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Abstract
According to a recent report from the National Center for Educational Statistics,
approximately 20% of the United States’ high-school aged population is at risk of
dropping out of high school, an outcome that strongly limits participation in economic
and educational opportunities. The importance of earning a high school diploma has
increased many local districts’ efforts to close graduation gaps across the student
population. Accordingly, this study evaluated a recuperative environmental leadership
and service (EL&S) program in a northwestern local district to ascertain its effectiveness
in providing at-risk students the personal and academic support required for high school
graduation. Following the logic model program theory, this study examined the
program’s effectiveness in redirecting off-track students by comparing on time (4 year)
and extended-time (> 4 years) graduation rates of at-risk students who did participate (n =
96) and did not participate (n = 76) in the EL&S. Through an ANCOVA, the 4 year and
extended graduation rates, 68.3% and 89.1%, respectively, were analyzed and found to be
higher than the on-time and extended-time graduation rates for the local district, 65.8%
and 68.5%. Results indicated that the EL&S does statistically increase the participants’
likelihood of graduating from high school. These findings illustrate the utility of EL&S
interventions for at-risk students who have experienced multiple indicators of educational
failure. Replication or adaptation of this EL&S program could provide social change
benefits to educational stakeholders seeking to close the graduation gap; to families
seeking educative and personal support for at-risk students; and to struggling students

desiring to contribute to the economic, educative, and social growth of their community.
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Section 1: The Problem
Introduction

The importance of a high school diploma to American students’ future economic
and educational opportunities is well documented (Levin, 2009; Mudge & Higgins,
2011), many students in the United States believe that high school is unauthentic, lacking
relevance, and boring (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Balfanz, 2009). These student feelings and
perceptions about school are often manifested as disengagement from school (Bridgeland
et al. 2009). The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (Gates, 2010) stated that students
who disengage from school can exhibit poor attendance, a lack of credits due to course
failure, and few or limited relationships within the school. These are also characteristics
of students at risk of educational failure. Students with these characteristics frequently
drop out of high school (Allensworth & Easton, 2005; 2007; Balfanz, Wang, & Byrnes,
2010). School districts need to investigate avenues to redirect at-risk students so that
they may achieve educational attainment, specifically high school graduation (Power,
2008).

Many districts implement special programs in order to encourage graduation,
even among at-risk populations. These programs are designed to provide support,
assistance, or other resources to promote the outcomes desired by the district and state
objectives (Allensworth & Easton, 2007; Balfanz et al., 2007; Gates, 2010). This study
examined a program in a local district in a northwestern state that has implemented a
recuperative program to better connect at-risk students to the learning environment, in

hopes of promoting student success as well as high school graduation. Over the 13 years



of this program’s existence, its administrators have gathered qualitative and quantitative
data including indications of participating students’ feelings and their educational
outcomes after participation. Although the qualitative data have been analyzed and
indicate positive program impact, this program’s effectiveness has never been evaluated
formally or holistically. | conducted a program evaluation of this local environmental
leadership and service program (EL&S) in an effort to ascertain this program’s
effectiveness, with the overall goal of enabling the administration to make data-based
decisions to benefit students who are at risk of educational failure, to allocate resources,
and potentially expand programs.
Definition of the Problem

An important duty of educators is to know whether an educational program
supports educational attainment in the community they serve. The problem facing the
local district was that officials did not know whether or not the EL&S actually improved
graduation rates for high school students at risk of educational failure (i.e., dropping out
of school). It was important to assess the effectiveness of the EL&S in supporting
educational achievement of the high school diploma in order to determine the efficacy of
the program in relation to resources used in support of the local district graduation goals.

