011 further stipulates 

that the academic mission of JJAEPs is to enable students to perform at grade level and 

that JJAEPs must operate seven hours a day for 180 days a year; focus on 

English/language arts, mathematics, sciences, social studies and self-discipline (but is not 
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required to provide a course necessary to fulfill a student’s high-school graduation 

requirements); adopt a student code of conduct; develop a written JJAEP operating policy 

and submit it to the Texas Juvenile Probation Commission (TJPC) for review and 

comment; adhere to the minimum standards set by TJPC and Title 37, Texas 

Administrative Code (TAC) Chapter 348 pursuant to TEC Section 37.011(h) and Texas 

Human Resources Code (HRC) Section 141.042(6); and is required to have one certified 

teacher per program and an overall instructional staff-to-student ratio of no more than 1 

to 24 and maintain an operational staff-to-student ratio of no more than 1 to 12.  

Additionally, the Juvenile Board or the Board’s designee is to review a JJAEP student’s 

academic progress regularly.  For high school students, the review shall include the 

student’s progress toward meeting high-school graduation requirements and shall 

establish a specific graduation plan.  Finally, all students enrolled in the JJAEP must be 

administered statewide assessment instruments and attribute those scores to the student’s 

home campus as if the student was enrolled at the home campus.  

Although DAEPs in Texas are designed according to state criteria to meet the 

needs of the students referred for violation of the Code of Student Conduct, these 

programs are sometimes criticized for a variety of reasons.  Some of these reasons are 

that these programs are used for segregating struggling students, warehousing struggling 

students who are not wanted in their home schools, and that the programs over represent 

minority and special-education students with discretionary referrals (Fowler, 2007).    

Most recently, over representation of minority students was addressed in a report released 

by the Office of Civil Rights (2012) based on data from the 2009-2010 school year, 

which demonstrated that students of certain racial or ethnic groups tend to be disciplined 
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more than their peers.  For example, while African-American students represented 18% 

of the students in the Civil Rights Data Collection (2012) sample, they also represented 

35% of students suspended once, 46% of students suspended more than once, and 39% of 

students expelled.  Additionally, the Civil Rights Data Collection (2012) reported that 

over 70% of students involved in school related arrests or referrals to law enforcement 

were either Hispanic or African American.  Finally, the Civil Rights Data Collection 

(2012) reported that across all districts, African American students were three and a half 

times more likely to be suspended or expelled than their white peers; and, in districts that 

reported expulsions under zero-tolerance policies, although Hispanic and African 

American students represented 45% of the student body, they also represented 56% of the 

students expelled under such policies. In addition to over representation of minority 

students in disciplinary cases, the Civil Rights Data Collection (2012) also showed that 

an increasing number of students are losing important instructional time due to 

exclusionary discipline.  As a result, the United States Department of Education and the 

United States Department of Justice (2014) issued a guidance document to assist public 

schools in meeting obligations under Federal law to administer student discipline without 

discriminating on the basis of race, color, or national origin to ensure that all students 

have an equal opportunity to learn and grow in school. This document, titled Guiding 

Principles: A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate and Discipline (2014), 

includes a set of guiding principles meant to: (1) provide a safe and supportive learning 

environment for effective teaching and learning to take place; (2) develop positive and 

respectful climates; and (3) prevent student misbehavior before it occurs.  As defined by 
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the Guiding Principles: A Resource Guide for Improving School Climate and Discipline 

(2014) document, the three guiding principles are:  

 Principle 1 – Climate and Prevention – schools that foster positive school climates 

can help to engage all students in learning by preventing problem behaviors and 

intervening effectively to support struggling and at-risk students. 

 Principle 2 - Expectations and Consequences – schools that have discipline 

policies or codes of conduct with clear, appropriate, and consistently applied 

expectations and consequences will help students improve behavior, increase 

engagement, and boost achievement. 

 Principle 3 – Equity and Continuous Improvement – schools that build staff 

capacity and continuously evaluate the school’s discipline policies and practices 

are more likely to ensure fairness and equity and promote achievement for all 

students. 

In a joint colleague letter from Secretary of Education Arne Duncan and former Defense 

Secretary Eric Holder (2014), recommendations for school districts, administrators, 

teachers, and staff focused on providing safe, inclusive, and positive school climates that 

provide students with supports such as evidence based tiered supports and social and 

emotional learning; nondiscriminatory, fair, and age appropriate discipline policies; and 

monitoring and self-evaluation to determine if efforts are affecting students of different 

racial and ethnic groups equally.    

While alternative programs work to give our youth their best opportunity for 

success in positive school climates, there are various approaches toward that end.  

According to Hadderman’s (2002) description of trends and issues in alternative schools, 
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the mission of these schools is to change students with either a punitive, therapeutic, or 

remedial based program to counteract student alienation and provide dropout prevention 

strategies to motivate students to complete their high-school graduation requirements.  

Regardless of the type of program design and mission, there is a common foundation of 

providing an alternative option to traditional and mainstream schooling in order to meet 

the individual needs of students who require or prefer a specialized approach to obtaining 

their education. The alternative education program in this study utilizes a restorative 

versus punitive discipline approach that provides students an opportunity to meet 

attendance, academic, and behavior criteria before transitioning back to their home 

schools. The program model also integrates behavior and academics to create an active 

and intentional positive normative culture where students learn to be accountable for 

behavior and are encouraged to re-engage in their schooling to fulfill their academic 

potential. These outcomes are sought through a consistent emphasis on positive norms 

and the utilization of a variety of interrelated tools to reconnect students to their 

schooling and to increase their leadership skills.  

Social Learning Theory 

The program in this case study focuses on addressing disruptive conduct through 

a sociological model to modify behavior. Unlike clinical models where youth are treated 

as abnormal and viewed as basically deviant in behavior, this model treats disruptive 

youth as normal and views students as basically good and worthy of respect.  In fact, 

focusing on disruptive conduct through a sociological model is key to program’s behavior 

management philosophy.  This model seeks to provide students with a positive culture 
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whereby they are forced to make choices about their behaviors based on what they see 

and experience through positive peer pressure and influence.  

This aligns to the basis of social learning theory, which is that people learn by 

observing others.  According to Bandura (1971), new patterns of behavior can be 

acquired through direct experience or by observing the behavior of others as governed by 

the rewarding and punishing consequences that follow any given action in a social 

learning system. In his earlier work on social learning theory, Bandura (1971) explains 

that people are repeatedly confronted with situations that they have to deal with which 

result in either favorable responses to those situations or not; thus, enabling people to 

identify successful behaviors and to deselect ineffectual behaviors through this process. 

The model for the DAEP in this study is based on social learning theory as students are 

repeatedly faced with situations where they are forced to make decisions about their 

behaviors and responses.  

Understanding and determining how to deal with human behaviors, especially 

disruptive ones that impede learning, has been a topic of interest for decades. In an article 

on social learning theory, Grusec (1992) examines the legacies of Robert Sears and 

Albert Bandura from a historical perspective dating back to the 1960s and 1970s. 

Although both Sears and Bandura were social learning theorists, their work was very 

different.   According to Grusec (1992), the work of Sears centered on developing an 

understanding of the way that children come to internalize values, attitudes, and 

behaviors in the culture they were raised in. Sears’ work on children’s social 

development, published in Patterns of Child Rearing (Sears, Maccoby, & Levin, 1957), 

established that in the absence of valued parental attention, the child is motivated to 
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imitate, and, therefore, to incorporate, parent behaviors that include standards for 

morality.  Moreover, as Grusec (1992) points out, while punishment for aggression 

correlates with immediate suppression of aggression, it comes with high levels of 

aggression later, presumably because the physical punishment provides a model for 

aggression. While this type of learning takes place within a social context, it focuses 

more on processes and conditions that lead to the development of motives and traits 

(Sears, 1950).  

By comparison, Grusec (1992) explains that Bandura’s theory of social 

development focuses more on how children and adults operate cognitively in their social 

experiences and how those cognitive operations come to influence behavior and 

development. Basically, social learning theory indicates that people can learn from 

observing others around them.  Bandura describes this social learning view as a 

psychological functioning of reciprocal interaction between behavior and its controlling 

conditions (Bandura, 1971).  In other words, according to Bandura (1971), learning can 

occur through observation of other people’s behavior and its consequences for them.  

Additionally, our cognitive capacity and processes play a major role in the acquisition 

and retention of new behavior patterns as they allow us to determine not only how 

experiences will affect us but the future directions our actions may take (Bandura 1971, 

1977). In a review of Bandura’s work on social learning theory, Sincero (2011) describes 

the three basic models of observational learning as: (1) a live model which includes a 

person performing, or modeling, a behavior; (2) a verbal instruction model which 

involves telling the details, or descriptions, of a behavior; and (3) a symbolic model 

which includes a character (real or fictional) demonstrating a behavior via movies, books, 
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television, radio, online media and other media sources.  Bandura’s (1971) own social 

learning analysis of observational learning explains that the modeling phenomena are 

governed by the following four interrelated subprocesses and conditions necessary for 

effective modeling: (1) attentional processes that make the observer attune to the person 

modeling the behavior due to interesting or winsome qualities that are sought out; (2) 

retention processes related to long term retention of activities that have been modeled; (3) 

reproduction processes which are concerned with processes “whereby symbolic 

representations guide overt actions (p. 8)”, meaning that a learner has to put together a 

given set of responses according to modeled patterns in order be able to attain behavioral 

reproduction; and (4) motivational processes which influence both the overt expression of 

matching behavior and the level of learning.  

Social learning theory is still widely used today as educators utilize modeling in 

teaching and learning.  According to Kidron and Fleischman (2006), research suggests 

that one of the most effective ways schools can encourage prosocial behavior is through 

school wide programs to teach and model social skills. This case study looked at the role 

of observational learning as it relates to the acquisition of prosocial behaviors.  

Self-Efficacy 

Self-efficacy is commonly defined as the belief in one’s capabilities to achieve a 

goal or outcome, which helps to explain for differences in the efforts that students expend 

to complete their schoolwork.  As explained by Bandura’s (1977, 1988) view of social 

learning theory, the effort expended depends on the level of success the student had in the 

past.  For example, students who have experienced success are more likely to continue to 

expend effort, to try again in the face of failure, and to set high personal standards.  On 
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the other hand, students who have been unsuccessful in their past school experiences may 

not put forth much effort, may not be persistent to succeed in the face of difficulties, or 

may avoid trying to do the work altogether. Bandura (1993) explains that students with 

stronger self-efficacy hold higher goals for themselves and a commitment to reaching the 

goals while students with low efficacy expectations are easily discouraged by past failure 

and decrease their efforts when tasks are difficult.  

According to Bandura (1982), a personal sense of efficacy is developed from four 

sources: (1) performance accomplishment, (2) observation of the performance of others, 

(3) verbal persuasion and related types of social influence, and (4) states of physiological 

arousal from which personal capabilities and vulnerabilities are judged.  As such, success 

in the classroom becomes key to helping students improve their academic self-efficacy 

and, as a result, their efforts and tenacity in school as well.  While students’ expectations 

that they will master a task increases with each success, Bandura (1982) states that for 

efficacy expectations to be enhanced by success on a task, the success on the task needs 

to be attributed to ability or effort. This makes it important to set the stage for students to 

experience success at just the right level so that they can tie that success back to their 

ability or effort. In an article on improving self-efficacy for struggling students, Margolis 

and McCabe (2006) recommend the use of moderately difficult tasks that are just above 

the students’ current ability levels to help make this connection.  This is important, as 

Bandura (1982) explains, because a too easy task may actually reinforce a weak self-

efficacy.  Another tip from Margolis and McCabe (2006) is to use peer models, which 

also lines up with Bandura’s (1971) explanation that “behaviors that people display are 

learned, either deliberately or inadvertently, through the influence of example.” (p. 5) 
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Bandura (1982) also states that “people do not live their lives as social isolates” 

(p.143) but instead are members of groups with a perceived collective efficacy that will 

influence what people choose to do as a group and how much effort they put into solving 

their problems and improve their lives through a joint effort.  Goddard, Hoy, and Hoy 

(2006) explored sources of efficacy shaping information for groups of teachers and found 

that collective efficacy beliefs provide proof that organizational socialization involves the 

communication of influential normative expectations.  Furthermore, Goddard et al. 

(2006) found that a strong sense of collective efficacy enhanced teachers’ self-efficacy 

beliefs while weaker collective efficacy undermined teachers’ self-efficacy.   

School Culture and Norms 

Culture is an integral part of any organization’s effectiveness and especially 

comes into play in a DAEP setting and that setting’s role in influencing student 

behaviors.  If a student is referred to a DAEP in Texas, it is because the student has 

violated the established rules, or Code of Student Conduct, of his or her home school. 

According to a briefing published by the World Health Organization (2009) on violence 

prevention, cultural and social norms influence and shape individual behaviors, both 

good and bad.  Interventions, such as a social norms approach, can challenge cultural and 

social norms by correcting misperceptions and giving people a more realistic sense of 

actual behavioral norms thus reducing violent behavior (World Health Organization, 

2009). The school culture and established norms in a DAEP, therefore, are critical in 

helping shape and improve children’s behavior. Patterson, Purkey, and Parker (1986) 

summarize the tenets of school culture as follows: 
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 School culture affects the behavior and achievement of elementary and 

secondary school students. 

 School culture is created and can be manipulated by people within the school. 

 School cultures are unique. 

 School culture becomes the cohesion that bonds the school together as it goes 

about its mission. 

 School culture can be counterproductive and an obstacle to success as well as 

oppressive and discriminatory for various subgroups within the school. 

 Lasting fundamental change requires understanding and altering a school’s 

culture, which is often a slow process. 

On the other hand, Sergiovanni (1991) describes school culture as more normative 

in that it is a reflection of the shared values, beliefs, and commitments of school 

members. Additionally, Sergiovanni (1991) describes norms as expressions of certain 

values and beliefs held by members of the group. In further explaining the intricacies of 

social behavior, Sergiovanni (1991) refers to perspectives as the “shared rules and norms 

to which people respond, the commonness that exits among solutions to similar problems, 

how people define situations they face, and the boundaries of acceptable and 

unacceptable behaviors” (p. 216), when discussing the levels of culture.  Norms in a 

school culture are developed over time and define expectations of how things are done 

within a school or organization (Boyd-Dimock, n.d.).  In other words, each school, like 

any organization, has its own set of norms that become prevalent as time passes. Allen 

and Pilnick (1974) describe organizations as having a visible component that 

encompasses the official policies and procedures that are apparent to outside 
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stakeholders, as well as a component that is not as visible but is often more powerful.  

Hess (2006) describes these visible and not as visible components as the formal and 

informal elements of organizations. The formal element of the organization includes the 

official rules and policies that govern behavior or, rather, what is supposed to happen, 

while the informal elements of the organization are represented by the group norms of 

what really happens. An example might be that policy states that meetings will start on 

time but, in actuality, everyone in the organization knows that meetings always start ten 

minutes late.  Therefore although a formal policy states the expected behavior, unless the 

policy setters enforce the practice of starting on time or anyone in the group confronts 

tardy peers, the group will continue to support the informal norm of starting late.  Hess 

(2006) ties this dynamic of the informal culture directly back to the functions of group 

norms which he states can be either positive or negative according to whether they are 

accepted or challenged by the group through varying degrees of peer pressure exerted on 

individuals within the group to ensure conformity.  

Hess (2006) further defines what happens when there is a clash between what is 

supposed to happen (formal) and what really happens (informal) as a norm gap.  

Accordingly, the larger the norm gap, the greater the probability that the gap will have a 

negative impact on the school or organizational culture through its impact on the group’s 

level of pride and effectiveness (Hess, 2006).  The goal, therefore, is to close the gap so 

that the members of the organization, or school, are working on the same accord. In a 

review of organizational behavior, Lewicki (1981) suggests that managers asking for one 

behavior while accepting another may be inadvertently motivating employees or staff to 

develop unnecessary unwritten norms to survive and prosper and that ultimately become 
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the reason why changes are not automatically accepted.  Understanding this normative 

behavior can make or break a group as the behavioral consequences of peer pressure can 

override the strong intentions of individuals who want to do what they are “supposed to 

do” but are forced to comply to an informal norm supported by the larger peer group that 

can be far below the individual’s ability and potential (Hess, 2006).   

This peer influence to keep others from doing what they are supposed to do or 

what they can do aligns to the studies of Allen and Pilnick (1974) on the nature and 

impact of normative systems on delinquent youth in the early 1960s.  Allen and Pilnick 

(1974) found that most youth meet with trouble because of pressure from their peers.  

This would imply that students influence each other to engage in antisocial behaviors. 

Allen and Pilnick (1974) describe these normative systems as group norms, or norm 

clusters, that are also evident in most organizations. The group functions of the normative 

systems they defined are as follows: (1) organizational and personal pride; (2) 

performance and excellence; (3) teamwork and communication; (4) leadership and 

supervision; (5) colleague and associate relations; (6) honesty and security; (7) training 

and development; and, (8) innovation and change (Allen and Pilnick, 1974).  

Influencing, or changing, student behaviors through the use of a normative culture 

dates back to Howard Polsky’s study of early 20
th

 century cottage homes.  In his 1962 

study, Polsky observed the social system of 195 delinquent boys (ages 8 to 18) who were 

referred from welfare agencies, private sources, and, primarily, by the courts to 

residential treatment in New York.  A married couple ran each cottage, and the children 

were expected to go to school or work and do chores.  Each child saw a social worker 

weekly and had an individualized education plan.  In Cottage Six (1962), Polsky wrote 
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that the boys came from families whose values were not necessarily shared by society as 

a whole.  The administration saw Cottage Six as the last stop for the tougher boys who 

exhibited aggressive behaviors.  After setting the stage, Polsky described how the seating 

in the dining room reflected the hierarchy in the cottages, including how one table was 

for the leadership clique (which none of the boys attacked) and how the “inferior boys” 

would displace their troubles and feelings on other “inferior” boys.  Polsky (1962) also 

described the cottage’s social structure, noting that boys tended to have one of five roles: 

toughs, con artists, quiet types, bushboys (i.e. more childish), and scapegoats.  Polsky 

(1962) further defined this hierarchy of negative social groups with the development of 

Polsky’s Diamond, which depicts the following roles (or pecking order):  

 Leader – Carries him/herself with assertive confidence indicated through 

physical and intellectual abilities.  The leader can be silent, but everyone 

listens when he/she talks.  The leader models and communicates the 

normative behavior for the group.  

 Lieutenant – Serves as the leader’s right-hand person and is verbally and 

demonstratively supportive of the leader.  This person often does the 

leader’s “dirty work.” 

 Con Artist – Is usually the communication link between the staff and the 

bigger group.  This person has the protection of the power and acts 

according to the group he/she interacts with primarily. 

 Go For or Bush Boy – Gives up his/her seat, homework, etc. in exchange 

for being left alone.  
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 Isolate – Is usually temporary, and will either move to the “small crowd” 

if he/she is weak in physical strength, intelligence and maturity, or to the 

“big crowd” if he/she is strong physically, mentally, and emotionally.  

Most new students take this position upon entering a group.   

 Loner – Keeps to himself/herself as a defense against attack by the group. 

 Dyad – Is a subgroup of two persons who support and protect each other 

who usually become loners when not together. 

 Scapegoat – Is the weakest member of the group as most everyone picks 

on him.  Additionally, the group pushes most problems on the scapegoat. 

Polsky’s Diamond demonstrates an informal power system that is perpetuated and 

transmitted to new group members (Vorrath & Brendtro, 2007).  The purpose of Polsky’s 

Diamond is to analyze the dynamics of a student social system by identifying each 

student’s role and placing the students in the area of the Diamond that reflects each 

student’s status position within the group.  Polsky (1962) divided the Diamond into two 

major categories: the “big crowd” and the “small crowd.”  Students falling within the 

“big crowd” hold the influential status positions and thus set the normative culture for the 

group or school.  The idea is to then focus on the high-status students to redirect or re-

establish behavioral norms.  In other words, once the power of the influential students has 

been challenged and redirected while the positive behaviors of all the students are 

reinforced, the negative social structure will collapse, giving the freedom to all students, 

regardless of their original status, to be full participants in the peer group.   
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Figure 1: Polsky’s Diamond 

 

Similar to the premise of Polsky’s Diamond, Hess (2006) explains that leaders model 

norms and can influence the behaviors of their followers, so the key to establishing norms 

is to focus on the leaders.  In The Normative Educator, Hess (2014) describes how to use 

a force field as a tool to give educators a better sense of the normative culture within a 

classroom or campus and to identify the formal and informal leaders in a classroom or 

campus. Using the desired behavioral, or normative, criteria to assess the culture of a 

classroom or school, Hess’ (2014) force field defines students who consistently model the 

desired behavioral characteristics as “strengths”, or positive students, who will challenge 
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other students who do not display the desired behavioral characteristics to change their 

behaviors.  Any student who consistently displays the opposite of the desired behavioral 

characteristics, is a negative influence on others, and can be disruptive to the team is 

considered an “opportunity”, or a negative student, that an educator and peers have an 

opportunity to challenge in a supportive manner to change attitudes and behaviors (Hess, 

2014). Finally, the term “developmental” is used to describe students who have not yet 

asserted themselves behaviorally and need additional attention to develop and utilize their 

full potential (Hess, 2014).  After identifying students against the desired behavioral 

characteristics, the goal is to instill positive leadership in the “strength” students to help 

them to, in turn, influence their peers to adopt the prosocial norms that they exhibit. Hess 

(2014) describes a classroom or school culture as positive if most students are considered 

“strengths” while a classroom with more students on the “opportunity” side means that 

the culture is in trouble. The DAEP model in this study fully utilizes Hess’ force field as 

part of its normative toolkit to develop and sustain a positive normative culture where 

negative behavior is confronted and both staff and students reinforce positive behavior. 

Maintaining a positively normed culture through the use of positive peer pressure 

among staff and students creates shared expectations around attitudes and behaviors 

(Vorrath & Brendtro, 2007).  In his book, Reclaiming Youth At Risk, Brendtro (2007) 

indicates that the core belief of a normative culture is that students can develop a self 

worth, significance, dignity, and responsibility as they become committed to the positive 

values of helping and caring for others.  In other words, the goal is to create group norms 

that support a positive and prosocial culture and environment where personal and social 
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growth can take place.  The DAEP model in this case study strives to do that by 

empowering students to influence each other as they adopt desired behaviors. 

School Connectedness 

 Another component of school culture and norms relates to their impact on school 

connectedness.  Research indicates that the school is the most stabilizing force in the 

lives of young people second only to family (Blum, 2004).  As such, it is important for 

schools to take advantage of this to help students gain a steady sense of how they behave 

and perform.  Unfortunately, this is not always the case.  McNeely, Nonnemaker, and 

Blum (2002) examined the association between school connectedness and the school 

environment to determine ways to increase student connectedness to school and found 

that school connectedness is lower in schools and classrooms with difficult management 

climates.  McNeely et al. (2002) also discovered that school connectedness is lower still 

in schools with harsh discipline policies as compared to schools with more lenient 

discipline policies.  Because a majority of the students referred to the DAEP in this study 

have a history of persistent misbehavior and poor academic achievement, it is possible 

that they have not had much of an opportunity to develop school connectedness.  As 

such, one of the goals of the DAEP model in this case study is to provide a positive and 

empathetic climate for students to attempt to increase student engagement with school.  

 In an ASCD educational leadership article, Blum (2014) makes the case that 

students are more likely to succeed when they feel connected to school and explains that 

school connectedness refers to an academic environment in which students believe that 

adults in the school care about their learning and about them as individuals.  In the article, 

Blum (2014) describes the following three school characteristics that stood out after 
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researching school connectedness literature across different fields of inquiry 

(government, education, and health) as helping young people feel connected to school 

while also encouraging student achievement: (1) high academic standards coupled with 

strong teacher support; (2) an environment in which adult and student relationships are 

positive and respectful; and (3) a physically and emotionally safe school environment.   

 Interestingly, Blum (2014) lists programs and approaches that create positive and 

purposeful peer support and peer norms as a best bet for warranting further research to 

increase student connectedness.  As such, this study aligns to that recommendation as the 

model used for this research utilizes both intentional positive peer influence and positive 

normative culture to re-engage students with their schooling.  By holding students and 

staff accountable for sustaining a positive culture and for enforcing the established 

positive norms, the DAEP utilizes purposeful peer support and peer norms to change 

behaviors for the better. Other research based strategies that have been noted to increase 

student connectedness are the implementation of high standards and expectations, or 

norms; the creation of trusting relationships among students, teachers, staff, 

administrators, and families; and the assurance that every student feels close to at least 

one supportive adult in school (Blum, 2004).   

Teacher - Student Relationships 

 Although the aforementioned school characteristics that help young people feel 

connected to school while also encouraging student achievement are focused on strong 

teacher support and providing an environment in which adult and student relationships 

are positive and respectful (Blum, 2014), it appears that students who need these school 

characteristics the most are not necessarily getting exposed to strong teacher-student 
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relationships.  Alarmingly, in an article on the link between teacher-student relationships 

and student achievement, Klem and Connell (2004) cite research that shows that by high 

school, as many as 40% to 60% of urban, suburban, and rural students become 

chronically disengaged from school. If this is the case in traditional schools, it is likely 

safe to assume that student disengagement is also significant in students referred to a 

DAEP setting.  As such, one important task of the DAEP in this model is to re-engage 

students in their education. In their article, Klem and Connell (2004) define two forms of 

engagement: ongoing engagement, which refers to student behavior, emotions, and 

thought processes during the school day; and reaction to challenge, which refers to 

students’ coping strategies for dealing with challenge.  While the DAEP model in this 

study seeks out to strengthen both ongoing engagement and reaction to challenge by 

providing students with a social structure that gives freedom to all students to participate 

in the peer group; the role of the teacher is important in setting the stage to help make this 

happen.  

Literature shows that positive relationships with students can go a long way 

toward increasing ongoing engagement and developing positive learning climates.  

In their Educator’s Guide to Preventing and Solving Discipline Problems, Boynton and 

Boynton (2005) state that treating students with respect leads to appreciation and a 

willingness to please their teacher.  Some of the strategies shared by Boynton and 

Boynton (2005) to develop positive teacher relationships include communicating positive 

expectations, correcting students in a constructive way, developing positive classroom 

pride, demonstrating caring, and preventing and reducing your own frustration and stress.  
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As such, one goal of this case study was to more concretely identify critical factors, such 

as these, that contribute to the academic success of at-risk students. 

 In a research project conducted to examine the role of intergenerational bonding 

within schools in students’ academic behavior and how such bonding was related to 

institutional context, Crosnoe, Johnson, and Elder (2004) found that positive student-

teacher relationships were associated with better student outcomes across the board and 

suggest that student-teacher bonding may even be a protective resource. Also, the 

researchers found that the highest level of teacher-student bonding was not in higher 

performing schools but in schools that students perceived were safe (Crosnoe, et al., 

2004).  A sense of school safety, therefore, was found to be the strongest predictor of 

teacher-student bonding (Crosnoe, et al., 2004).  The impact of student-teacher 

relationships and the role of the teacher as an influence, consequently, are important 

considerations in re-engaging students in school. 

Gang Culture and Delinquent Behavior 

While schools are meant to be safe environments for students, literature 

demonstrates a persistent presence of gang culture in our surroundings.  A report of the 

National Gang Threat Assessment (2011) indicates that gang activity is so prevalent that 

it even exists in the United States military with the presence of members of nearly every 

major street gang on both domestic and international military installations.  Not only are 

gangs in the military, they also pose a significant criminal threat to the military and to 

law enforcement personnel as gang members in the military later transfer their weapons 

and combat training skills to fellow gang members (National Gang Threat Assessment, 

2011).  Furthermore, the National Gang Threat Assessment (2011) also reports that 
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younger gang members without criminal records are attempting to join the military by 

concealing tattoos and gang affiliation during the recruitment process. 

If gang members are able to covertly infiltrate and recruit in the military, chances 

are that the same is happening in schools with or without the knowledge of school 

administrators and teachers. In fact, according to the National Gang Threat Assessment 

(2011), gangs have traditionally targeted youths because of their vulnerability and 

susceptibility to recruitment tactics. In an article on building positive peer culture rather 

than “fixing kids”, Laursen (2005) states that, unfortunately, adults who are charged with 

the care of youth are often oblivious to any negative underground operating within the 

school environment (bullying, isolating, threatening), and could benefit from enlisting 

youth as active peer agents in developing and maintaining positive environments. 

Changing Course: Preventing Gang Membership (2013), a publication of the U.S. 

Department of Justice, describes the attraction of gangs to youth who feel marginalized, 

rejected, or ignored as a way to increase their status and respect among their peer group 

and as a way to gain a support system and sense of belonging. Perhaps a stronger focus 

on positive peer culture, as suggested by Laursen (2005), would help to curtail gang 

membership and juvenile delinquency.  

The challenges facing our youth are intense and prevalent.  Youth groups, like 

any group, create a peer culture, which can be positive or negative. Gangs are an 

especially negative peer group that youth can fall into. While only an estimated 5% of the 

U.S. population has ever joined a gang (Maxson, 2006), gang membership has reached 

14% to 30% of the population in many urban areas  (Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, & 

Smith, 2003).  According to results of the latest National Youth Gang Survey (2011), 
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there are approximately 30,000 gangs and 850,000 gang members across the United 

States and 35% of those gang members are juveniles under the age of eighteen. 

Interestingly, findings from the National Youth Gang Survey (2011) also indicate that 

juveniles account for 60 % of gang members in rural counties while they account for only 

just over 30 % of gang membership in larger cities. According to the latest National Gang 

Threat Assessment (2011) report, membership in gangs continues to expand throughout 

communities nationwide with many jurisdictions experiencing an increase in juvenile 

gang membership.  While this study did not specifically address gang membership, it did 

look at the impact of positive peer culture and the influence that peers have on each other.   

Tribal Leadership 

 Reaching students in a gang culture or any negative culture can be a challenge. 

Logan, King, and Fischer-Wright (2008) describe their organizational research study on 

groups and how they communicate in their book, Tribal Leadership: Leveraging Natural 

Groups to Build a Thriving Organization.  Logan et al. (2008) define a tribe as a group of 

up to 150 people that share time and common interests.  In a Ted Talk on tribal 

leadership, Logan (2009) identifies the five stages of tribal culture and advises how to 

support tribes of people to move from one stage to the next. Logan (2009) explains that 

we are all members of tribes and describes five stages of tribes starting with Stage One, 

about 2 % of organizations, which is the culture of gangs and the culture of prisons where 

members believe that all life is unfair and members of the organization do terrible things. 

Stage Two, about 25 % of organizations, consists of people who believe that they are a 

victim of their circumstances through no fault of their own, who are generally unhappy 

with their lives, exude hostility, and will do whatever it takes to succeed, including 
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undermining others (Logan, 2009).  Logan (2009) describes Stage Three, 48 % of 

organizations, as a place where people fight, scratch, and claw to try to outdo each other 

to get ahead as compared to Stage Four where individuals come together and find 

something that unites them that is greater than their individual competence. According to 

Logan (2009), Stage Four tribes, which account for 22 % of organizations, can do great 

things as the group gels and “the change comes from a group of highly motivated but 

fairly individually-centric people into something larger, into a tribe that becomes aware 

of its own existence (8:43).”  Finally, Stage Five, which only 2% of organizations reach, 

is described as the “life is great” stage where the tribe becomes all about the cause and 

events like in the case of the Truth and Reconciliation process in South Africa can take 

place even in the face of terrible atrocities (Logan, 2009).   

 The importance of these stages of tribes to this study is that, according to Logan 

(2009), tribes can only hear one level above and one level below where they are.  That 

means that in order to reach any one of the tribal levels, we have to have the ability to 

talk to, or communicate, with all of them so that leaders can move people from one tribe 

to the next.  This is an important concept for those working with students in a DAEP or 

students in a gang in order to reach them.  In other words, attempts to reach these 

students may be futile without an understanding that those students have to be able to 

hear you at one level above and one level below their current tribal stage where they are 

in order to move them from one stage of tribal culture to another.  It is important, 

therefore, to figure out how to reach those students who are members of the most 

negative cultures. 
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Peer Influence 

Because one of the goals of this study was to ascertain critical factors that impact 

student attitudes, behaviors, and achievement, this study looked at the impact of 

intentional positive peer influence on the greater group. Literature on this topic shows 

that if positive norms that serve to influence and shape the behavior of students are 

introduced and effectively maintained by adults, they can be powerful therapeutic tools in 

changing behaviors (Laursen, 2005).  How well a student adopts or internalizes positive 

norms, however, depends on a number of factors.  Schein (1985) describes the following 

influential factors: common language and conceptual categories; group boundaries and 

criteria for inclusion and exclusion; a pecking order of power and status as well as criteria 

and rules for how one gets, maintains, and loses power; intimacy, friendship, and love, 

the rules of the game for peer relationships; identification of behaviors that get rewarded 

with property, status, and power, as well as what gets punished in the form of withdrawal 

of rewards; and, consensus on ideology and “religion,” on how to manage the 

unmanageable and explain the unexplainable.  Consequently, if rules for peer 

relationships and criteria for a pecking order are needed to establish norms, it might be 

beneficial to look at ways to further define the role of students in internalizing positive 

norms.  Research has established the role of norms in shaping group behaviors, however 

little is known about how those norms are set in the first place (Wang, 2011). While there 

is evidence that peers are the most influential to each other during adolescence (Steinberg 

et al., 1992), there is less research about the influence of peers on positive behaviors 

(Lizzio, Dempster, & Newmann, 2011).   
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As noted previously, at-risk students, or any student for that matter, share a need 

for group membership and positive relationships, for acquiring skills and knowledge, and 

for developing self-competence (Wehlage, Rutter, Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989).  Guided 

Group Interaction is a group approach developed by Lloyd McCorkle in the late 1940s 

for the treatment of military offenders that was later applied to delinquent boys in New 

Jersey (Harstad, 1976).  The approach was developed and based on the assumptions that 

delinquency and adolescence are primarily peer group influenced phenomena; people are 

responsible for their own actions; people have the ability to change their attitudes, values, 

and behavior; the dynamics of involvement, courage, and defensive techniques used by 

delinquent youth can be used positively; people have a strong desire to feel important and 

good about themselves; and given the opportunity, youth in trouble will respond to caring 

and helping themselves and others (Harstad, 1976). Furthermore, as explained by Harstad 

(1976), the vehicle for change in this Guided Group Interaction approach is the group 

itself as it is the group that sanctions socially acceptable behavior and censures negative 

behavior.  

Guided Group Interaction is a step-by-step approach using group dynamics and 

positive peer pressure to help students develop prosocial behaviors (Pilnick, 1971).  As 

previously described, the objective of Guided Group Interactions is to utilize peer group 

pressure to change negative behavior through feedback provided to each other on that 

behavior.  According to Brendtro (2007), in order to reach this objective, Guided Group 

Interaction meetings follow a clear agenda that systematically involves all members yet 

provides latitude for individual expression, and is most effective when the process 

includes the following stages: 
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1. Ownership of problems – Every group member is expected to share problems 

with other group members.  If individuals do not bring up their issues, other 

group members are expected to bring them up. 

2. Awarding the meeting – After problems are shared, group members provide 

feedback to one or more members of the group who need the most help. 

3. Feedback/Commitments – Students seek to understand and resolve individual 

problems.  Commitments made to the group are recorded and reviewed at the 

top of the next Guided Group Interaction meeting. 

4. Summary – The group leader summarizes what has occurred in the group, 

reminds those who have made commitments of their responsibilities, and 

assists group members in becoming more effective at running their Guided 

Group Interaction meetings. 

The impact of Guided Group Interaction appears to be promising in offering students 

strategies for shaping their constructs, decision-making, and behaviors.  According to 

Kelly (2003), there is a fundamental human need to belong to social groups, and people 

with low self-esteem who crave the approval of others may well be more easily 

influenced this way as this helps them understand that they are not alone in their 

struggles. A report on youth development by Dary and Pickeral (2013) focuses on the 

need to consistently and deliberately support student engagement as co-leaders and co-

learners as an essential requirement for school climate improvement.  Dary and Pickeral 

(2013) suggest practices that align to the Guided Group Interaction guidelines to work 

with youth.  For example, they recommend to frame your work with youth at the center 

of all decisions; to start with an assets-based approach; to prepare youth for meaningful 
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roles; and to value the perspective of youth and allow them to contribute in the decision-

making process (Dary and Pickeral, 2013).  

 These findings align with Gold and Osgood’s (1992) study of positive peer 

culture over a span of ten years, which indicates that the peer group and caring adults 

provide the needed opportunities for youth to change their lives and that the youth who 

most like their peer group members and the adults in their school setting do better in 

those programs as well as in their communities upon their return. As such, this study 

sought feedback from students as well as the teachers, administrators, and staff who serve 

them to identify what they perceived were critical factors in influencing and developing a 

positive peer culture and its role in changing behaviors.  

Transition  

DAEPs are temporary alternative placements for students.  As such, DAEP 

students eventually have to undergo a transition back to their home schools upon 

completion of their referral placement.  How this withdrawal and transition back to the 

home school process is completed may impact the student’s success or lack of success 

back in the referring school setting. In a study by AIM researchers cited in a Policy 

Research Report on Disciplinary Alternative Education Practices (Texas Education 

Agency, 2007), student transitions were discussed as a best practice in successful DAEPs. 

The specific recommendations for transitions included: (1) providing transition 

counseling and other services in the schools that students return to in order to assist them 

to adjust to the emotional and social effects of reentering traditional schools; (2) using 

exit procedures that have DAEP teachers and counselors follow up on students upon 

returning to their traditional school settings; and (3) maintaining ongoing communication 
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with the referring schools that students return to about issues important to meeting 

student needs (Texas Education Agency, 2007). 

In an examination of alternative and transitional school settings, Owens and 

Konkol (2004) utilized focus groups to solicit feedback from a student’s perspective and  

found that students wanted authentic connections with their teachers, regardless of their 

educational setting; wanted a quality education; and desired a positive school experience.  

Owens and Konkol (2004) also suggested that, because students in their study thrived in a 

setting where connections with teachers and support were prevalent, the issue of 

transitioning students into larger traditional schools because the alternative setting is not 

conducive to long term stays should be rethought. As for students who are transitioned, 

Owens and Konkol (2004) recommended that individual teacher mentors be assigned to 

those students to assist them when needed.  

The literature in this section is intended to provide background for examining the 

impact of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence in a DAEP 

setting.  While many of the students referred to DAEPs exhibit antisocial behaviors that 

are not conducive to sustaining a positive academic experience, these students 

nonetheless deserve an opportunity to change those behaviors and obtain an education.  

Equipping students with prosocial behaviors to replace their antisocial behaviors can 

make an impact to the individual student’s life as well as to the overall learning 

community within their referring schools. With more than 80,000 students referred 

annually to DAEPs in Texas alone, it is worthwhile to examine ways to both reach these 

students and to re-engage them with their schooling.  This study provides information 

grounded in research to understand the underlying issues of students referred to DAEPs 
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as well as to examine positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence as 

a means to reach these students and replace their antisocial behaviors with prosocial 

behaviors. 



 

 

Chapter III 

Methodology 

This chapter addresses the following subsections: (1) Research Design, (2) 

Research Questions, (3) Selection of Participants, (4) Setting, (5) Procedures, (6) 

Instrumentation, (7) Analysis, and (8) Limitations. 

Research Design 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact that positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence have within a Disciplinary Alternative 

Education Program (DAEP) on students’ attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, 

and achievement in reading and math as measured by Plato FASTRACK, a skills-

assessment courseware that determines a grade-level equivalency for individual students.  