Educational attainment, as evidenced by a high school diploma, is an important
criterion for success in life (Balfanz, 2009). Many school districts across the United
States struggle to develop programs and curriculum to address this important problem, as
evidenced by low graduation rates (Allensworth & Easton, 2005; 2007; Balfanz et al.,

2010). Heckman (2011) posited that educational attainment is an issue of equity and



economics for American society. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2012), a high
school dropout can expect to earn $20,241 annually—$ 10,236 less than most high school
graduates and $36,424 less than a college graduate with a bachelor’s degree.
Additionally, citizens with higher levels of educational attainment benefit society with
increased tax revenues, better family mental and physical health, and decreased
dependence on government (Mudge & Higgins, 2011). The many ramifications of
dropping out of college were summarized by U.S. President Barack Obama (as cited in
Balfanz, 2009)’s statement, “Dropping out of high school is no longer an option. It’s not
just quitting on yourself; it’s quitting on your country” (p. 21).

Educational researchers have identified several early warning predictors of a
student’s ability to graduate high school. Primary among those is a lack of school credit
accumulation in accord with one’s peer group. Educational research corroborates that
recuperative programs can provide the academic and affective support needed to help
students renew their interest in schooling and get back on track for high school
graduation (Gates, 2010; Hammond, Linton, Smink, & Drew, 2007). Recuperative
educational programs are designed to provide guidance for recovering lost credits and
enhance academic skills to support graduation for participants at risk of low educational
attainment or dropping out of high school

Recuperative program success relies on program design and implementation
based on characteristics that incorporate teaching strategies to address the whole student.
Successful recuperative programs develop the characteristics of social awareness and

self-awareness skills framed in social emotional learning (SEL) (Durlak, Weissberg,



Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). These SEL skills are modeled, assessed, and
taught as part of the non-cognitive desired traits (Allodi, 2011a; 2011b; Durlak et al.,
2011).

Hammond et al. (2007) noted that dropout prevention programs use a combination
of personal assets and skill building, academic support, family outreach, and a change in
the school environment. Experiential education programs that use adventure
programming and service learning pedagogy may provide authentic learning experiences
that encourage students and keep them in school for educational attainment (Glover,
2013). In this project study | evaluated a recuperative environmental leadership and
service program’s (EL&S) effectiveness on high school graduation rates of at-risk
students.

This study specifically examined programs at a local school district with low
graduation rates in the Pacific Northwest. The local districts’ on-time graduation rate in
2011-12 for the 4-year high school cohort was 65.8%, and the extended graduation rate
was 68.5% (OSPI, 2013). The State of Washington had a 4-year high school cohort
graduation rate of 77.2%, indicating the local school district’s graduation rates were well
below the state average (OSPI, 2013). This district made efforts to improve graduation
with academic interventions such as Saturday school and use of advisory groups;
however, graduation rates remained low for the local district. They supported an EL&S
recuperative program to help students graduate and get back on track. However, they did

not know if this program was directly affecting graduation rates. A program evaluation
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was necessary and the missing link in determining the effectiveness of the EL&S towards
the local district graduation goal.

The local northwestern school district implemented a recuperative environmental
leadership and service program (EL&S) that incorporates many of the best practices of
dropout prevention programs. The problem leading to the project study for the local
school district was to assess the effectiveness of the EL&S to support high school
graduation. Through evaluation, the stakeholders determined the EL&S program’s
effective recuperative path toward graduation. In the following section, | presented the
rationale of the need for a program evaluation.

Rationale

Program evaluation is an important component of quality assurance and alignment
of instructional practice with identified student achievement outcomes (Bucher, 2010). A
northwest district needed to assess the effectiveness of a program designed to help
students attain graduation. Educational attainment, recognized as completion of a high
school degree, is an important societal goal and the paramount duty of all local school
districts (Levin, 2009; Mudge & Higgins, 2011). Gates (2010) described the importance
of identifying students at risk of educational failure and providing a variety of programs
that incorporate best practices with recuperative programs. The local district data
illustrated the loss of one credit as a first semester freshman reduces the chances of
graduating in 4 years to 53% (A. Spicciati, personal communication, August, 22, 2013).
The 2011-12 and 2012-13 school years identified 44% and 43% of students, respectively,

as off track to graduate based on lack of credit attainment (S. Updike, personal



communication, July 29, 2013). The district strategic plan articulated that 90% of
students from the current freshman class graduated (XLSD, 2013a). Reaching this goal
required recuperative intervention for credit attainment. The EL&S program offers such
an opportunity; but, though it has been in existence for over a decade, no analysis had yet
been conducted to determine the program’s effectiveness or the impact of participation on
high school graduation rates.