The research design was a mixed-methods case study conducted in three parts: (1) pre- 

and post- surveys were administered and paired t-tests and Pearson Chi Square tests were 

conducted to determine attitudes toward schooling; (2) students, teachers, administrators, 

and staff participated in focus groups and transcriptions were analyzed and themed to 

determine critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence on student success or lack thereof; and (3) archived pre- and post- reading and 

math data from Plato FASTRACK for the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years were 

analyzed using paired t-tests to determine possible gains in student achievement.  

Additionally, trends in attendance and behavior rating data were utilized to compare 

similarities and differences of students who responded to and those who did not respond 

to positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence. 
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Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact that positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence have on students’ attitudes toward 

schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement in reading and math in a DAEP setting.  

The DAEP model in this study provides students with clearly articulated norms that 

define standards of conduct. Staff and students are expected to work collaboratively to 

enforce these positive norms.  Negative behavior is confronted and positive behavior is 

reinforced. In order to sustain a positive culture in the DAEP setting, student leaders are 

empowered to influence their peers as they adopt desired behaviors. This empowerment 

of students leads to their full participation in their peer group as they monitor their own 

behavior as well as that of their peers.  Within this context, this study explored the 

following research questions: 

1. How does positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence 

impact student attitudes toward schooling? 

2. What do students, teachers, administrators and staff perceive are the critical 

factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on 

attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement? 

3. Do statistically significant differences exist in student achievement before and 

after student participation in positive normative culture with intentional 

positive peer influence as measured by Plato FASTRACK pre- and post- 

scores in reading and math?  
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4. What similarities and differences in attendance and behavior ratings data 

trends exist between students who respond to positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence and those who do not? 

Setting 

The setting for this study was a DAEP that serves students who have been 

referred by its partner school district for violation of the Code of Student Conduct.  The 

program is located in a major urban setting and can serve up to 1100 students at one time.  

Annual enrollment is typically 1800 or more students.  Student enrollment varies by 

month, and the average student population is 400-800 students at any given time.  The 

school is split into one section for middle school and one section for high school, and 

students are assigned to a mixed-gender small learning community upon enrollment 

according to grade level.  Students are referred for various reasons and lengths of 

placement, although the majority of students are referred for forty-five days, so students 

rotate in and out of the program throughout the course of the school year.   

 Students are referred from over 100 middle and high schools throughout the urban 

area served by the DAEP after all behavior interventions have been exhausted at the 

referring school, or if the student’s violation of the Code of Student Conduct results in a 

mandatory referral.  The school district provides transportation services to and from the 

DAEP and the referring school area.  While enrolled at the DAEP, students take core and 

elective courses and all local and state exams that are normally administered to their 

peers in their home schools during their enrollment period. 
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Population 

All of the students in this study were referred to the DAEP for violating the Code 

of Student Conduct from various middle schools and high schools throughout the school 

district served.  For part one of the study, thirty students participated in the pre- and post- 

attitudinal surveys.  For part two of the study, there were thirty participants in student 

focus groups and twenty participants in the focus groups for teachers, administrators, and 

staff.  For part three of the study, reading and math pre- and post- scores of 457 students 

were in the data set for the 2012-2013 school year and reading and math pre- and post- 

scores of 503 students were in the data set for the 2013-2014 school year. Finally, for the 

last part of the study, attendance and behavior ratings data trends were analyzed for thirty 

students.  

Defining characteristics of students referred to the DAEP may include one or 

more of the following: unusually disruptive behavior; high mobility; low attendance 

rates; high rates of suspensions, expulsions, and/or alternative placements; performance 

at least two years or more below grade level in reading and math; failure of two or more 

subjects; low performance on state-mandated assessments; and the repeating of one or 

more grades (Goddard & Miller, 2013). For the purpose of this study, all students who 

were enrolling were approached during the recruitment period.  In order to complete the 

study within the timeframe of the students’ 45-day referrals, recruiting and consents had 

to be completed within the first days of the study period to allow for at least 30 days of 

exposure to the positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence. As 

such, although more students enrolled during the short recruitment window, only 30 

students agreed to participate.   
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 Table 1 describes the ethnic breakdown of the students who participated in the 

administration of the SAAS-R survey and the focus groups and the ethnic breakdown of 

the teachers, administrators and staff members who participated in focus groups.  The 

ethnicity breakdown for students does not reflect the student population of the entire 

DAEP, which is normally approximately 50% African American and 50% Hispanic.   

Table 1 

Ethnicity Breakdown for Student and Teacher, Administrator, and Staff Focus Groups  

Ethnicity     n Percentage 

Students 

         African American 

  

12 40% 

         Hispanic 

  

18 60% 

     Teachers, Administrators, and Staff 

     African American 

  

18 90% 

         White       2 10% 

 

Table 2 reflects the gender breakdown of the students who participated in the 

administration of the SAAS-R survey and the focus groups and the gender breakdown of 

the teachers, administrators, and staff members who participated in the focus groups. The 

male and female percentages for students also do not reflect the overall gender 

breakdown of the entire DAEP, which is usually more evenly balanced. Finally, while the 

gender breakdown for the teachers, administrators, and staff who participated in the study 

was primarily female, the breakdown for the entire staff is more evenly balanced between 

males and females. 

 

 



   

 

  54 

 

Table 2 

Gender Breakdown for Student and Teacher, Administrator, and Staff Focus Groups 

Gender   n Percentage 

Students 

     Male 

 

26 87% 

      Female 

 

 4 13% 

    Teachers, Administrators, and Staff 

    Male 

 

  5 25% 

      Female   15 75% 

 

Table 3 reflects a breakdown of the referral reasons for the student sample that 

participated in the administration of the SAAS-R survey and focus groups.  Over half of 

the students were referred for disruptive behavior. 

Table 3 

Referral Reasons for Attitudinal Survey and Focus Groups Sample  

Referral Reason n Percentage 

Disruptive Behavior 16 53% 

Drugs 

 

7 23% 

Threat 

 

2 7% 

Assault   3 10% 

 

The majority of the students in the study sample for the SAAS-R and focus groups were 

referred for 45-day placements as shown in Table 4.  Students referred for more than 45 

days generally are assigned for longer periods of time if they have had previous referrals 

or if the violation of the Code of Student Conduct leading to the referral required a 

lengthier placement.  
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Table 4 

Lengths of Referral for Attitudinal Survey and Focus Group Sample 

Length of 

Referral n Percentage 

   
30 Days 1 3% 

45 Days 24 80% 

60 Days 3 10% 

90 Days 2 7% 

 

The student sample for the reading and math achievement analysis consisted of 

457 students who attended the DAEP during the 2012-2013 school year for 45 or more 

days and 503 students who attended the DAEP during the 2013-2014 school year for 45 

days or more to align the length of placement to the student sample for the school 

attitudinal survey and focus groups.  Demographic data were not available for student 

sample in order to include a breakdown. However, Table 5 reflects a count of students in 

the reading and math achievement sample by grade levels.  
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Table 5 

Grade Levels for Reading and Math Achievement Sample 

 

Grade 

Level             n 

 

Percentage 

   6th 

  2012-13 21 5% 

2013-14 68 14% 

 

7th 

  2012-13 78 17% 

2013-14 113 22% 

 

8th 

  2012-13 88 19% 

2013-14 116 23% 

 

9th 

  2012-13 169 37% 

2013-14 120 24% 

 

10th 

  2012-13 69 15% 

2013-14 60 12% 

 

11th 

  2012-13 23 5% 

2013-14 16 3% 

 

12th 

  2012-13 9 2% 

2013-14 10 2% 

 

Total 

  2012-13 457 100% 

2013-14 503 100% 
 

 

Procedures and Time Frame 

This mixed-methods case study took place in three parts: (1) Development of 

Data Collection Profile and Administration of School Attitudinal Pre-and Post- Survey; 
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(2) Conducting of Focus Groups; and (3) Analysis of Reading and Math Performance 

Data. Also, data collected for the three major components of the study were utilized to 

compare similarities and differences of students who responded to and those who did not 

respond to positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence. Finally, 

data collected throughout each part of the study were later triangulated to analyze factors 

contributing to success or lack of success of the students participating in the program. 

Parental approval and student assent were requested and collected upon 

enrollment in the program.  Students were also given opportunities to withdraw from the 

study at any time throughout the process.  Teacher, administrator, and staff consent for 

participation was requested and collected during a staff meeting.  

 Approval to conduct the study was obtained from the University of Houston 

through the Institutional Review Board process prior to conducting the research to 

safeguard the rights and welfare of all persons participating in this research project.  

Additionally, the study design was discussed with administrative representation from the 

district served by the DAEP and the operator of the DAEP provided approval to conduct 

the study at the selected study site.   

Part 1: Development of data collection profile and administration of school 

attitudinal pre- and post- school attitudinal surveys. A data profile of students 

participating in the pre- and post- school attitudinal surveys and the student focus groups 

was developed at the onset of the study.  The data were entered into an Excel spreadsheet 

and included demographic data for students in the study sample.  Demographic data 

collected from the campus’ student information management system included an 

identification number, gender, ethnicity, the reason for the referral, the length of referral, 
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and each student’s attendance percentage. Finally, each student’s behavior rating at the 

time of their participation in a focus group was entered into the data collection profile to 

determine whether or not the students demonstrated improved behavior. The DAEP in 

this case study uses the following ratings to describe student behaviors.  The goal of the 

DAEP is for students to reach the Eagle (pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot) or 

Executive levels.  Reaching those levels would indicate that the student has demonstrated 

positive behavior and leadership consistently thus earning the student a place in the 

campus’ Student Government.  Students who are stalled at a rating below Eagle 

(pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot) or who have reverted to a level a neutral or concern 

require further support and intervention, as they have not demonstrated improved 

behaviors. 

 Concern – This rating is reserved for students with documented behavior 

problems and/or excessive absences. 

 Neutral – This is usually where students are as they enter the DAEP. This 

rating indicates that the student may be unsure of the process and methods 

of the school but is able to demonstrate the ability to adjust to the 

normative culture. 

 Positive – This rating is assigned to students who are consistently able to 

confront negative behavior and maintain and promote positive behavior. 

 Pledge – This rating is given to students who have consistently 

demonstrated a positive rating and are developing a positive redirection 

style as documented in their pledge log. 
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 Eagle (pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot) – This rating is designated for 

students who are self-directed in redirecting and enforcing the normative 

culture of the school. A student with the rating of Eagle has earned the 

right to be a member of Student Government. 

 Executive – This rating is reserved for students who have earned the 

highest status of Student Government. 

During this part of the study, parents and students were provided with information 

regarding the purpose and design of the study and a bilingual staff member provided 

translation as needed.  Parents were asked to sign a consent form (see Appendix A) 

available in both English and Spanish if they agreed to participate.  Additionally, students 

were asked to sign an assent to the study if they agreed to participate.  The researcher’s 

contact information was provided should any parent or student have additional questions 

at any time throughout the study process.  Students who consented to participate in the 

study then took the School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised (SAAS-R) following the 

completion of enrollment.  The 35-item survey, which takes approximately five minutes 

to complete, was administered electronically via Survey Monkey in a private section of 

the orientation lab as a pre-survey to identify the students’ perceptions and attitudes 

toward schooling upon entering the program. Upon completion of the attitudinal pre-

survey, student responses were added to the data collection profile accordingly.  This part 

of the study also included the administration of the school attitudinal post-survey to 

participating students near the completion of their referral to determine their attitudes 

toward schooling after exposure to positive normative culture and intentional positive 

peer influence.  As with the pre-survey, students took the post-survey electronically via 
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Survey Monkey in a private section of the orientation lab and results were entered into 

the Excel spreadsheet. Data collected were later used to analyze the outcomes utilizing 

SPSS statistical software.  

Phase 2: Conducting of focus groups.   

In an agreement with the DAEP’s partnering school district, students referred to 

the DAEP are expected to meet the following restoration criteria: 

 85% attendance rate 

 70% or better average in each course 

 behavior rating of Eagle (pseudonym for DAEP’s mascot) or Executive  

During this part of the study, the student profile Excel spreadsheet was analyzed to 

identify participants for the student focus groups based on their individual progress 

toward meeting the restoration criteria. Two subgroups of students were selected; one 

subgroup consisted of students who responded to positive normative culture and 

intentional peer influence and were on target to meet restoration criteria successfully 

within their referral period, and another consisted of students who had not responded to 

positive normative culture and intentional peer influence and were not on track to 

successfully meet the restoration criteria required within the referral period.  Smaller 

groups of five to ten students were then selected from the two subgroups for focus group 

sessions.  One set of focus groups consisted of students who successfully met restoration 

criteria, and another set consisted of students who did not meet restoration criteria. 

Focus groups for students and focus groups for teachers, administrators, and other 

staff were held separately.  Students participating in the study were pulled for 

participation in a focus group after six weeks, or thirty days, of attendance.  Student focus 
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groups consisted of five to ten participants and lasted anywhere from fifteen to thirty 

minutes each, depending on the richness of the discussion and student participation.  The 

researcher, who is fluent in Spanish, facilitated the focus groups and provided translation 

for participants as needed.  Prior to conducting each focus group, a script was read to the 

participants to identify the purpose and protocol for the focus group, and an opportunity 

for assent was provided.  The same questions were asked in each focus group session as a 

means of collecting data from all student participants in the study. Teachers, 

administrators, and staff who consented to participate in the study were formed into 

subgroups according to middle school and high school levels.  Their focus groups were 

comprised of five to ten participants for sessions of forty-five to sixty minutes each.  As 

with the student focus groups, the same questions were asked in each focus group session 

to collect data from all staff participants in the study. 

The setting for all focus groups included circle seating in a conference room. All 

of the sessions were audiotape recorded for later transcription to written text and coding 

of the transcription.  All focus group sessions were transcribed and coded by the 

researcher during this phase. Approximately ten focus group questions were used for all 

focus groups. Following the focus group sessions, text was coded for relevant themes 

through a circular analysis process and the categories and codes of new transcripts were 

compared with existing categories and codes until saturation was reached (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967).  Emerging themes were identified and the five most prominent themes 

were selected for further triangulation with quantitative data in the study based on the 

frequency that they were mentioned.  

Again, multiple sources were utilized to produce comprehensive outcomes as a 
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form of triangulation. Multiple methods were also used to facilitate a better 

understanding of results (Patton, 2001). Because this is a mixed-methods case study, the 

qualitative data were triangulated with the quantitative data as a means of crosschecking 

and corroborating outcomes of statistical and experiential data sets.    

Part 3: Analysis of reading and math performance data.  The third part of the 

study included an analysis of archived reading and math performance.  While the original 

intent of this study was to collect pre- and post- reading and math scores for the same set 

of students completing the pre- and post- school attitudinal surveys and focus groups, a 

transition to an upgraded version of the assessment instrument was made at the campus 

level that did not allow for the availability of grade level equivalencies while that 

transition took place within the study period.  As such, archived pre- and post- reading 

and math data from the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years of the DAEP’s 

implementation of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence were 

utilized to measure impact on student achievement.   

Specifically, data were analyzed for students with 45 days or more of attendance 

in the program to match the length of experience of the student subgroups who 

participated in the pre- and post- school attitudinal surveys as well as those in the focus 

groups.  Archived reading and math data collected were vetted by campus administration 

for accuracy prior to the study and again by the researcher during the analysis process. 

The archived pre- and post- reading and math scores utilized were measured by grade-

level equivalencies and stored in Plato FASTRACK.  Data collected were entered into the 

profile for further analysis utilizing SPSS statistical software to conduct paired t-tests.  
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Instruments 

School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised.  This study included the use of the 

School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised (SAAS-R: McCoach & Siegle, 2001), 

developed by Betsy McCoach and Del Siegle out of the University of Connecticut, to 

obtain information on student perceptions of their schooling experience.  This survey is a 

thirty-five-item questionnaire designed to measure the following five factors:  

 academic self-perceptions (global beliefs of self-worth associated with one’s 

perceived academic competence); 

 attitudes toward school (self-reported interest and affect towards school); 

 attitudes toward teachers and classes (beliefs and feelings about their teachers and 

interest in coursework); 

 motivation and self-regulation (self-generated thoughts, feelings, and actions 

systematically oriented to the attainment of desired goals); and, 

 goal valuation (degree to which children engage in and respond to achievement 

oriented tasks).  

The SAAS-R utilizes a seven-point Likert scale with a range of 1 for strongly 

disagree to 7 for strongly agree.  Reliability and validity have been established for the 

SAAS-R.  A confirmatory factor analysis was utilized to support five distinct factors and 

internal consistency reliability coefficients were at least .85 for each of the five factors 

(McCoach & Siegle, 2003).  Criterion related validity is supported by mean differences 

between groups of students with varying levels of achievement and convergent validity is 

supported through correlations in the expected directions between the SAAS-R factors 

and students’ related beliefs about school and indicators of school behavior (Suldo, 
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Shaffer, & Shaunessy 2008).   

Focus groups.  As a safeguard, an initial draft of the focus group questions for 

students, teachers, administrators, and other staff were reviewed for reliability by a team 

of professors at the University of Houston.  Focus group questions for students were 

related to their experiences while enrolled at the DAEP, and included: 

 How has learning about norms influenced your thinking and decision-making? 

 Which norms have the most meaning for you and why? 

 How do you feel about supporting your peers and teachers? 

 How does your support of others impact your learning? 

 What successes have you experienced while enrolled at the DAEP? 

 What do you think are the reasons for your successes?  

 What challenges have you experienced while enrolled at the DAEP? 

 What do you think are the reasons for your challenges? 

 What is different about your experience at this school than from your home 

school? 

 If there is one thing you could ask your teacher or principal to do or provide to 

you in your home school to help you be successful, what would it be? 

 Do you expect to graduate from high school? 

Focus group questions for teachers, administrators, and other staff addressed their 

perceptions and thoughts about factors contributing to student success or lack thereof in 

the program and included: 

 How has establishing and enforcing norms impacted students’ behavior? 
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 How has positive peer intervention influenced the behavior of students in your 

classroom/community/school?  

 How have your students responded to Guided Group Interaction? 

 What successes have students experienced while enrolled at the DAEP? 

 What do you think are the reasons for their successes? 

 What challenges have students experienced while enrolled at the DAEP? 

 What do you think are the reasons for their challenges? 

 What do students communicate to you about their concerns or fears about going 

back to their home schools? 

 What recommendations would you give the teachers, administrators, and other 

staff at the home schools to make sure students are successful upon their return? 

 Why did you choose to work at this school? 

Plato FASTRACK.  This study also included the use of archived reading and math 

achievement data from the last two years of implementation of positive normative culture 

and intentional positive peer influence for students with 45 days or more of attendance in 

the program. The archived pre- and post- reading and math scores utilized to measure 

student achievement were measured by grade-level equivalencies as stored in Plato 

FASTRACK through the campus’ student information management system.   When 

students take a FASTRACK assessment, Plato pulls questions from their curriculum 

modules at various grade levels and provides them to the student as a pre-test.  The 

number of questions differs from student to student because as long as the student 

continues to answer questions correctly, the system continues to pull questions from 

advancing levels of curriculum.  The location within the continuum of curriculum is 
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assigned a letter, which is also aligned with a grade level equivalency. The same process 

is utilized to determine a grade level equivalency for the post- test (Plato Learning, 2005). 

Analysis  

Data for this study were analyzed in several phases as depicted in Table 6. 

Methodologies were selected to ensure validity of results for a Likert scale instrument. 

For research question one, paired t-tests were selected to compare data drawn from two 

different time points (pre- and post- administrations) of the school attitudinal surveys and 

to determine if the difference between the pre- and post- means were statistically 

significant. Also, because Likert scales cannot measure the distance between the 

responses that are ranked, (Sullivan & Artino, 2013), Pearson Chi Square tests were 

selected to examine the categorical responses of the pre- and post- survey results and 

measure the strength of the relationship, or “goodness of fit”, to determine significantly 

statistical differences in responses after exposure to positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence while enrolled in the DAEP.  

SSPS statistical software was utilized to conduct the paired t-tests to compare the 

means of the pre- and post- attitudinal survey responses. For those items on the school 

attitudinal surveys that resulted in statistically significant outcomes, SSPS statistical 

software was further utilized to conduct Pearson Chi-Square tests to determine the 

relationship between the categorical responses and “goodness of fit”. The researcher 

chose to examine only those items that proved to be statistically significant for both the 

paired t-test and Pearson Chi Square results.  
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Table 6 

Data Analysis Process 

Research Question Data Source 

Collection 

Procedure Data Analysis 

1.     How do positive 

normative culture and 

intentional positive peer 

culture influence 

student attitudes toward 

schooling? 

 

School 

Attitude 

Assessment 

Survey-

Revised 

(SAAS-R) 

Survey 

Monkey; 

Excel 

Spreadsheet 

Paired t-tests and Pearson 

Chi Square tests 

(utilizing SPSS statistical 

software). 

2.     What do students, 

teachers, administrators 

and staff perceive to be the 

critical factors of positive 

normative culture and 

intentional positive peer 

influence on attitudes 

toward schooling, positive 

behaviors, and 

achievement? 

Student Focus 

Groups; 

Teacher, 

Administrator, 

and Staff 

Focus Groups 

Audio 

Recording 

and 

Transcription 

of Focus 

Groups 

Circular analysis to 

identify themes; count of 

themes to identify the 

most prominent (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967). 

    

3.     Do statistically 

significant differences exist 

in student achievement 

before and after student 

participation in positive 

normative culture with 

intentional positive peer 

influence as measured by 

Plato FASTRACK pre- and 

post- scores in reading and 

math? 

 

Plato 

FASTRACK 

Archived 

Data from 

Plato 

FASTRACK 

and Campus 

Student 

Information 

Management 

System 

Paired t-tests (utilizing 

SPSS statistical 

software). 

4.     What similarities and 

differences in attendance and 

behavior ratings data trends 

exist between students who 

respond to positive normative 

culture and intentional positive 

peer influence and those who 

do not? 

Attendance 

and Behavior 

Rating Data; 

Student Focus 

Groups 

Collection of 

Demographic 

Data; Audio 

Recording 

and 

Transcription 

of Focus 

Groups 

Descriptive statistics for 

comparison of collected 

data. 
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For research question two, codes and themes were derived after transcription and 

circular analysis of the focus group sessions.  Once prominent themes were identified, a 

count was determined for each time the theme was mentioned in the focus groups and the 

researcher chose the five most mentioned themes from the student focus groups as well as 

from the teacher, administrator, and staff focus groups to analyze further and to 

triangulate with the results of the school attitudinal surveys to further explore the 

experiences and perceptions of the participants.   

As a means to further ensure trustworthiness of the qualitative outcomes, themes 

that emerged from the focus groups were compared to the five areas addressed by the 

SAAS-R (academic self-perception, attitudes toward teachers, attitudes toward school, 

motivation/self-regulation, and goal valuation) to determine if there was an alignment of 

students’ responses in the focus groups to any of those five specific areas addressed by 

the school attitudinal survey.  By collecting and utilizing both quantitative and qualitative 

data, this mixed-methods approach provided a means for clarifying and explaining how 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence contributes to changing 

the mindsets, behaviors, and achievement levels of students referred to DAEPs.   

For research question three, student achievement data from the 2012-2013 and 

2013-2014 school years as measured and collected by Plato FASTRACK and archived in 

the campus’ student information management system were also analyzed to determine the 

statistical significance of pre- and post- results for students who attended the DAEP for 

45 days or more. SPPS statistical software was utilized to conduct paired t-tests on the 

pre- and post- reading scores (grade level equivalencies) as well as pre- and post- math 

scores (grade level equivalencies) as measured by Plato FASTRACK.  
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Finally, for research question four, trends of attendance and behavior data and the 

focus group discussion of students who were not on track to meet restoration criteria were 

compared against attendance and behavior data and focus group discussion of the 

students who were on track to track to meet restoration criteria. 

Data were periodically reviewed for accuracy and completion of entry.  These 

reviews included addressing and adding in any missing demographic data as well as any 

missing survey data.   

Limitations 

There are several limitations in this study. Because this study was partially a 

qualitative analysis, potential limitations may include researcher biases and perceptual 

misrepresentations.  Also, this study was conducted in a DAEP where students enroll and 

withdraw on a regular basis meaning that students transfer in and out of the program all 

year. As such, the research for this study was designed to be carried out during one 45-

day period at the onset of the school year in order to track the student participants’ 

progress during their enrollment. Consequently, this study was based on a small sample 

of students enrolled during this period and results cannot be generalized to all students 

enrolled in the program throughout different times of the year. Due to the DAEP setting 

for this study and the high mobility rates of its students, some participants were unable to 

complete all portions of the study due to absences, withdrawal from the program prior to 

completion of their referral, or for other reasons. An assumption of this study is that 

students and other participants responded honestly and to the best of their ability.  

Transferability of findings may be limited to alternative and traditional settings where at 

risk students are served.  
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Chapter IV 

Results 

The intent of this mixed-methods case study was to explore the impact that 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence within a Disciplinary 

Alternative Education Program (DAEP) have on students’ attitudes toward schooling, 

positive behaviors, and achievement in reading and math as measured by Plato 

FASTRACK.  To answer the following questions, pre- and post- school attitudinal 

surveys were analyzed to determine attitudes toward schooling; students, teachers, 

administrators, and staff participated in focus groups to determine critical factors of 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on student success or 

lack thereof; and two years of performance data for students attending the DAEP for 45 

days or more were analyzed utilizing archived pre- and post- reading and math data as 

measured by Plato FASTRACK to determine possible gains in student achievement: 

1. How do positive normative culture and intentional positive peer culture 

influence student attitudes toward schooling? 

2. What do students, teachers, administrators and staff perceive to be the critical 

factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on 

attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement? 

3. Do statistically significant differences exist in student achievement before and 

after student participation in positive normative culture with intentional 

positive peer influence as measured by Plato FASTRACK pre- and post- 

scores in reading and math?  
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4. What similarities and differences in attendance and behavior ratings data 

trends exist between students who respond to positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence and those who do not? 

This study included the participation of students in grades six through eleven who 

were enrolled in the DAEP.  For the first part of the study, thirty students participated in 

the pre- and post- school attitudinal surveys.  For the second part, thirty students 

participated in the student focus groups and there were twenty participants in the teacher, 

administrator, and staff focus groups. For the third part, the sample for the analysis of 

reading and math achievement included all students who attended 45 days or more at the 

DAEP during the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years. There were 457 students in the 

2012-2013 data set and 503 students were in the 2013-2014 data set for measuring pre- 

and post- reading and math achievement. Finally, for the last part, attendance and 

behavior ratings data trends of thirty students were utilized for the study.  

Data Analysis 

A variety of statistical methods were used for data analysis to examine the impact 

of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence within a DAEP. The 

first three research questions were addressed to determine the impact of positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence within a DAEP and to also 

determine critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence on attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement.  The last 

research question was addressed to determine differences between students who respond 

to positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence and those who do not 

to identify implications for administrators. 
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Data Analysis for Research Questions 

Research Question One. How does positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer culture influence student attitudes toward schooling? 

After examining several methodologies to analyze the results of a pre- and post- 

survey utilizing a Likert scale instrument, paired t-tests and Pearson Chi Square tests 

were selected to distinguish between random differences and statistically significant 

differences.  For each area of the survey addressed, a t-test was calculated and items 

related to the area where values of t were greater than 2 or less than -2 and the p was less 

than or equal to .050, thus statistically significant, were later further analyzed. 

Differences between pre- and post- survey results for items related to academic 

self-perception were statistically significant for two of the seven items included in the 

survey related to this area - “School is easy for me.” (t = 2.34, p = .029) and “I am 

capable of making good grades.” (t = 2.25, p = .034) as shown in Table 7.  Both items 

have a t > 2 and a p ≤ .05 which indicates that the difference is not likely to be a result of 

chance and that the difference is instead significant. 
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Table 7 

Academic Self-Perception Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Significance Testing 

  n M SD t p 

I am intelligent. 

     
Pre 24 5.83 1.37 0.879 0.388 

Post 24 5.5 1.47 

  
I can learn new ideas 

quickly in school. 

     

Pre 25 5.48 1.45 0.403 0.691 

Post 25 5.28 1.51 

  
School is easy for me. 

     
Pre 23 5.09 1.34 2.34 0.029 

Post 23 4.43 1.67 

  
I can grasp complex 

concepts in school. 

     
Pre 24 5.5 1.1 1.31 0.203 

Post 24 5.08 1.06 

  
I am capable of getting 

straight A's. 

     
Pre 24 6.37 

0.711 
2.25 0.034 

Post 24 5.83 1.09 

  
I am good at learning new 

things in school. 

     
Pre 23 5.61 1.11 0 1 

Post 23 5.61 1.2 

  
I am smart in school. 

     
Pre 24 5.38 1.13 0.121 0.904 

Post 24 5.33 1.3 
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Further analysis of the two items deemed statistically significant through paired t-

testing was conducted utilizing a crosstab table to determine their Pearson Chi Square 

value and p-value, or asymp. sig value, for “goodness of fit”.  Results revealed no 

statistically significant difference as both items had a p ≥ .050 which is the predetermined 

acceptable level for significance as shown in Table 8.  

Table 8 

Academic Self-Perception Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Pearson Chi Square 

  Value df 

Asymp. 

Sig. (2-

sided)   

I am capable of getting 

straight A's. 6.08 6 0.414 

 

     

School is easy for me. 28.1 25 0.307   

 

Differences between pre- and post- survey results for items related to attitudes 

toward teachers were statistically significant for five of the seven items included in the 

survey related to this area - “My classes are interesting.” (t = 3.09, p = .005);  “I relate 

well to my teachers.” (t = 2.53, p = .019); “I like my teachers.” (t = 2.13, p = .044); “My 

teachers make learning interesting.” (t = 3.78, p = .001); and “I like my classes.” (t = 

3.23, p = .003) as shown in Table 9.  All of these items have a t >2 and a p ≤ .05 which 

indicates that the difference is not likely to be a result of chance and that the difference is 

instead significant. 
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Table 9 

Attitudes Toward Teachers Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Significance Testing 

  n M SD t p 

My classes are 

interesting. 

     
Pre 24 5.67 1.17 3.09 0.005 

Post 24 4.58 1.79 

  

   

 

  
I relate well to my 

teachers. 

     
Pre 23 5.65 1.47 2.53 0.019 

Post 23 4.48 1.88 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 I like my teachers. 

     
Pre 24 5.63 1.53 2.13 0.044 

Post 24 4.46 1.96 
 

 
My teachers make 

learning interesting. 

     
Pre 24 5.59 1.14 3.78 0.001 

Post 24 4.33 1.69 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My teachers care about 

me. 

     
Pre 25 5.56 1.42 1.94 0.064 

Post 25 4.76 1.83 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I like my classes. 

     
Pre 24 5.71 1.2 3.32 0.003 

Post 24 4.71 1.88 
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Further analysis of the five items deemed statistically significant through paired t-

testing was conducted utilizing a crosstab table to determine their Pearson Chi Square 

value and p-value, or asymp. sig value, for “goodness of fit”.  Results revealed the 

following three items had a statistically significant difference between pre- and post- 

administration of the survey as both items had a p ≤ .050 which is the predetermined 

acceptable level for significance as shown in Table 10: 

 I relate well to my teachers. 

 My teachers make learning interesting. 

 I like my classes. 

Table 10 

Attitudes Toward Teachers Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Pearson Chi Square 

________________________________________________________________________ 

                                Value          d           Asymp. Sig.  

                                                                                                           (2-sided) 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

   

  

My classes are 

interesting. 

 

24.84 20 0.207 

I relate well to my 

teachers. 

 

38.86 24 0.028 

     

I like my teachers. 

 

18.06 16 0.320 

My teachers make 

learning 

interesting. 

 

24.96 15 0.050 

I like my classes. 

 

29.34 15 0.015 

 

Differences between pre- and post- survey results for items related to attitudes 
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toward school were statistically significant for four of the five items included in the 

survey related to this theme - “This is a good school.” (t = 3.24, p = .004);  “This school 

is a good match for me.” (t = 2.42, p = .003); “I like this school.” (t = 3.56, p = .002); and 

“I am proud of this school.” (t = 4.23, p = 0) as shown in Table 11.  All of these items 

have a t > 2 and a p ≤ .05 which indicates that the difference is not likely to be a result of 

chance and that the difference is instead significant. 

Table 11 

Attitudes Toward School Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Significance Testing 

  n M SD t p 

I am glad that I go to this 

school. 

     Pre 24 4.58 1.69 0.975 0.340 

Post 24 4.12 2.19  

       

This is a good school. 

     Pre 24 5.38 1.79 3.24 0.004 

Post 24 4.25 1.85  

       

This school is a good match 

for me. 

     Pre 22 4.82 1.76 2.42 0.025 

Post 22 3.72 2.12  

  

I like this school. 

     Pre 24 5.38 2 3.56 0.002 

Post 24 4.21 1.79  

  

I am proud of this school. 

     Pre 24 5.42 1.72 4.33 0 

Post 24 3.83 1.93  

  

Further analysis of the four items deemed statistically significant through paired t-

testing was conducted utilizing a crosstab table to determine their Pearson Chi Square 

value and p-value, or asymp. sig value, for “goodness of fit”.  Results revealed no 
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statistically significant difference as all four items had a p ≥ .050 which is the 

predetermined acceptable level for significance as shown in Table 12.  

Table 12 

Attitudes Toward School Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Pearson Chi Square 

         Value             df 

Asymp. 

Sig. (2-

sided) 

 

     

This is a good school. 27.78 25 0.318 

 

This school is a good match for 

me. 31.19 30 0.406 

  

 

    

I like this school. 23.30 20 0.274 

 

     

I am proud of this school. 37.60 30 0.160 

  

Differences between pre- and post- survey results for items related to 

motivation/self-regulation were statistically significant for four of the ten items included 

in the survey related to this theme - “I work hard at this school.” (t = 2.99, p = .007);  “I 

complete my homework regularly.” (t = 3.5, p = .002); “I concentrate on my 

schoolwork.” (t = 2.29, p = .032); and “I check my assignments before I turn them in.” (t 

= 2.11, p = .046) as shown in Table 13.  All of these items have a t >2 and a p ≤ .05 

which indicates that the difference is not likely to be a result of chance and that the 

difference is instead significant. 
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Table 13 

Motivation/Self-Regulation Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Significance Testing 

  n M SD t p 

I work hard at school. 

     Pre 24 6.17 0.917 2.99 0.007 

Post 24 5.13 1.65   

I am self-motivated to do 

my work. 

     Pre 22 5.91 0.971 0.654 0.52 

Post 22 5.68 1.25   

I complete my schoolwork 

regularly. 

     Pre 24 6.23 0.69 3.5 0.002 

Post 24 5.08 1.59   

I am organized about my 

schoolwork. 

     Pre 24 6.13 0.612 1.8 0.085 

Post 24 5.58 1.35   

I use a variety of strategies 

to learn new materials. 

     Pre 24 5.75 0.944 1.18 0.25 

Post 24 5.38 1.28   

I spend a lot of time on my 

schoolwork. 

     Pre 24 5.17 1.27 0.915 0.37 

Post 24 4.83 1.58   

I am a responsible student. 

     Pre 24 5.88 1.03 0.45 0.657 

Post 24 5.75 0.896   

I put a lot of effort into my 

schoolwork. 

     Pre 23 5.78 1.09 1.553 0.135 

Post 23 5.35 1.07   

I concentrate on my 

schoolwork. 

     Pre 24 5.83 1.34 2.29 0.032 

Post 24 5.25 1.42   

I check my assignments 

before I turn them in. 

     Pre 24 5.5 1.5 2.11 0.046 

Post 24 4.62 1.76   
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Further analysis of the four items deemed statistically significant through paired t-

testing was conducted utilizing a crosstab table to determine their Person Chi Square 

value and p-value, or asymp. sig value, for “goodness of fit”.  Results revealed no 

statistically significant difference as all four items had a p ≥ .050 which is the 

predetermined acceptable level for significance as shown in Table 14.  

Table 14 

Motivation/Self-Regulation Pre- and Post- Survey Responses: Pearson Chi Square 

  Value  df 

Asymp. 

Sig. (2-

sided) 

    
I work hard at 

school. 23.27 18 0.180 

    
I complete my 

schoolwork 

regularly. 19.03 12 0.089 

    
I concentrate on 

my schoolwork. 24.51 15 0.057 

    
I check my 

assignments 

before I turn 

them in. 36.13 25 0.070 

 

Differences between pre- and post- survey results for items related to goal 

valuation were not statistically significant for any items included in the survey related to 

this theme.  However, results did indicate a ceiling effect for this area meaning that 

students rated their goal valuation highly both for the pre- and the post- administration of 
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the SAAS-R. Regardless, all of the items related to goal valuation had a t < 2 and a p ≥ 

.05 which indicates that the differences are not significant.  As a result, no chi square 

tests were conducted. 

Research Question Two. “What do students, teachers, and administrators 

perceive to be the critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive 

peer influence on attitudes toward schooling positive behaviors, and achievement?”   

Focus groups were conducted to determine qualitative data for analysis of the 

second research question, First, a series of five student focus groups was conducted. 

Three of the five student focus groups consisted of students who were on target to meet 

restoration criteria successfully within their referral period, and two smaller focus groups 

consisted of students who were not on track to successfully meet restoration criteria 

required within the referral period.  Restoration criteria includes: 

 85% attendance rate, 

 70% or better average in each course, and 

 behavior rating of Eagle (pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot) or Executive  

For this research question, students were asked questions related to their 

experiences in the DAEP to determine what they perceive to be critical factors of positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on attitudes toward schooling, 

behaviors, and achievement.  Both students on track toward restoration and those not on 

track toward restoration within their referral period responded similarly.  Even after 

stating that they missed the “freedom” and opportunities to participate in athletics that 

they had in their home schools, students who had not yet achieved all of the restoration 

criteria still stated that the positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 
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influence helped them to improve their behavior, attendance, and/or grades, except for 

one student who indicated that he had already exhibited the expected behaviors (or 

norms) since before attending the DAEP.  Additionally, students who said that they did 

not like walking in protocol, wearing a uniform, or riding a bus to school at the onset of 

the focus group sessions later said that normative positive culture and intentional positive 

peer influence were working for them because they had become more focused, attended 

school more often, and improved their grades.  

The five primary themes that emerged during the student focus groups that 

describe what they consider are the critical factors of positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence that impact attitudes toward schooling, behavior, and 

achievement are denoted in Table 15.  The numbers of respondents mentioning each of 

the primary themes are also included.  The data set includes all students who participated 

in the focus groups, regardless of whether or not they were on track toward restoration at 

the time of the study. 
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Table 15 

Student Focus Group Themes 

Themes   

Number of 

Respondents 

Mentioning 

Item (N=30) 

   

1. Norms serve as a framework for decision-making 

and developing prosocial behavior. 

 

18 

2. Helping staff and peers builds leadership. 

 

18 

3. Being in a positive normative culture with 

intentional positive peer influence helps to increase 

student success. 

 

24 

   4. A caring climate motivates students to do better in 

school. 

 

10 

5. Referring principals should not give up on students 

and should give returning students support and a 

chance to prove that they have improved. 

 

10 

 

Theme one: Norms serve as a framework for decision-making and developing 

pro social behavior.  In response to the question, “How has learning about norms 

influenced your thinking and decision making?” students said that norms serve as a 

framework and provide guidelines for their behavior where they did not have a frame of 

reference before.  They also described positive changes in their behavior, attendance, and 

academics as a result of learning norms.  Students described norms as expectations to be 

followed and unlike rules, which can be broken.  The five norms that students referenced 

are: 

1. No one has the right to hurt another person.  
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2. Education and the classroom are keys to our future.  

3. Never behave in a way that will discredit yourselves, your family, your peers, and 

your school.  