Allensworth and Easton (2005, 2007) recorded a connection between low
graduation rates and loss of attempted credits as early as freshman year. In their 2007
study of Chicago schools, they reported that

The on track indicator is highly predictive of graduation . . . [but] there are several

related measures of how well students do during their freshman year that are

equally predictive and more readily available, including freshman-year GPA, the

number of semester course failures, and freshman-year absences. (p. 3)

In their longitudinal analyses of graduation trends, Allensworth and Easton (2007)
concluded that these factors, based on the following definitions, are sound predictors of
high school graduation:

On-Track: A student is considered on-track if he or she has accumulated five full

credits (ten semester credits) and has no more than one semester F in a core

subject (English, Math, science, or social science) by the end of the first year in

high school. (p. 4)



Number of Semester Course Failures: We measure failures across all courses

by semester . . . overall course performance, not just performance in core subjects.

(p. 4).

GPA: [This factor] is measured by unweighted GPA for all credit-bearing

courses. (p.5)

Course Absences: Absences are counted on a course-by-course basis and then

aggregated into total number of days absent. (p. 5).

The Allensworth & Easton studies (2005, 2007) provide valuable insight into graduation
from the vantage of the freshman student. From their work, it is clear that although being
on-track in a broad sense predicts graduation, an in depth look at these other factors
provide more insight into understanding graduation rates, especially for anyone
developing or supporting student focused interventions. Because course failure directly
affects a student’s GPA and course credit attainment, factors directly linked to
graduation, it accurately predicts graduation rates 80% of the time.

The local district in this study also identified credit attainment as a reliable
indicator for graduation status. In analysis of local district graduation data, the loss of
one credit (1 year long course failure) reduced a freshman’s ability to graduate in 4 years
to 53%. While with the loss of two credits a freshman had a 44% chance of graduating
than students without loss of credits (A. Spicciati, personal communication, August 22,
2013). In order to improve matriculation, this local district used these indicators of off

track behaviors to identify student participants for the EL&S program participation.



Although the local school had gathered data on the EL&S program over its 13-
year existence, these data had not been fully analyzed at the start of this study.
Participants already provided qualitative and quantitative indicators about their
participation in the EL&S program on an annual basis, but only the qualitative comments
were being collected, restricting review of the program impact on students to an
anecdotal basis. NCLB requires district graduation data to be collected and analyzed,;
however, the data were not disaggregated for EL&S participants and program purposes
prior to this study. This local district, therefore, had not used the quantitative district data
regarding this program’s impact on graduation rates as a basis for any program or district
decisions. An examination of the 13 years of available district data revealed this
program’s impact on at risk students to understand the program’s effectiveness related to
helping these students graduate.

The local school district was previously the subject of a 2007 alternative
education study. This study, financed by a Gates Foundation grant, was commissioned
by the school district and reviewed the EL&S program as one of 10 programs reviewed
(McNeil, 2007). McNeil’s recommendations for improving program effectiveness
included increasing program capacity, and tracking student participants’ high school
completion rates. This gap in the EL&S practice of tracking participants’ graduation
rates was revisited during recent meetings with district administration (meeting notes,
June 7, 2012).

The EL&S lacked analysis of existing district data to determine the program’s

impact on student participants’ graduation rates and was a missing piece that could guide



programming decisions. The local district administration needed to ascertain and assess
the degree to which the EL&S program supports graduation attainment (meeting notes,
June 7, 2012). Increasing the graduation rate to 19 out of 20 students was part of the
local district’s strategic plan (XLSD, 2012). The local district needed to determine if low
graduation rates were addressed through participation in the EL&S. A gap existed in
analysis of collected empirical data to discover how the EL&S program affects
graduation rates. My study addressed the local district’s lack of understanding in regards
to the effectiveness of the EL&S and provided a method of closing this gap: a summative
program evaluation using the logic model framework.