4. Take pride in ________ (name of DAEP).  

5. A ________ (name of DAEP) student is always a lady or a gentleman. 

Student comments included: 

 “At first, (before learning the norms) you would just do without thinking.  Now 

you think about the consequences before you do.” 

 “The norms help you to make decisions.  You can use the norms in order for you 

not to make a bad decision.” 

 “They teach you respect, like, it’s basically five things to check yourself.” 

 “Norms teach us right from wrong, like you don’t have the right to hurt another 

person.” 

 “They help me make decisions.” 

 “The norms are in every classroom and the teachers talk about norms in every 

classroom so I’ll be thinking about them.” 

 “They teach you to stay out of trouble and what to do and not to do.” 

 “I think it…like when we’re trying to pledge [to become a student government 

member], become a leader and you’re going through the norms over and over, it 

makes you think about it, the norms.  And I specifically remember the norms, 

think twice about it.” 

 “Um, it helps me because my home school, my regular school, I wasn’t acting 

like this.  I was behaving bad, I talked back to the teachers and then here, I kinda 
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like it because you have to follow the norms and when you do, when you think 

about it, you kind of think of your home school and you feel like you want to 

change to be a better person.” 

 “The norms, they help you to learn because you think about it more…to focus.” 

 “It helps you to get your act together and get out and do good in your home 

school.” 

 “They teach you respect. Like, I don’t talk to anybody mean anymore.” 

 “Learning all the norms, like having goals, put you back in place, calms me 

down.” 

 “Um, the norms, like they help you because in my normal school, I’m failing, like 

I just did.  Like I didn’t care and I did whatever I wanted to do and like here, the 

norms, I follow them and I do good.” 

 Theme two: Helping staff and peers builds leadership.  Students connected being 

able to help with leadership and stated that being expected to help their teachers and 

peers developed their leadership skills.  They also said that they felt good about helping 

others and did not mind doing so even when other students were not accepting of their 

support because they believed that those students would later appreciate their 

intervention.  

 “You feel good because you’re helping somebody become better.  Like you’re a 

leader.” 

 “Being a good leader helps others become a good leader.  It’s like a domino 

effect.  Eventually they’ll catch on.” 
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 “I show them [new students] the norms and tell them about it to try to help them 

pledge and become a leader.” 

 “It’s not hard because if you know how it feels not to get help, you’re going to do 

what you can to give help.” 

  “I think it’s a two-way street.  If they need help and I give help, then I can rely on 

them for help.” 

 “Well, I think supporting your peers is important cause you probably, you don’t, 

think the same as them; like, they behave bad and you want to help them be a 

better person.” 

  “I always help them out.” 

 “I feel good because I like helping people.  Sometimes, they don’t want my help, 

but I still help them.” 

 “I didn’t talk to anybody before. I don’t feel like anybody understands me over 

there.  Over here, I feel like I have a lot to talk about.” 

 “Kids just trying to get attention the wrong way.  I talk to them.  Change their 

mind.” 

 “When your peers, you tell them to get in protocol and they don’t want to listen. 

You know sometimes they say, you just think you bossing me around.  It’s not 

that, it’s just what I’m supposed to do.  It’s what we’re supposed to do together.” 

Theme three: Being in a positive normative culture with intentional positive 

peer influence helps to increase student success.  When asked, “What successes have 

you experienced while enrolled at the DAEP?” and “What do you think are the reasons 

for your successes?” students responded that they had more success in the positive 
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normative culture with intentional positive peer influence than before when they were in 

traditional school settings.  Some students also said that they had never received good 

grades in the past, often missed school, and behaved badly prior to enrolling in the 

DAEP. 

 “I think my attendance improved the most.  Like if you compare from here to my 

home school, my attendance…I never went.  I didn’t even go to school.  I come 

here every day; I haven’t missed a day since I started here.  I realize the more 

you’re in school, the more you learn here than actually out at the mall skipping.” 

 “I would say my grades are better and being a leader.  Because knowing last year, 

I was not even a pledge but now I’m a leader and that makes me feel like I 

accomplished something.  Grades are better.  I haven’t missed a day yet.” 

  “When I was in my home school my grades weren’t good until I got here.  My 

grades increased. I always come to school every day because I like coming here.  

You learn more here.” 

 “My grades went back.  Like now I get eighties and nineties.  Back then I got 

fifties and sixties.  Now that I’m here, I get a lot better grades than when I was 

there.  I’m gonna do good when I go back.” 

 “Well, I wasn’t doing that much good in reading but since I started paying more 

attention to my school work, I had an A for once.”  

 “My grades, they went up.” 

 “My grades, I’ve been asking lots of questions in class.” 
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  “Grades.  My grades were horrible when I was at _____ [name of referring 

school].  I’m passing everything.  In the progress report, I had three 100s and a 

73.” 

 “Yeah, grades. I got two 100s and 90s.  I don’t have no 70’s.” 

  “Difference was I was really looking at kids, big crowd, having fun.  I flunked a 

while back and I was missing so much.  Only one time in life, once it’s gone, you 

miss it.  Doing it over, a replay.  I gotta make my decisions right.”  

 “My attendance got better.  I never went to school at _____ [name of referring 

school].”  

 “I pay more attention here.  I didn’t like to work over there.  I didn’t like school.” 

 Theme four: A caring climate motivates students to do better in school.  

Students said that they appreciated how much care they were given and they responded to 

it by wanting to do well.  They felt that they had a wide security net around them and 

could obtain help from staff and students alike.   

 “The teachers.  The teachers here, they care more.  They’re going to help you.  

They do everything for you.  They do everything they can to get you out of here, 

too.  They make sure you go back to your home school and do what you’re 

supposed to do.” 

 “My whole time here, I have felt in peace.  All these good teachers treat you right. 

All this respect.  Seeing kids disrespect them doesn’t make me happy.  Some 

people are followers; I chose to be a leader.  I started talking to change people.” 

 “You learn more here because the teachers actually pay attention to you.” 
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  “In my community, everybody’s getting help.  Like my team leader might step in 

if he sees that you need help and the teacher’s giving instruction.  He’ll come and 

pull you aside and help you with it and get you back to class or he might take you 

to the back and he’ll help you do the whole paper.  He won’t give you answers but 

he’ll help you.” 

 “Nobody is going to care for you like the teachers care for you here.” 

 Theme five: Referring principals should not give up on them and should give 

returning students support and a chance to prove they have improved.  Students said 

that they wanted to learn and expected to graduate.  When asked about what they would 

tell their principals to help them be successful upon their return to their home schools, 

students said that they wanted conditions that helped them to learn, good teachers, and an 

opportunity to continue to learn and be successful in school. 

 “Once you get labeled, it’s hard to get rid of that label, so whenever you’re 

already put in here, you’re already considered as the worst so they’re going to 

treat you differently in your old school making it easier to come back here.”  

 “They have the paperwork ready to send us back.  When we get back to our 

school, it’s like we have like a red X on our back ... all she [the assistant 

principal] has to do is write the date on the paper.  She [the assistant principal] 

already has the paper.” 

  “Hands-on with the staff.  I have a counselor at my home school that I never met. 

It’s almost like, I don’t even know his name, I didn’t know what he looked like. 

But I seen him, I didn’t even know he was my counselor.  Here I know that Smith 
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[pseudonym for counselor’s name] is my counselor.  You know, he’s active in my 

community, he’s wherever you need something.” 

  “They don’t have a system like where we walk in line over there, the bell rings, 

we’re all gone, you can’t find us.  Most of us, I mean, I’m telling the truth, I 

would go, like after one or two periods.  I would just get bored and leave, come 

back around the last two, maybe when I had gym.  Nobody would know.  Here, 

they would know.” 

 “There, they have so much kids that want to the right things, they just let the ones 

that want to do the bad things go.  I mean, I got away with selling over there for at 

least three or four months.  I would come in in the morning, I mean my mom 

would drop me off or I would drive to school, and then I’d leave.  As soon as the 

first period or second period attendance was taken, then I was there for the day, 

that attendance that was gym so I was always there, take attendance, then I would 

leave the rest of the day.  So the district thinks I’m there but the rest of the APs, 

they don’t care.  Until it becomes their problem or somebody will call them.” 

 “For the teachers to teach us more.  Pay more attention to the students.  The whole 

class.” 

 “I would tell my principal to tell the teachers to start teaching and not sit at the 

computer and they’ll see what the students are doing and they look at the bad 

kids, and they just sit down and we don’t do anything.  I would tell them to get 

up, and just walk around.” 
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 “I think you get distracted too much at my home school.  I think the system here 

really works, cause over there, everybody would come in with whatever they want 

and I’d get distracted.” 

In addition to the student focus groups, three focus groups were conducted for 

teachers, administrators, and staff to complete the qualitative study for the second 

research question, “What do students, teachers, and administrators perceive to be the 

critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on 

attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement?”  The focus groups 

were comprised of participants in both middle school and high school levels.   

Similar to the student focus groups, participants were asked questions related to their 

students’ experiences in the DAEP to determine what they perceive to be the critical 

factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on attitudes 

toward schooling positive behaviors, and achievement.  The five themes regarding 

critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on 

attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement that emerged during the 

focus groups for teachers, administrators, and staff are denoted in Table 16. The numbers 

of respondents mentioning each of the primary themes are also included.   
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Table 16 

Staff Focus Group Themes 

Themes   

Number of 

Respondents 

Mentioning 

Item (N=20) 

   
1. Norms provide students a framework for prosocial 

behavior. 

 

12 

2. Positive normative culture and intentional positive 

peer influence give students empowerment and 

accountability. 

 

11 

3. Students motivate other students to do well. 

 

12 

4. Students respond to sincere caring and consistency. 

 

13 

5. Students need a clean slate and a caring connection 

at transition. 

 

16 

 

Theme one: Norms provide students with a framework for pro social behavior.  

When teachers, administrators, and staff were asked, “How has establishing and 

enforcing norms impacted students’ behavior?” their responses indicated that norms help 

them to set expectations and give them a frame of reference to direct students when they 

are not exhibiting the expected behaviors.  Also, teachers, administrators, and staff said 

that norms help students to change. 

  “I think it gives them a sense of direction.  It really makes it structure-full.   

Truth be told, a lot of them really want that structure.  Some of them really like 

structure.” 
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 “Also, a lot of our kids say, well how come I haven’t become a pledge or why 

haven’t I got the handbook and we say to them it’s not just enough to come to 

school and be quiet, you have to be a leaders.  You know we are trying to 

establish a culture and you have to be part of that.  You know it’s not just about 

being quiet and silent and invisible.” 

 “When we look at norms, it’s basically establishing self-control, it’s teaching 

them responsibility as they enter the classroom, it’s teaching them how to 

discipline themselves, it’s a self-control created by peer-control and when they 

see other students to do it then they have a tendency to follow through and that 

makes it easier on instruction in the classroom, it makes it easier.” 

 “Norms, in our community have brought about a positive culture with the students 

and when the new students come in they just fall right into the culture in the 

community or the classroom and they just fall right in.  They don’t want to be like 

the outcast so they get right on in with the other peers and follow through.  It’s 

been positive.” 

 Theme two: Positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence 

give students empowerment and accountability.  Teachers, administrators, and staff said 

that students felt empowered to take ownership of their learning and even that of other 

students as a result of learning norms.  They also said that as students gained ownership, 

less pressure was on staff to sustain a positive classroom. 

 “I think the norms take some of the responsibility off of us and it’s more of a 

community effort so that helps them hold each other more accountable.” 
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 “The norms make them accept responsibility.  Once you put it back on them, that 

makes them accountable.” 

  “When somebody does something that’s contrary to the norms, it sticks out like a 

sore thumb.  You know, it’s like you kind of have to get yourself back in line 

because the others go, what you doing?” 

 “The joy in it is the empowerment that is involved.  When the peer sees them do 

something good and all of the sudden they think they can do it.  They feel more 

encouraged.  Most of them don’t like going to the board.  They just like sitting at 

the table but now they see the peer and they become a motivation and now they 

are feeling free to go up to the board.  So it is such a powerful tool that is 

changing behavior on the positive side.” 

 “The students here have a much bigger sense of accomplishment, when you look 

back, their coming here, everybody talks to them nicely, politely and they are 

sitting down and just giving us their best.” 

 Theme three: Students who transform motivate other students to transform.  

Teachers, staff, and administrators all said that seeing a student transform motivates 

others to do the same.  They also spoke on how they can rely on student leaders to 

improve their culture because of the level of respect other students have for them.  

Finally, they noted that they could provide better instruction when the distractions caused 

by negative behaviors are kept at a minimum when they have student leaders in their 

classrooms. 

 “I have a young lady and she is like a perfect angel but everybody who knew her 

from last year say[s] she was completely different.  So when she’s in class, 
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everybody can watch her and if she is quiet and doing everything, my homeroom 

is perfect.  I can stand in the hallway and say something to another staff member 

and you still won’t hear a peep in there.  She’s a leader.” 

 “Truth be told, those kids, all it takes is one strong kid in the class and that kid 

will control the whole environment.  If that kid is on task, everybody’s going to 

be on task.”  

 “It’s like when you’re trying to teach something but then a peer says it and it’s 

like oh, the light bulb went off, and I’m like that’s what I just said.  There’s 

something about a peer saying it that makes it work.” 

 “When it comes to kids who know other kids in the neighborhood and they 

realize, that kid has credit in the street but then, he says it’s something silly and he 

says he’s going to stop, maybe it’s time for me to stop.”   

 “Like here we say this is the expectation and we all meet it and anything less is 

unacceptable.  So maybe, even as an adult, when someone says I expect this out 

of you and I think you are capable, it makes you want to live up to that if not 

surpass it.” 

 “Well, when you take a leader, like we have a kid, last semester he had negative 

behavior, well he’s an Executive now so you take him and they see last semester 

where he was and here he is today, well that makes you want to get on track and 

do what you need to get done.  I mean, we’ve had a couple that tried us, I mean 

we’ve only been in school three weeks but now that they see that he’s at the top of 

the track, then they want to do what needs to get done and be like him also so I 

can get to Eagle status and the privileges that go along with that.” 
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 “I absolutely agree with you because there’s a student that we got who really 

didn’t care about being an Eagle.  Yesterday I made a recommendation for him to 

be an Eagle and I mean he was just so excited, so when he came in his whole 

attitude has changed and it just turned from a negative to a positive so just seeing 

his peers you know stepping up and doing the right things you know it’s just one 

doing right and one behind him wanting to do the same.” 

 “I think that it gives the student hope.  A lot of them come just feeling beat down, 

with low self-esteem, and when you show them that they can do better, then you 

know it gives them an incentive to want to do better.” 

 “What I always tell them is being an Eagle, you’re a leader, and make sure you 

lead very well because other students are looking towards you and if you 

misbehave, they’re going to follow you and if they follow you down it’s not going 

to do you any favor so it’s better to lead well; and the leaders are doing 

excellently well.” 

 Theme four: Students respond to sincere caring and consistency.  Consistently 

across all teacher, administrator, and staff surveys, each group spoke of the impact that a 

caring environment makes on students.  The focus group participants also displayed a 

strong sense of belief in the students they served. 

 “I go through my norms every day.  I can just point to the norm without saying 

much at all [to address an off task student].” 

 “Don’t give up.  Just keep trying.” 

 “GGI [Guided Group Interaction] gives them a chance to get everything out and 

create a healthy environment.  It is making them to see they have things in 
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common; in terms of background and other reasons, it provides a platform to talk 

about how many times they’ve been jumped, just things that have happened to 

that particular age bracket.  So it’s very interesting when they don’t want to stop 

and I say, we’ll continue tomorrow and it’s wonderful.” 

 “I had a student today who became an Executive and she was saying she didn’t 

want to leave and she was saying that I don’t want to leave because around here, 

you guys care.  I can get someone to listen to me and talk to me and it was just… 

she walked in my office and I had a mirror and I had her look at it and said, ‘now 

what do you see?’ and she said, ‘a beautiful lady and I didn’t always think that,’ 

but now she has self-esteem and she dresses nice because she’s an Executive and 

she plays that part and she believes; even though at home, things are not well.  

But she feels like she’s the well one at home and she can go out and help her mom 

and she says it’s because of you guys here.” 

 “I attribute their success to the environment, the way teachers approach these 

kids… when you have love and you give love and these kids, they see that we 

care and what they are doing is the reciprocal, they want to actually give us their 

best also.” 

 “Many of them they just got labeled, even as early as elementary school, as a 

mess up and it just followed them.  And then to come here and be a success 

academically, and make good grades, or even to make student government and 

just being seen in a positive light is so powerful for them because it’s so different 

from anything they’ve been able to experience in a school setting before.  To be 
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able to just go home and say I did this, I achieved this; to get the positive calls 

home, especially, you’re at the supposedly alternative school but doing well.” 

 “A lot them come to us with very low self-esteem and they come to us and just 

start to believe in themselves—I can do this, I can do that.  They hear so much 

positivity here.  Everybody’s telling them, you can do it.  Just act better, you can 

do whatever you want, even if you have people on the street telling you you’re not 

going to amount to anything, when you have successful people tell you that you 

are, over and over and over again, then you start to believe in yourself.” 

 “He said Mr. Lopez [pseudonym for teacher’s name], you told me math and 

science, you need to be good at those because you are going to need them not 

today but in your future but the student told me that in his own school they don’t 

care about math.  I’m quoting him now, he said, ‘you know I used to cuss you, 

and you said okay, you’ve got to know this.’  He saw in me, most staff here, why 

are these guys are so caring?  He told me that the positive and caring attitude 

changed him, that’s what he told me.” 

  “When we have GGI [Guided Group Interaction] the students learn how to open 

up in that forum and they share and they understand that sometimes somebody 

else may have gone through the same situation that they are going through and 

they learn that some students may have handled it in a positive way or a negative 

way and maybe they can handle that situation in a positive way so maybe they 

won’t go through that situation in a negative way.  I just think they learn from 

each other and sometimes we go in and share things we’ve gone through to show 



   

 

  99 

 

that they can handle things differently and everybody has gone through things and 

not just you and that it’s okay, pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and go on.” 

 “You know the kids really respond especially when you can relate to them.  You 

know we’ve all been through some of things they’re going through and we can 

relate to that and they respect us so much you know, especially in my GGI 

[Guided Group Interaction], you know we talk about big subjects and the kids are 

comfortable to open up and tell me personal things about them and you know, 

how should I have handled this, you know, what should I do here with that 

situation and you know that makes me feel good that they can come to me and 

just let me know what’s going on in their personal lives because kids love, you 

know, want us to be consistent, they want us to show that we love them, we care 

for them, and you know when we show that to them, then you know they want our 

advice, they really do.” 

 “For me, I think a lot of them are successful here because it’s a smaller setting, 

less distraction, and I would say most of the staff here they really care for the 

students.  They want to see them succeed to do better, to move forward, and to 

give them a pathway to have a better life.  There’s a saying if you show someone 

better, they’ll do better….  I just think a lot of kids, they don’t know any better.  

We have to show them better way.” 

Theme five: Students need a clean slate and caring connection at transition to 

the home school for continued success.  When asked, “What recommendations would 

you give the teachers, administrators, and other staff at the home schools to make sure 

students are successful upon their return?” teachers, administrators, and staff advocated 
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for the students and said that they need to be given an opportunity to demonstrate that 

they have changed.  Additionally, they recommended that the students receive some sort 

of transitional support that shows them that they are cared about upon returning to the 

home school. 

 “What I would tell the principals is give these kids a chance and they will see that 

the kids have not come to just get better, they have come to make other kids 

better.  Here, they will see the kids we are sending back to their home school, they 

are a tool to help make their schools better.” 

  “That there should be support for them returning instead of a bull’s eye on their 

back.  That there should be supports in place when they transition back and you 

know capitalize on the lessons they learned while they were here and I don’t even 

know if they have the resources to [do] that but it would be nice if they had the 

resources to have somebody, a point person, somebody.” 

  “A lot of times, when they go back, they’re labeled… and they’re going to send 

them back for the littlest thing.  It’s like the system is showing them, okay, you 

can’t make a mistake, you have to be perfect, and I think it’s unfair when that 

happens.  Give them another chance.  You can’t just ship them off because they 

made a mistake.  Everybody makes a mistake, even grown-ups.” 

 “Like a transition coach.  That they have somebody to receive them after they 

have gone through the system, you know being gone 45, 30 days.  Just check on 

them just to see how they progress back to their normal environment.” 
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 “They [the students] say that we’re going to be just another number, they’re 

losing their identity.  Nobody will care.  What will it matter that I’m an Executive 

here, it won’t matter.  I’m not an Executive there.” 

 “They feel the care here.  Once they’re here they don’t want to leave.  I hate that 

too, it just breaks your heart because they try so hard when they’re here.” 

 “Along with their environment, they feel that when they go back to their home 

schools they’re going back to their friends and their environment that brought 

them here in the first place, and you can’t very well say when you go back 

everything will change because that’s the same environment when you left there.” 

 “You now a lot of kids just decided, you know I talked to four that are just getting 

ready to leave in a couple of weeks, they changed schools because they don’t 

want to, you know, go back.  They changed schools because they want to start 

over and they don’t want to have that target on their back.” 

 “I try to tell them, for those who can’t do that, it’s all about making better choices 

and the choices that you make.  A lot of times, you can’t change your 

environment, but you yourself can change who you are and the choices that you 

make.  That’s in life and everywhere.  It’s just what it is—it’s about choices.” 

  “They need to have maybe a filter-in program, a transitional program for those 

kids at their school to bring them back in, even if it’s just additional counseling, 

or additional tutoring just to bring them back in.” 

 “Someone to just check on our kids.  You know check back, give them an update, 

check on them to see you need anything, are they meeting your needs, you know 

whatever it may be, but do a one-on-one.  Just track them.” 
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 “They don’t want to go back!  They feel like when they go back, they won’t feel 

that one-on-one that they get here.”   

  “And forgive them for their transgressions; don’t let them carry those for the rest 

of their lives.” 

In addition to the five themes that emerged as perceived critical factors of positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on attitudes, the focus group 

participants spoke of being mission-driven, of being in their DAEP roles due to divine 

intervention and of being in the place where they were supposed to be.  When asked to 

explain why they chose to work at this school, participants also shared personal life 

challenges in which they came out on the positive side and after which they felt a need to 

pay their good fortune forward. 

Research Question Three. “ Do statistically significant differences exist in 

student achievement before and after student participation in positive normative culture 

with intentional positive peer influence as measured by Plato FASTRACK pre- and post- 

scores in reading and math?” Quantitative data consisting of pre- and post-reading and 

math scores were collected and analyzed for the third research question. Archived student 

achievement data from 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years were analyzed to 

determine average growth according to grade level equivalencies and to determine the 

statistical significance of pre- and post- administrations for students who attended the 

DAEP for 45 days or more. SPPS statistical software was utilized to run paired t-tests on 

the pre- and post- reading scores (grade level equivalencies) as well as pre- and post- 

math scores (grade level equivalencies) as measured by FASTRACK to determine 

whether or not the differences were statistically significant.  
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Again, archived data were collected from two school years (2012-2013 and 2013-

2014) of implementation of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence at the DAEP in this study.  Results of the paired t- tests conducted are as noted 

in Table 17 and in Table 18.  

Table 17 

2012-2013 FASTRACK Pre- and Post-Reading and Math Scores (Grade-Level 

Equivalencies) 

  N M SD T p 

Pre 
457 3.9 0.89 30.92 .000 

Reading 

Post 

Reading 

457 5.7 1.53  

   Pre Math 457 2.82 0.953 38.73 .000 

Post Math 457 5.11 1.48  
  

Results denoted in Table 17 indicate that during the 2012-2013 school year, there 

was a statistically significant difference between the pre- and post- reading grade level 

equivalencies for the 457 students who attended the DAEP in the study for 45 days or 

more.  The average pre-reading grade-level equivalency for the sample was 3.9.  The 

average post-reading grade-level equivalency was 5.7.  The difference between the two 

rendered a paired t-test score of 30.92 with a p value of .000. Results also indicate that 

there was a statistically significant difference between the pre- and post- math grade level 

equivalencies.  The average pre- math grade level equivalency for the sample was 2.82.  

The average post- math equivalency was 5.11.  The difference between the two rendered 

a paired t-test score of 38.73 with a p value of .000. 
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Table 18 

2013-2014 FASTRACK Pre- and Post-Reading and Math Scores (Grade-Level 

Equivalencies) 

 N M SD T p 

Pre 

Reading 

 

503 4 1.11 24.73 .000 

Post 

Reading 

503 5.5 1.81   

      

Pre Math 

 

503 2.8 0.94 33.48 .000 

 Post Math 503 4.8 1.61   

 

Results denoted in Table 18 indicate that during the 2013-2014 school year, there 

was a statistically significant difference between the pre- and post- reading grade level 

equivalencies for the 503 students who attended the DAEP in the study for 45 days or 

more.  The average pre-reading grade-level equivalency for the sample was 4.0.  The 

average post-reading grade-level equivalency was 5.5.  The difference between the two 

rendered a paired t-test score of 24.73 with a p value of .000. Results also indicate that 

there was a statistically significant difference between the pre- and post- math grade level 

equivalencies.  The average pre- math grade level equivalency for the sample was 2.8.  

The average post- math equivalency was 4.8.  The difference between the two rendered a 

paired t-test score of 33.48 with a p value of .000. 

Research Question Four. “ What similarities and differences in attendance and 

behavior ratings data trends exist between students who respond to positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence and those who do not?” 

Both quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed for the fourth research 
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question.  First, attendance data were analyzed for the students who were rated as 

“concern” or “neutral” (the lowest ratings a student can earn) and students who were 

rated as “positive”, “pledge”, “Eagle”, or “Executive” (the highest ratings a student can 

earn).  These quantitative data used were to compare the differences between students 

with positive ratings versus students who were rated as neutral or as a concern against 

their average daily attendance.  

As denoted in Table 19, there are differences in attendance patterns between 

students who respond and those who do not respond to positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence.  Students in the sample with the lowest ratings had an 

average daily attendance of 54%, while students with the highest ratings averaged an 

87% attendance rate.   

Table 19 

Comparison of Attendance and Behavior Ratings for Attitudinal Survey and Focus Group 

Sample 

Ratings                 n Attendance 

   

Concerns or Neutral 5 54% 

Positives, Pledges, Eagles, 

and Executives 25 87% 

  

 Another quantitative look was taken to determine the behavior ratings of the 

student sample population.  The behavior ratings used in the DAEP to determine how 

students are performing behaviorally are as follows: 
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 Concern – Reserved for students with documented behavior problems. 

 Neutral – Student may be unsure of the process and methods of the school 

but is able to demonstrate the ability to adjust to the normative culture. 

 Positive – Student is consistently able to confront negative behavior and 

maintain and promote positive behavior. 

 Pledge – Student should be developing a positive redirection style and 

documenting redirections in their pledge log. 

 Eagle (pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot) – Student should be self-

directed in redirecting and enforcing the normative culture of the school. 

Student has earned the right to be a member of Student Government. 

 Executive – Student has earned the highest status of Student Government. 

Students are expected to reach a Student Government level, which is either a Eagle 

(pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot) or an Executive.  Table 20 demonstrates that 53% 

of the student sample was rated as a member of Student Government by the end of this 

study, while 10% were in the process of pledging to make Student Government.  
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Table 20 

Student Ratings for Attitudinal Survey and Focus Group Sample 

Rating n Percentage 

   
Concern 3 10% 

Neutral 2 7% 

Positive 6 20% 

Pledge 3 10% 

Eagle  15 50% 

Executive 1 3% 

 

The behavior ratings and attendance patterns aligned with qualitative data from 

the student focus groups wherein the students in this study who were most responsive to 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence said that their 

attendance, grades, and behavior improved upon attending the DAEP.  As mentioned 

before in the section titled Research Question Two, some differences were noted during 

the focus groups with students who were not yet meeting all restoration criteria.  Those 

qualitative differences were that students not on track to meet the criteria complained that 

they missed the “freedom” and opportunities to participate in athletics that they had in 

their home schools.  Nonetheless, students who had not yet achieved all of the restoration 

criteria still stated that the positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence helped them to improve not only their attendance but also their behavior and 

their grades.  Additionally, students who said that they did not like walking in protocol, 

wearing a uniform, or riding a bus to school at the onset of the focus group sessions later 
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said during the same sessions that positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence were working for them because they had become more focused, attend school 

more, and improved their grades.  

Summary 

The findings of this study indicate that positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence within a DAEP do impact students’ attitudes toward schooling, 

positive behaviors, and achievement in reading and math as measured by Plato 

FASTRACK.  This study addressed the following research questions: 

Research Question 1: How does positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence impact student attitudes toward schooling?  An analysis of the 

pre- and post- responses of the students in the study sample was conducted utilizing both 

paired t-tests and Pearson Chi Square tests to determine where positive normative culture 

and intentional positive peer influence impacted attitude toward school.  The following 

items on the SAAS-R resulted in statistically significant outcomes in the area of attitudes 

toward teachers: 

 I relate well to my teachers. 

 My teachers make learning interesting. 

 I like my classes. 

Research Question 2: What do students, teachers, administrators, and staff perceive 

to be the critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence on attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and student 

achievement?  Results of the student focus groups indicated that they perceived the 

following are critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 
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influence: (1) norms serve as a framework for decision-making and developing prosocial 

behavior; (2) helping staff and peers builds leadership; (3) being in a positive normative 

culture with intentional positive peer influence helps to increase student success; (4) a 

caring climate motivates students to do better in school; and (5) referring principals 

should not give up on students and should give returning students support and a chance to 

prove that they have improved.  Results of the teacher, administrator, and staff focus 

groups indicated that they perceived the following are critical factors of positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence: (1) norms provide students with 

a framework for prosocial behavior; (2) positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence give students empowerment and accountability; (3) students 

motivate other students to do well; (4) students respond to sincere caring and consistency; 

and (5) students need a clean slate and a caring connection during the transition to the 

home school for continued success. 

 Research Question 3: Do statistically significant differences exist in student 

achievement before and after student participation in positive normative culture 

with intentional positive peer influence as measured by Plato FASTRACK pre- and 

post- scores in reading and math?  An analysis of Plato FASTRACK reading and math 

pre- and post-scores of students in attendance 45 days or more utilizing paired t-tests 

indicated that, over the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years, there was a statistically 

significant difference in reading and math achievement after students participated in 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence.   

Research Question 4: What similarities and differences in attendance and 

behavior ratings data trends exist between students who respond to positive 
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normative culture and intentional positive peer influence and those who do not?  

Results of an examination of attendance and behavior rating data trends as well as focus 

group participation, primarily indicated that the majority of the students in the study had 

obtained positive behavior ratings by the end of the study. Specifically,  20% of the 

student sample was rated as positive, 53% of the student sample was rated as a member 

of Student Government, and 10% were in the process of pledging to make Student 

Government. Additionally, students with the lowest behavior ratings had an average 

attendance rate of 54% while students with the higher behavior ratings had an average 

attendance rate of 87%.  
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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

 Regardless of their behaviors, all students deserve an opportunity to obtain an 

education.  Equipping students referred to DAEPs with prosocial behaviors to replace 

antisocial behaviors can make an impact to the individual student’s life as well as to his 

or her family and learning community. This study looked into positive normative culture 

and intentional positive peer influence as they relate to converting antisocial behavior to 

prosocial behavior for students referred to a DAEP.   This chapter will include an 

overview of this study, a summary of the results discussed in Chapter Four, discussions 

of results data as they align with current literature, implications for school leadership, and 

implications for further study. 

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this mixed-methods case study was to examine the impact that 

positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence have within a 

Disciplinary Alternative Education Program (DAEP) on students’ attitudes toward 

schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement in reading and math as measured by Plato 

FASTRACK, a skills-assessment courseware that determines a grade-level equivalency 

for individual students. The sample for this research was drawn from a DAEP located in a 

major urban setting where students are referred for varied reasons and lengths of 

placement for violation of the Code of Student Conduct.  

 Positive normative culture refers to a positive culture in which norms define 

standards of conduct that are enforced by the influence of the peer group, negative 

behavior is confronted, and positive behavior is reinforced.  Intentional positive peer 
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influence is the empowerment of students to fully participate in their peer group, to 

influence their peers to adopt desired behaviors, and to monitor their own behavior as 

well as that of their peers.  Within this context, this study explored the following research 

questions: 

1. How do positive normative culture and intentional positive peer culture 

influence student attitudes toward schooling? 

2. What do students, teachers, administrators and staff perceive to be the critical 

factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on 

attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement? 

3. Do statistically significant differences exist in student achievement before and 

after student participation in positive normative culture with intentional 

positive peer influence as measured by Plato FASTRACK pre- and post- 

scores in reading and math? 

4. What similarities and differences in attendance and behavior ratings data 

trends exist between students who respond to positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence and those who do not? 

A variety of statistical methods were used for data analysis to examine the impact 

of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence within a DAEP.  

First, the SAAS-R survey was used to determine student attitudes toward schooling 

before and after participation in positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence.  Next, focus groups were conducted to determine critical factors of positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on attitudes toward schooling, 

positive behaviors, and achievement.  Following the focus groups, Plato FASTRACK 
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reading and math pre- and post-scores from the 2012-2013 and 2013-2014 school years 

were analyzed to determine the impact positive normative culture and intentional positive 

peer influence have on student achievement.  Finally, a determination of the differences 

between students who respond to positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence and those who do not was discussed. 

By collecting and utilizing both quantitative and qualitative data, this mixed 

methods approach provided a means for clarifying and explaining what contributes to 

changing the mind sets, behaviors, and achievement levels of students referred to 

Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs.  

Discussion of Results 

How do positive normative culture and intentional positive peer culture 

influence student attitudes toward schooling?   

While t-test results of the SAAS-R indicated that there were statistically 

significant differences between pre- and post- survey results for items related to academic 

self-perception, attitudes toward teachers, attitudes toward school, and motivation/self-

regulation, this analysis will address only those items that also demonstrated “goodness 

of fit” after Pearson Chi Square tests were conducted. 

 A review of the outcomes of the SAAS-R indicated that there were both 

statistically significant differences between pre- and post- survey results and “goodness 

of fit” for items related to attitudes toward teachers as follows: 

 I relate well to my teachers. 

 My teachers make learning interesting. 

 I like my classes. 
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When comparing the critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive 

peer influence identified by the focus group participants to the results of the pre- and 

post- school attitudinal survey, it is evident that exposure to the critical factors impacted 

student attitudes toward teachers and, subsequently, toward school as well.  As 

demonstrated in Figure 2, the elements of positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence set the stage for students to reconnect to their learning through  

teacher-student relationships. 

Figure 2: Comparison of Critical Factors Identified by Focus Group Participants 

and School Attitudinal Survey Outcomes 

 

 

A few inferences can be made based on these findings as they relate to positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence.  Firstly, it appears that students 

in this study recognized and responded to a caring climate and caring teachers, which 

resulted in them relating better to their teachers and what their teachers did to make 

Outcome: 

I relate well to my 
teachers. 

My teachers make 
learning interesting. 

I like my classes. 

Critical Factor:  

Norms serve as a 
framework for decision 
making and provide a 

frramework for prosocial 
behavior. 

Critical Factor:  

Positive normative culture  
gives students 

empowerment and 
accountabllity; helping 
staff and peers builds 

leadership. 

Critical Factor:  

Positive normative culture 
increases student success; 
students motivate others 

to do well. Critical Factor: 

Students respond to 
sincere caring and 

consistency; a caring 
climate motivates you to 

do better. 

Critical Factor: 

Students need a clean slate 
and a caring connection at 
transition; students want 
support and a chance to 
demonstrate improved 

behaviors. 
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learning interesting.  One student described this climate of caring by saying that “You 

learn more here because the teachers actually pay attention to you here.” Another student 

said, “Nobody is going to care for you like the teachers care for you here.”  

Secondly, perhaps as a result of positive teacher-student relationships, students in this 

study also grew to like their classes more than they did before attending the DAEP. One 

teacher described how students new to the DAEP may initially exhibit a lack of respect 

toward adults yet later learn to appreciate their teachers and support staff. During his 

focus group session, this teacher described the following exchange between him and one 

of his students:  

“I’m quoting him now, he said, ‘you know I used to cuss you, and you said okay, 

you’ve got to know this.’ He saw in me, most staff here, why are these guys so 

caring? He told me the positive and caring attitude changed him, that’s what he told 

me.” 

 

This is important because, according to Boynton and Boynton (2005), treating 

students with respect leads to appreciation and a willingness to please their teacher. 

Students in the focus groups said that they appreciated how much care they were given 

and they responded to it by wanting to do well.  They felt that they had a wide security 

net around them and could obtain help from staff and students alike.  During one of the 

focus group sessions, one student said, “My whole time here, I have felt in peace.  All 

these good teachers treat you right. All this respect.  Seeing kids disrespect them doesn’t 

make me happy.  Some people are followers; I chose to be a leader.  I started talking to 

change people.”   

 Thirdly, because a majority of the students referred to the DAEP in this study 

have a history of persistent misbehavior, poor attendance and/or low academic 
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achievement, it is possible that they have not had much of an opportunity to sustain or 

develop a strong connection to school.  The results of this study indicate that teachers 

play an important role in getting their students to like their classes better and, as a result, 

reconnect to school.  Some of the strategies shared by Boynton and Boynton (2005) to 

develop positive teacher relationships that are also a component of the DAEP’s positive 

normative culture in this study include communicating positive expectations, correcting 

students in a constructive way, developing positive classroom pride, and demonstrating 

caring.   

 Finally, teachers, staff, and administrators all said that their classroom culture was 

supported by student leaders and that seeing a student transform motivates others to do 

the same because of the level of respect other students have for them. One teacher 

described this process as follows: 

“Well, when you take a leader, like we have a kid, last semester he had negative 

behavior, well he’s an Executive now so you take him and they see last semester 

where he was and here he is today, well that makes you want to get on track and do 

what you need to get done.” 

 

These outcomes support Blum’s (2014) recommendations to focus further research on 

positive and purposeful peer support to increase student connectedness in order to re-

engage students with their schooling.  By holding students and staff accountable for 

sustaining a positive culture and for enforcing the established positive norms, the DAEP 

in this study utilizes purposeful peer support and peer norms to change behaviors for the 

better. One teacher summarized the impact of positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence by stating,  “I think that it gives the student hope.  A lot of them 
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come just feeling beat down, with low self-esteem, and when you show them that they 

can do better, then you know it gives them an incentive to want to do better.” 

 As noted in Chapter Four, it is important to mention the area of goal valuation.  

The items under the area of goal valuation in the SAAS-R did not show a statistically 

significant difference between the pre- and post- administrations and were, therefore, not 

included in the analysis of results.  The reason for this, however, was that students 

selected the uppermost levels of the Likert scale for both the pre- and post-

administrations.  This caused a ceiling effect to take place for items such as, “Doing well 

in school is important to me.”, “I want to do my best in school.”, and “Doing well in 

school is one of my goals.”  

 This means that students felt that doing well in school was important to them both 

before and after attending the DAEP. In fact, when asked if they expected to graduate 

from high school during the focus groups, every single student responded with a 

resounding “yes.” The students also said that they wanted to learn, conditions to help 

them to learn, good teachers, and an opportunity to continue to learn and be successful in 

school.  These comments align to the results of the Owen and Konkol (2004) examination 

of alternative and traditional school settings, which found that students wanted authentic 

connections with their teachers, a quality education, and desired a positive school 

experience. One inference might be that students, regardless of their track record, want to 

learn and succeed in school. Not surprisingly, when teachers, administrators, and staff in 

this study were asked to provide recommendations to the teachers, administrators and 

staff of the schools their students would be returning to, they advocated for the students 
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and said that they need to be provided support and, basically, that they need to be given a 

chance.  

What do students, teachers, administrators and staff perceive to be the critical 

factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence on 

attitudes toward schooling, positive behaviors, and achievement?   

This study sought to determine what critical factors resulted in improved attitudes 

toward school, positive behaviors, and achievement in positive normative culture with 

intentional positive peer influence. Results of the student focus groups indicated that the 

critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence from 

their perspectives are: (1) norms serve as a framework for decision-making and 

developing prosocial behavior; (2) helping staff and peers builds leadership; (3) being in 

a positive normative culture with intentional positive peer influence helps to increase 

student success; and (4) a caring climate motivates students to do better in school; and (5) 

referring principals should not give up on students and should give returning students 

support and a chance to prove that they have improved.  Results of the teacher, 

administrator, and staff focus groups indicated that the critical factors of positive 

normative culture and intentional positive peer influence from their perspectives are: (1) 

norms provide students with a framework for prosocial behavior; (2) positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence give students empowerment and 

accountability; (3) students who transform motivate others to transform; (4) students 

respond to sincere caring and consistency; and (5) students need a clean slate and a caring 

connection during the transition to the home school for continued success. 
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Themes derived from the focus groups aligned with Schein’s (1985) work on the 

adoption and internalization of positive norms, specifically that internalization depends 

on a common language and a pecking order of power and status.  During the focus group 

sessions, both students and staff talked about the norms as a common language that is 

seen and heard in every classroom.  As a result, one inference that can be made is that 

positive normative culture sets well-established and clear behavioral expectations for 

members of the school group.  According to Sergiovanni (1991), the benefits of a strong 

culture are clear when purpose and shared values represent a source of inspiration, 

meaning, enhanced commitment and performance beyond expectations.  In The 

Principalship: A Reflective Practice Perspective, Sergiovanni (1991) explained that 

norms and standards can be identified by examining a group’s accepted and recurring 

ways of doing things, patterns of behavior, habits and rituals. The results of this study 

indicated that positive normative culture helped to clarify these patterns of acceptable 

behavior, habits, and rituals for students. An example of this is that during the focus 

group sessions, both students and staff stated that norms provide a framework, or a 

common language and group boundaries, for expected behaviors.  One student said, “The 

norms help you to make decisions.  You can use the norms in order for you not to make a 

bad decision.”  Another student said, “At first you would just do without thinking.  Now 

you think about the consequences before you do.” 

As reported by both student and staff focus group participants, concepts of 

internalization of positive norms focused around the impact of peers on peers in a 

positive normative culture as a means of reaching students who may be engaged in a 

negative peer culture or in a gang culture.  Peer influence, therefore, was identified as a 
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critical factor in helping students to adopt positive behaviors. As described in Changing 

Course: Preventing Gang Membership (2013), a publication of the U.S. Department of 

Justice, youth who feel marginalized, rejected, or ignored are attracted to gangs as a way 

to increase their status and respect among their peer group and as a way to gain a support 

system and sense of belonging. In contrast, students and staff reported that giving 

students a sense of acceptance with heavy doses of encouragement in positive normative 

culture with intentional positive peer influence helps them to become open to changing 

antisocial behaviors to prosocial behaviors. By replacing the antisocial behaviors learned 

in a negative culture with prosocial behaviors modeled and enforced by peers in a 

positive culture, it is possible to curtail persistent misbehavior and even gang 

membership and juvenile delinquency (Laursen, 2005).  

One might argue that students who exhibit antisocial behaviors are exposed to 

positive role models in their traditional school settings but continue to be disruptive.  The 

difference here is the comprehensive approach to adopting and enforcing positive norms. 

Peer to peer interaction, as described by focus group participants, becomes more 

prevalent and influential when grounded in clear positive normative expectations as 

student leadership and accountability develop.  During the focus groups, students and 

staff talked about the influence of seeing their peers attain a higher status for displaying 

prosocial behaviors and student leadership.  For example, one student said, “Being a good 

leader helps others become a good leader.  It’s like a domino effect.  Eventually they’ll 

catch on.”  Another student said, “Like right here, people could be leaders and we’re 

more likely to listen to somebody who’s like us, somebody who can relate to us.”  Staff 

members also spoke of the impact of students on one another.  These responses reflected 
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Brendtro’s (2007) core belief of normative culture that students can develop self worth, 

significance, dignity, and responsibility as they become committed to the positive values 

of helping and caring for others. One teacher stated,  “What I always tell them is being an 

Eagle (pseudonym for the DAEP’s mascot), you’re a leader, and make sure you lead very 

well because other students are looking towards you and if you misbehave, they’re going 

to follow you and if they follow you down it’s not going to do you any favor so it’s better 

to lead well; and the leaders are doing excellently well.”  This development of self worth 

as a result of caring for others is key as it may be one of the reasons that students learn to 

accept the positive normative culture quickly within their temporary enrollment (usually 

45 days) in the DAEP.   

Consistently across all teacher, administrator, and staff focus group sessions, each 

group spoke of the impact that a caring environment makes on students. This critical 

factor relates to the development of self-efficacy in students and the impact that it makes 

on their confidence to engage in their schoolwork. As explained by Bandura’s (1977, 

1988) view of social learning theory, the effort expended depends on the level of success 

the student had in the past.  For example, students who have experienced success are 

more likely to continue to expend effort, to try again in the face of failure, and to set high 

personal standards.  On the other hand, students who have been unsuccessful in their past 

school experiences may not put forth much effort, may not be persistent to succeed in the 

face of difficulties, or may avoid trying to do the work altogether.   

The results of the academic self-perception section of the SAAS-R were 

statistically significant for the paired t-tests but not the Pearson Chi Square test and were, 

therefore, not further analyzed.  However, during focus group sessions, students in this 
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study reported that they did not do as well academically for a variety of reasons prior to 

attending the DAEP but that they improved their grades after paying more attention to 

schoolwork and experiencing success.  This aligns to Bandura’s (1993) explanation that 

students with stronger self-efficacy hold higher goals for themselves and a commitment 

to reaching the goals while students with low efficacy expectations are easily discouraged 

by past failure and decrease their efforts when tasks are difficult. As students in this study 

experienced initial success, their self-efficacy and tenacity with tasks increased as well. 

Some student comments related to making this shift from low efficacy expectations to 

stronger self-efficacy expectations include: 

 “When I was in my home school my grades weren’t good until I got here.  My 

grades increased. I always come to school every day because I like coming here.  

You learn more here.” 

 “My grades went back.  Like now I get eighties and nineties.  Back then I got 

fifties and sixties.  Now that I’m here, I get a lot better grades than when I was 

there.  I’m gonna do good when I go back.” 

  “Well, I wasn’t doing that much good in reading but since I started paying more 

attention to my school work, I had an A for once.”  

 “Grades.  My grades were horrible when I was at _____ [name of referring 

school].  I’m passing everything.  In the progress report, I had three 100s and a 

73.”  

During the focus groups sessions, the teacher, administrator, and staff focus group 

participants discussed how they encourage students to engage in learning and to believe 

in themselves. Their comments related to building student self-efficacy were tied to 
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providing a caring environment.  A couple of participants described this connection as 

follows: 

“A lot them come to us with very low self-esteem and they come to us and just start 

to believe in themselves—I can do this, I can do that.  They hear so much positivity 

here.  Everybody’s telling them, you can do it.  Just act better, you can do whatever 

you want, even if you have people on the street telling you you’re not going to 

amount to anything, when you have successful people tell you that you are, over and 

over and over again, then you start to believe in yourself.” 

 

“Many of them they just got labeled, even as early as elementary school, as a mess up 

and it just followed them.  And then to come here and be a success academically, and 

make good grades, or even to make student government and just being seen in a 

positive light is so powerful for them because it’s so different from anything they’ve 

been able to experience in a school setting before.  To be able to just go home and say 

I did this, I achieved this; to get the positive calls home, especially, you’re at the 

supposedly alternative school but doing well.” 

 

Finally, another participant said, “I attribute their success to the environment, the way 

teachers approach these kids… when you have love and you give love and these kids, 

they see that we care and what they are doing is the reciprocal, they want to actually give 

us their best also.” 

The DAEP model in this study seeks to break down oppressive and discriminatory 

obstacles for subgroups that can exist within a DAEP or any school setting by 

empowering influential students to reinforce positive behaviors and redirect negative 

behaviors.  This is done through the use of Polsky’s Diamond (1962) to analyze the 

dynamics of a student social system. Students falling within the “big crowd” hold the 

influential status positions and thus set the normative culture for the group or school.  The 

idea is to then focus on the high-status students to redirect or re-establish behavioral 

norms.  In other words, once the power of the influential students has been challenged 

and redirected while the positive behaviors of all the students are reinforced, the negative 
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social structure collapses, giving the freedom to all students, regardless of their original 

status, to be full participants in the peer group.  

The results of the focus groups indicate that students as peers can indeed play a strong 

role in influencing behavior and achievement.  Students connected helping their teachers 

and peers with leadership and stated that being expected to and then being recognized for 

helping their teachers and peers to sustain a positive learning environment developed 

confidence in their leadership skills.  Students in the focus groups also said that they felt 

good about helping others and did not mind doing so even when other students were not 

accepting of their support because they believed that those students would later 

appreciate their intervention. Students discussed how they influence other peers by 

showing them the norms, talking to them, and helping them.  Some of their comments 

that reflect a sense of confidence in their leadership and influence include:  

 “I show them [the new students] the norms and tell them about it to try to help 

them pledge and become a leader.”   

 “I didn’t talk to anybody before. I don’t feel like anybody understands me over 

there.  Over here, I feel like I have a lot to talk about.” 

 “Kids just trying to get attention the wrong way.  I talk to them.  Change their 

mind.” 

 “When your peers, you tell them to get in protocol and they don’t want to listen. 

You know sometimes they say, you just think you bossing me around.  It’s not 

that, it’s just what I’m supposed to do.  It’s what we’re supposed to do together.” 

Teachers, staff, and administrators all said that seeing a student transform motivates other 

students to do the same.  They also spoke on how they can rely on student leaders to 
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improve their culture because of the level of respect other students have for them.  One 

staff member said,  “Truth be told, those kids, all it takes is one strong kid in the class and 

that kid will control the whole environment.  If that kid is on task, everybody’s going to 

be on task.”   These findings support Hess’ (2006) normative leadership theory, which 

explains that leaders model norms and can influence the behaviors of their followers and 

also reflect the theory behind Polsky’s Diamond (1962), which demonstrates an informal 

power system that is perpetuated and transmitted to new group members (Vorrath & 

Brendtro, 2007).   

Do statistically significant differences exist in student achievement before 

and after student participation in positive normative culture with intentional 

positive peer influence as measured by Plato FASTRACK pre- and post- scores in 

reading and math?  Archived student achievement data from the 2012-2013 and 2013-

2014 school years were analyzed to determine average growth according to grade level 

equivalencies and to determine the statistical significance of pre- and post- 

administrations for the 457 students who attended the DAEP for 45 days or more. Results 

indicated that during the 2012-2013 school year, there was a statistically significant 

difference between the pre- and post- reading grade level equivalencies.  The average 

pre-reading grade-level equivalency for the sample was 3.9.  The average post-reading 

grade-level equivalency was 5.7.  The difference between the two rendered a paired t-test 

score of 30.92 with a p value of .000. Results also indicate that there was a statistically 

significant difference between the pre- and post- math grade level equivalencies.  The 

average pre- math grade level equivalency for the sample was 2.82.  The average post- 

math equivalency was 5.11.  The difference between the two rendered a paired t-test 
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score of 38.73 with a p value of .000.  Results for the 2013-2014 school year, also 

indicated that there was a statistically significant difference between the pre- and post- 

reading grade level equivalencies for the 503 students who attended the DAEP in the 

study for 45 days or more.  The average pre-reading grade-level equivalency for the 

sample was 4.0.  The average post-reading grade-level equivalency was 5.5.  The 

difference between the two rendered a paired t-test score of 24.73 with a p value of .000. 

Results also indicate that there was a statistically significant difference between the pre- 

and post- math grade level equivalencies.  The average pre- math grade level equivalency 

for the sample was 2.8.  The average post- math equivalency was 4.8.  The difference 

between the two rendered a paired t-test score of 33.48 with a p value of .000. 

These results align with participant comments and themes derived from the focus 

groups, especially those comments from students who regularly stated during their focus 

groups that their grades had improved while enrolled at the DAEP.  These results may be 

a reflection of a strong and positive culture and a caring environment.  In a study of the 

effects of school culture and climate on student achievement, MacNeil, Prater, and Busch 

(2009) found that strong school cultures have better-motivated teachers and that highly 

motivated teachers have greater success in terms of student performance and outcomes.   

In a presentation developed by Osher and Boccanfuso (2014) for the U.S. 

Department of Education Safe and Supportive Technical Assistance Center, a list of 

experiences which contribute to a healthy school climate and academic achievement 

included the following protection factors: connection, safety, positive relationships with 

adults and peers, caring interactions, academic challenges, academic support, academic 

achievement, positive role-modeling, social emotional learning, positive behavioral 



   

 

  127 

 

supports, and access to needed services and supports.  Osher and Boccanfuso (2014) also 

stated that the benefits of these protection factors are improved test scores, improved 

graduation rates, improved school safety, improved school attendance, reduced drop-out 

rates, improved working environments, and higher rates of teacher satisfaction.  While 

this study did not focus specifically on all of these protection factors, the results and 

critical factors of positive normative culture and intentional positive peer influence 

identified through this study point to these protection factors and intersect specifically in 

the areas of connection, positive relationships with adults and peers, caring interactions, 

academic achievement, positive role- modeling, and positive behavioral supports.  

What similarities and differences in attendance and behavior ratings data trends 

exist between students who respond to positive normative culture and intentional 

positive peer influence and those who do not?  By collecting and utilizing both 

quantitative and qualitative data, this mixed-methods case study provided a means for 

clarifying and explaining what contributes to changing the mindsets, behaviors, and 

achievement levels of students referred to DAEPs.  It also provided a means for 

triangulating quantitative with qualitative data to further explore the experiences and 

perceptions of the study participants in order to identify the differences and similarities 

between students who respond to positive normative culture and intentional positive peer 

influence and those who do not. 

Results of an examination of attendance and behavior rating data trends as well as  

focus group participation, primarily indicated that the majority of the students in the 

study had obtained positive behavior ratings by the end of the study. Specifically,  20% 

of the student sample was rated as positive, 53% of the student sample was rated as a 
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member of Student Government, and 10% were in the process of pledging to make 

Student Government. Additionally, students with the lowest behavior ratings had an 

average attendance rate of 54% while students with the higher behavior ratings had an 

average attendance rate of 87%.  

Some differences between students who were on track and those who were not on 

track toward meeting restoration criteria were noted during the focus groups. Students not 

on track to meet the criteria complained that they missed the “freedom” and opportunities 

to participate in athletics that they had in their home schools.  Nonetheless, students who 

had not yet achieved all of the restoration criteria still stated that the positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence helped them to improve not only their 

attendance but also their behavior and their grades.  Also, students who said that they did 

not like walking in protocol, wearing a uniform, or riding a bus to school at the onset of 

the focus group sessions later said during those same sessions that positive normative 

culture and intentional positive peer influence were working for them because they had 

become more focused, attend school more, and improved their grades.  

Implications for School Leadership 

 What was found in common among all students in this study was their desire to 

learn and be successful in school. One possible inference is that all students want to do 

well in school but do not know how to step out of restrictive patterns of behavior to do 

so.   In a paper titled “Student Motivation, School Culture, and Academic Achievement,” 

Renchler (1992) noted that students caught up in a system that dooms them to failure 

channel their motivation into behaviors that cover up that failure and thus protect their 

self-worth.  Similarly, Renchler (1992) found that apathy is a way for many students to 



   

 

  129 

 

avoid a sense of failure, and that those behaving with this motive approach new learning 

experiences with apprehension and fear disguised as indifference.   

Students referred to DAEPs often have underlying reasons for their antisocial 

behaviors, or act out as a way to protect their self-worth.  Sadly, as Renchler (1992) 

stated in his paper, these students have discovered that it is less painful to reject school 

than to reject themselves.  However, if the goal is to re-channel student motivation back 

into prosocial behaviors that lead to improved attitudes toward school and student 

achievement, one implication of this study is that administrators must pay close attention 

to their school culture to set the stage, or setting, for doing just that.   

In the Executive Summary of The School Discipline Consensus Report: Strategies 

from the Field to Keep Students Engaged in School and Out of the Juvenile Justice 

System (2014), it is noted that promoting a positive school climate often takes a back seat 

to mandates to improve test scores and graduation rates, thus creating further 

disconnection for students who need to be reconnected to their education.  The topic of 

reconnecting students to their education has been thoroughly researched.  Suggestions to 

reconnect students include (1) cultivating a sense of ownership or control over a situation 

(deCharms, 1984); (2) helping students generate a feeling of value and reward when they 

engage and complete academic work (Renchler, 1992); (3) creating conditions for 

learning to ensure that students are safe, supported, challenged, and contributing to the 

school community (Osher & Boccanfuso, 2014); and (4) creating a more personalized 

educational environment with an advocate system for students and families (Klem & 

Connell, 2004).  However, these suggestions are not always put into action. 

In a review of the 2014 report titled, School Discipline in the Eyes of School 
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Superintendents and published by AASA (The School Superintendents Association) and 

CDF (The Children’s Defense Fund), a section of the report listing effective strategies to 

reduce suspensions and expulsions cited responses from superintendents to the question,  

“What would have the greatest effect in reducing school suspension?”  Fifty-three percent 

of the superintendents selected greater parental involvement while 40% selected character 

education, social-emotional learning and conflict resolution.  Additionally, 34% cited a 

system of positive behavioral supports as having the greatest effect on reducing 

suspensions, along with improving classroom management (27%), and providing more 

engaging instruction (27%).  Nowhere, however, was there mention of working on 

culture to address school discipline. 

The results of this study aligned more with research surrounding creating 

conditions for learning that impact attendance and student achievement.  Outcomes of 

this study indicated that positive normative culture, in which expected behaviors are 

clearly articulated, and intentional positive peer influence, with which students are 

empowered to take accountability for their own learning, improved student attitudes 

toward school, behaviors, attendance, and reading and math achievement.  The 

implications from this study for school administrators are to: 

 keep culture in the forefront and consider conditions necessary for 

learning; 

 clearly identify expected behaviors for all students and staff; 

 provide students with a strong sense of belonging; 

 provide caring and trusting relationships among students, teachers, staff, 

and administrators; and 
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 adopt a transition protocol to give students who return from a disciplinary 

removal an opportunity to “start over” and re-engage successfully in the 

culture of the referring school.  

Implications for Further Research 

 The findings of this study have opened several opportunities for further research, 

primarily in the area of school connectedness and culture. Research has demonstrated that 

school connectedness has been shown to protect youth from engaging in risky behaviors 

(Bloom, 2004) but a closer look at the reasons causing disconnectedness and research on 

effective interventions may lead to findings to help students stay in and/or reconnect to 

school. 

 Another research option for further study could be to address the roles of students 

and status as they relate to influencing the overall academic culture of a classroom.  

Teachers, administrators, and staff stated in their focus groups that students were 

influenced or motivated to transform by other students who had already transformed.  

Examining Polsky’s Diamond (1962) and Hess’ (2004) force field more closely to 

determine ways to use those tools to influence student participation and engagement 

could provide educators an effective way to manage classrooms and learning.   

 Teachers, administrators, and staff also advocated for students in their focus 

groups in recommending that they get a fresh start and a caring connection upon 

transition to their home school. Following students after their restoration to campus to 

examine their successes and challenges may help school leadership to develop strong 

transition protocols to increase the opportunities for success in the home school setting. 
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Most importantly, however, would be to further study approaches that create more 

supportive and caring environments in the classroom.  As the results of this study 

concluded, teachers play an important role in changing student attitudes toward 

schooling.   Further research to determine how to develop and sustain a supportive and 

caring environment could lead to increased student engagement and student success. 

 While the purpose of this study was to examine positive normative culture and 

intentional positive peer influence in transforming student attitudes, positive behaviors, 

and academic performance; likely, the most important lesson to be learned here is that 

students, all students, want to learn and believe that getting an education is important.  It 

is up to school leadership to provide the culture and learning conditions to keep students 

engaged and protected from rejecting school for reasons that they cannot control.  In fact, 

where school leadership places emphasis can make a difference beyond the school walls 

and into the homes of our students and their communities at large. By ensuring that 

students are secure in their sense of belonging and continuously supported to succeed, 

school leaders can ensure that the needs of all students stay in the forefront.  After all, 

every student deserves an opportunity to obtain an education. 
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UNIVERSITY of HOUSTON 

DIVISION OF RESEARCH 

August 26,2014 

Ms. Julia Guajardo Dean, Education 

Dear Ms. Julia Guajardo, 

The University of Houston's Institutional Review Board, Committee for the Protection of Human 
Subjects (1) reviewed your research proposal entitled "AN EXAMINATION OF THE IMPACT OF 
POSITIVE NORMATIVE CULTURE AND INTENTIONAL POSITIVE INFLUENCE ON STUDENT 
ATIITUDES, POSITIVE BEHAVIORS, AND ACHIEVEMENT IN READING AND MATH" on June 
20, 2014, according to federal regulations and institutional policies and procedures. 

At that time, your project was granted approval contingent upon your agreement to modify your 
protocol as stipulated by the Committee. The changes you have made adequately fulfill the 
requested contingencies, and your project is now APPROVED. 

• Approval Date: August 26, 2014  

• Expiration Date: August 25, 2015  As required by federal regulations governing research in 

human subjects, research procedures (including recruitment,   informed consent, 
intervention, data collection or data analysis) may not be conducted after the expiration 
date.   To ensure that no lapse in approval or ongoing research occurs, please ensure 
that your protocol is resubmitted in RAMP for renewal by the deadline for the July, 2015 

CPHS meeting. Deadlines for submission are located on the CPHS website.   During the 
course of the research, the following must also be submitted to the CPHS:  

 Any proposed changes to the approved protocol, prior to initiation; AND  

 Any unanticipated events (including adverse events, injuries, or outcomes) involving 
possible risk to subjects   or others, within 10 working days.   If you have any 
questions, please contact Samoya Copeland at (713) 743-9534. Sincerely yours, 
  Dr. Daniel O'Connor, Chair  Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects 
(1)   PLEASE NOTE: All subjects must receive a copy of the informed consent 
document, if one is approved for use. All research data, including signed consent 
documents, must be retained according to the University of Houston Data 
Retention Policy (found on the CPHS website) as well as requirements of the 
FDA and ex1ernal sponsor(s), if applicable. Faculty sponsors are responsible for 
retaining data for student projects on the UH campus for the required period of 
record retention.   Protocol Number: 14440-01 Full Review: Expedited Review: X 
316 E. Cullen Building Houston, TX 77204-2015 (713) 743-9204 Fax: (713) 743-
9577 COMMIDEES FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS.  
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                                   UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 

PARENTAL PERMISSION 

 

PROJECT TITLE:  AN EXAMINATION OF THE IMPACT OF POSITIVE 

NORMATIVE CULTURE AND INTENTIONAL POSITIVE PEER INFLUENCE ON  

STUDENT ATTITUDES, POSITIVE BEHAVIORS, AND ACHIEVEMENT IN 

READING AND MATH 

 

Your child is being invited to participate in a research project conducted by Julia 

Guajardo Barrow from the Department of Education Executive E.D. Program at the 

University of Houston.  This research is a part of a dissertation being conducted under he 

supervision of Dr. Robin McGlohn. 

 

NON-PARTICIPATEMENT STATEMENT 

Your child’s participation is voluntary and you or your child may refuse to participate or 

withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which your child is otherwise 

entitled.  Your child may also refuse to answer any question.   

 

PURPOSE OF STUDY 

The purpose of the study is to explore attitudes, behaviors, and reading and math 

achievement of children placed in positive normative culture with intentional positive 

peer influence to improve practice in DAEPs and traditional school settings that 

positively impact children’s achievement. Positive normative culture refers to a culture 

where norms define standards of conduct that are enforced by the influence of the peer 

group, negative behavior is confronted, and positive behavior is reinforced.  Intentional 

positive peer influence is the empowerment of students to fully participate in their peer 

group, influence their peers as they adopt desired behaviors, and monitor their own 

behavior as well as that of their peers. This study will include the administration of a pre- 

and post- survey to measure your child’s attitudes toward schooling and participation in a 

focus group to further determine critical factors that impact children’s attitudes toward 

schooling and positive behaviors within positive normative culture.   

 

PROCEDURES 

Your child will be one of approximately 50 subjects to be asked to participate in the 

project at this location.  Your child will be asked to take a five minute, 35-question 

survey immediately after enrollment and then again during his/her last week of 

enrollment in the program.  Your child will also be asked to participate in a 45 to 90 

minute focus group to discuss his/her experiences in the program to determine what led to 

his/her success or lack of success in improving his/her behavior and attitude toward 

school.   

 

Sample focus group questions include: 

 

 How has learning about norms influenced your thinking and decision-making? 
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 Which norms have the most meaning for you and why? 

 How do you feel about supporting your peers and teachers? 

 How does your support to others impact your learning? 

 What successes have you experienced while enrolled at the DAEP? 

 What do you think are the reasons for your successes?  

 What challenges have you experienced while enrolled at the DAEP? 

 What do you think are the reasons for your challenges? 

 What is different about your experience at this school from your home school? 

 If there is one thing you could ask your teacher or principal to do or provide to 

you in your home school to help you be successful, what would it be? 

 

Your child’s demographic records (gender, ethnicity and referral reason) as well as their 

reading and math pre- and post- test scores will be accessed for research purposes.  Your 

child’s participation will not affect his/her grades in any way. 

 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your child’s participation in 

this project.  Each subject’s name will be paired with a code number by the principal 

investigator.  This code number will appear on all written materials.  The list pairing the 

subject’s name to the assigned code number will be kept separate from all research 

materials and will be available only to the principal investigator.  Confidentiality will be 

maintained within legal limits. 

 

 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 

There is a minimal potential for discomfort. Some participants might feel embarrassed to 

share their thoughts or might feel sad talking about their experiences with other children 

in the focus group. Participants do not have to answer any questions that they do not want 

to answer. Participants will be referred to on site counselors should they become upset 

due to any difficult topics. 

 

Your child’s reading and math pre- and post- scores will be accessed.  They will be used 

for the research but will not be disclosed or discussed in the focus group.  

 

BENEFITS 

There are no direct benefits to subjects, however by participating in this study, your child 

will be able to reflect upon his/her experiences and articulate his/her success or lack of 

success factors thus aiding in his/her future decision-making.  Your child may also help 

investigators better understand how to better recover and prevent at risk students from 

dropping out of school. 

 

ALTERNATIVES 
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Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-

participation. 

 

 

 

PUBLICATION STATEMENT 

The results of this statement may be published in professional and/or scientific journals.  

It may also be used for educational purposes or for professional presentations.  However, 

no subject will be identified. 

 

AGREEMENT FOR THE USE OF AUDIO TAPES 

If you consent to your child’s participation in this study, please indicate whether you 

agree to him/her being audiotaped during the focus groups by checking the appropriate 

box below.   

 

 _____ I agree that my child may be audiotaped during the study. 

 _____ I do not agree that my child may be audiotaped during the study. 

 

A subject cannot take part in the research if they do not agree to the audiotaping.  

 
The audiotapes used in the study will be transcribed and recordings discarded. 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

SUBJECT RIGHTS 

 

1. I understand that personal consent is required of all persons under the age of 18 

participating in this project.  I understand that my child will also be asked to agree 

to participate. 

 

2. All procedures have been explained to me and I have been provided an 

opportunity to ask any questions I might have regarding my child’s participation. 

 

3. Any risks and/or discomfort have been explained to me. 

 

4. Any benefits have been explained to me. 

 

5. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Dr. Robin McGlohn at 

832-228-4061.   
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6. I have been told that my child or I may refuse to participate or to stop his/her 

participation in this project at any time before or during the project.  My child 

may also refuse any question. 

 

7. ANY QUESTIONS REGARDING MY CHILD’S RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH 

SUBJECT MAY BE ADDRESSED TO THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 

COMMITTEE FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS (713-743-

9204). 

 

8. All information that is obtained in connection with this project and that can be 

identified with my child will remain confidential as far as possible within legal 

limits.  Information gained from this study that can be identified with my child 

may be released to no one other than the principal investigator and Dr. Robin 

McGlohn.  The results may be published in scientific journals, professional 

publications, or educational presentations without identifying my child by name. 

 

 

NAME OF CHILD: ________________________________________ 

 

I agree to allow my child to participate in this research project: 

 YES __________ NO__________ 

 

Signature of Parent/Guardian: ___________________________________________ 
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UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 

CONSENTIMIENTO PARA PARTICIPITAR EN UNA INVESTIGACION 

 

TITULO DE PROYECTO:  UNA EXAMINACION DEL IMPACTO DE  CULTURA 

NORMATIVA POSITIVA Y INFLUENCIA INTECIONALMENTE POSITIVA DE 

GRUPO EN LAS ACTITUDES, COMPORTAMIENTOS POSITIVOS, Y LOGROS EN 

LECTURA Y MATEMATICAS 

 

Su niño/a está invitado/a a participar en un proyecto de estudio conducido por Julia 

Guajardo Barrow del Departamento de Educación, Programa Ejecutivo de Educación 

E.D. en la Universidad de Houston.  Esta investigación es parte de una disertación que 

está siendo conducida bajo la supervisión de la Dra. Robin McGlohn.  

 

DECLARACION DE NO PARTICIPACION 

La participación de su hijo/a es voluntaria y usted o su hijo/a pueden rehusarse a 

participar o retirarse de la investigacion en cualquier tiempo sin penalidad o pérdida de 

beneficios para los cuales su estudiante tendría derecho.  Su hijo/a también puede 

rehusarse  a contestar a cualquier pregunta. 

 

PROPOSITO DEL ESTUDIO 

El propósito del estudio es explorar actitudes, comportamientos, y logros en lectura y 

matematicas de ninos que estan en cultura normativa positiva con influencia 

intencionalmente positivade grupo para mejorar las practicas en escuelas disciplinarias y 

tradicionales que positivamente impactan los logros de los estudiantes.  Cultura positiva 

normativa refiere a una cultura donde las normas determinan estándares de conducta que 

están reforzadas por la influencia del grupo de estudiantes, donde el comportamiento 

negativo es enfrentado, y el comportamiento positivo es reforzado. Influencia 

intencionalmente positiva es el empoderamiento de estudiantes a participar 

completamente en su grupo paritario, influir sus compañeros mientras adoptan 

comportamientos deseados, y monitorear su propio comportamiento y el de sus 

compañeros. Esta investigacion incluirá la administración de una encuesta antes de 

empezar y al terminar el programa para medir las actitudes de los estudiantes hacia la 

escuela y la participación en un grupo de enfoque para más adelante determinar factores 

críticos que impactan las actitudes de ellos hacia la escuela y hacia los comportamientos 

positivos dentro de cultura normativa positiva.  
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PROCEDIMIENTOS 

Su hijo/a será uno de los aproximadamente 50 estudiantes que serán invitados a participar 

en el proyecto en esta locación.  Se le pedirá a su hijo/a tomar un cuestionario de cinco 

minutos con 35 preguntas inmediatamente después de haberse inscrito y luego otro 

durante su última semana de estar en el programa.  También se le preguntara a su hijo/a 

que participe en grupo de enfoque de 45 a 90 minutos para discutir sus experiencias en el 

programa y determinar que lo o la llevo a su éxito o a la falta de éxito en mejorar su 

comportamiento y actitud hacia la escuela. 

 

 

 

Las clases de preguntas que se usaran en el grupo de enfoque incluyen: 

 

 Como ha influido tus pensamientos y tu toma de decisiones lo que has aprendido 

de normas? 

 Cuales normas tienen mas significado para ti? 

 Como te sientes al apoyar a tus compañeros y tus maestros? 

 Como influye tu aprendizaje el apoyar a otros?   

 Cuales éxitos has tenido mientras inscrito en el programa disciplinario?  

 Cuales crees que son las razones por tus éxitos? 

 Cuales retos has tenido mientras inscrito en el programa disciplinario? 

 Cuales  crees que son las razones por tus retos?  

 Que es diferente de tus experiencias en esta escuela contra tus experiencias en tu 

escuela normal? 

 Si hay alguna cosa que pudieras pedirle al director o maestro al regresar a tu 

escuela normal que te ayudara tener éxito, que seria?  

 

Se usaran los archivos demográficos (genero, etnicidad, y razón por su remisión) de su 

hijo/a se usaran igual como los resultados de sus exámenes de lectura y matemáticas 

como parte de la investigación. La participación de su hijo/a no afectara sus grados en 

ninguna manera.  

 

CONFIDENCIALIDAD 

Se hará todo lo necesario para mantener la confidencialidad sobre la participación de su 

hijo/a en este proyecto.  A cada estudiante se le asignara un número clave por la 

investigadora principal.  Este número clave aparecerá en todos os materiales escritos.  La 

lista con los nombres de los estudiantes y el número de clave asignado a cada estudiante 

se mantendrá separado de todos los materiales del estudio y estará disponible solamente 

para la investigadora principal.  Confidencialidad se mantendrá dentro de los límites 

legales.  

 

RIESGOS/INCOMODIDAD 
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Algunos participantes podrian sentirse avergonados de compartir sus ideas o podrian 

sentirse tristes al compartir sus experiencias con los demas ninos en el grupo de enfoque.  

Los participantes no tienen que contestar ninguna pregunta que ellos no quieran 

contestar.  Los participantes seran referidos a consejeros de la escuela si es que ellos se 

senten mal debido de la dificultad de algunos topicos.  Se tendra aceso a los records de su 

nino/a de lectura y matematicas que se tomaran al principio y al final de su inscripcion.  

Se usaran para la investigacion pero no se compartiran o discutiran en el grupo de 

enfoque. 

 

BENEFICIOS 

No hay beneficios directos para su hijo/a al participar en este estudio, pero su hijo/a podrá 

reflexionar sobre sus experiencias y articular sobre los factores de su éxito o la falta de 

éxito, y así ayudarse a tomar decisiones en el futuro.  Su hijo/a también puede ayudar a 

los investigadores a entender como mejor recuperar y prevenir que los estudiantes en 

riesgo se salgan o dejen la escuela.   

 

ALTERNATIVAS  

La participación en este proyecto es voluntaria y la única otra alternativa es no participar.  

 

PUBLICACION DEL INFORME 

Los resultados de este estudio pueden ser publicados en un jornal o revista profesional o 

científico.  Este informe también puede ser usado para propósitos educacionales o para 

presentaciones personales.  De cualquier manera, el estudiante nunca será identificado.  

 

ACUERDO PARA EL USO DE LAS GRABACIONES AUDITIVAS 

Si usted consiente en la participación de su estudiante en este estudio, por favor indique si 

también usted esta de acuerdo en que su estudiante sea grabado durante los grupos de 

enfoque por medio de marcar donde corresponde.  

 

_____ Si estoy de acuerdo en que mi estudiante sea audio grabado durante el estudio. 

_____ No estoy de acuerdo en que mi estudiante sea audio grabado durante el estudio.  

 

Un sujeto no puede tomar parte en la investigación si no esta de acuerdo a ser grabado. 

 

Las cintas de audio usadas en el estudio serán transcritas y las grabaciones destruidas. 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

DERECHOS DEL ESTUDIANTE 

 

1. Yo entiendo que un permiso personal es requerido de todas las personas menores 

de 18 anos que participaren en este proyecto. Yo entiendo que a mi hijo/a también 

se le preguntara si esta de acuerdo en participar. 

 



   

 

 

  10 

 

2. Todos los procedimientos me han sido explicados y se me ha dado la oportunidad 

de hacer cualquier pregunta que yo pudiera tener relacionada con la participación 

de mi hijo/a.  

 

3. Se me han explicado todos los riesgos o inconveniencias. 

 

4. Se me han explicado los beneficios. 

 

5. Yo entiendo que si tengo alguna pregunta puedo llamar a la Dra. Robin McGlohn 

al 832-228-4061. 

 

6. Se me ha dicho que mi hijo/a o yo podemos rehusar participar o dejar de 

participar en este proyecto en cualquier tiempo antes o durante el proyecto.  Mi 

estudiante también puede rehusar contestar cualquier pregunta. 

 

7. CUALQUIER PREGUNTA RELACIONADA CON LOS DERECHOS DE MI 

HIJO/A COMO PARTICIPANTE DE ESTE ESTUDIO PUEDEN SER 

DIRIGIDAS AL COMITÉ PARA LA PROTECCION DE SUJETOS 

HUMANOS DE LA UNIVERSIDAD DE HOUSTON AL 713-743-9204. 

 

8. Toda la información que sea obtenida con este proyecto y que pueda estar 

identificada con mi hijo o hija permanecerá todo lo confidencialmente posible 

dentro de los limites legales.  La información ganada de este estudio que pueda 

ser identificada con mi hijo o hija no puede ser dada a nadie mas que a la 

investigadora principal y a la Dra. Robin McGlohn.  Los resultados pueden ser 

publicados en jornales científicos, publicaciones profesionales o presentaciones 

educacionales sin identificar a mi hijo/hija por nombre.  

 

NOMBRE DEL ESTUDIANTE:________________________________________ 

Yo estoy de acuerdo que mi hijo o hija participe en este proyecto de investigación: 

 SI __________ NO__________ 

 

Firma de Padre/Madre o Guardián: ___________________________________________ 
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School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised  © D. B. McCoach, University of 

Connecticut, 2002 

Instructions: This survey should take approximately 5 minutes to complete.  Please rate 

how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. In answering each 

question, use a range from (1) to (7) where (1) stands for strongly disagree and (7) 

stands for strongly agree. Please circle only one response choice per question. 

Statement 

1. My classes are interesting.                                                               1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

2. I am intelligent.                                                                                1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

3. I can learn new ideas quickly in school.                                          1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

4. I check my assignments before I turn them in.                                1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

5. I am smart in school.                                                                        1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

6. I am glad that I go to this school.                                                     1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

7. This is a good school.                                                                       1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

8. I work hard at school.                                                                       1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

9. I relate well to my teachers.                                                              1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
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10. I am self-motivated to do my schoolwork.                                     1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

11. I am good at learning new things in school.                                   1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

12. This school is a good match for me.                                               1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

13. School is easy for me.                                                                     1  2  3  4  5  6   7 

14. I like my teachers.                                                                           1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

15. I want to get good grades in school.                                                1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

16. My teachers make learning interesting.                                           1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

17. My teachers care about me.                                                             1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

18. Doing well in school is important for my future career goals.        1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

19. I like this school.                                                                              1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

20. I can grasp complex concepts in school.                                          1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

21. Doing well in school is one of my goals.                                         1  2  3  4  5  6 7 

22. I am capable of getting straight A’s.                                                1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

23. I am proud of this school.                                                                1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

24. I complete my schoolwork regularly.                                              1  2  3  4  5  6  7 
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25. It’s important to get good grades in school.                                    1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

26. I am organized about my schoolwork.                                            1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

27. I use a variety of strategies to learn new material.                          1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

28. I want to do my best in school.                                                       1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

29. It is important for me to do well in school.                                     1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

30. I spend a lot of time on my schoolwork.                                         1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

31. Most of the teachers at this school are good teachers.                    1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

32. I am a responsible student.                                                              1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

33. I put a lot of effort into my schoolwork.                                         1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

34. I like my classes.                                                                             1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

35. I concentrate on my schoolwork.                                                    1  2  3  4  5  6  7 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 