Definitions

This section will define particular terms to support greater understanding and
clarity. The definitions are specific to my study.

Environmental leadership and service-learning program (EL&S). A
recuperative program that, in the context of this study, includes adventure education,
experiential education, environmental education and service learning. EL&S programs
are designed to provide instruction and authentic leadership experiences within the theme
of environmental education. Service learning opportunities include environmental
restoration, leadership and role modeling for younger youth in a residential outdoor
education setting (XLSD, 2013b).

Adventure education. An educational philosophy as well as an educational

methodology. Adventure education includes activities that have a perceived risk students
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must overcome for success, i.e. backpacking, snow shoeing, and challenge courses
(Breunig, 2005a; Knapp, 2010; Warren, Mitten, & Loeffler, (2008).

Credit attainment. For the purpose of this study, credit attainment will be
described as passing all assigned classes. Students who fail classes will be considered at
risk of educational failure (Allensworth & Easton, 2005).

Educational attainment. Educational or academic attainment is the goal of
providing every student a successful path to high school graduation with the skills and
education to be successful in additional schooling, work and life (Levin, 2009; Mudge &
Higgins, 2011). Educational attainment and high school graduation are interchangeable
terms for this study.

Evaluand. A program or component being studied (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006).
In the context of this study, the term evaluand refers to the EL&S program’s philosophies
and pedagogy.

Experiential education. An educational method where the teacher frames a
learning opportunity for students; the students participate in the activity or experience and
then reflect and create meaning from their participation. Experiential Learning actively
engages the student through facilitated direct experiences by the teacher (Breunig, 2005a;
Dewey, 1938). Kolb (1984) developed an experiential learning cycle that includes four
stages for learning: the concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract
conceptualization and active experimentation.

Extended graduation rates. Extended graduation rates will include students that

graduate 5 years and 6 years from their freshman cohort (Allensworth & Easton, 2007,



11
Bridgeland et al., 2009; XLSD, 2013a). For example, a student that enters high school in

Fall 2013 and graduates in 2018 would be considered as a 5-year graduate and a 6-year
graduate if the same student graduated in 2019.

Graduation rates. On time graduation rate is matriculating 4-years from the time
a student enters, as a freshman and extended graduation rate will be defined as graduating
after the student’s freshman cohort year (Allensworth & Easton, 2007; Levin, 2009). For
example, a freshman cohort enters high school Fall 2013 would be labeled the graduation
class of 2017.

Logic model for program evaluation. A framework for program evaluation that
incorporates a theory of change for desired results based on program inputs (resources),
processes (activities or strategies), outputs (tangible results), and outcomes (impact or
benefits). The first two components are the planned work and the last two are the
intended results of the plan (Frechtling, 2007; Kellogg, 2004; Knowlton & Phillips, 2013;
McNamara, 2013).

Recuperative program. Designed to support students to gain the necessary
classes or class recovery, and skills for educational attainment towards graduation (Gates,
2010).

Service learning. An experiential learning activity in which students learn by
providing a service to the school community or larger community (Richards et al., 2013).
Service learning activities may include working to repair riparian zones, assist in a
classroom, or serve as a leader in a cabin group during a residential outdoor

environmental education program.
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Students at risk of educational failure. Students at risk of educational failure
will be defined as students that have at least one identified risk factors such as attendance
under 90%, class failure, behavior referral, or failure to pass a state required test for
graduation (Allensworth & Easton, 2007).

Social emotional learning (SEL). SEL is defined as intentional instruction
supporting the social and emotional development of the students. Skills included in SEL
are social awareness (relationships), self-awareness, perseverance, decision-making, and
goal setting (Durlak et al., 2011).

Significance

Stoiber (2011) called for the need of evidenced-based practices of school
innovations that incorporate SEL successfully. Moreover, many educational researchers
call for using evidence to guide school improvement (Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Heberger,
Christie, & Alkin, 2010). This project study of the EL&S has the potential to provide the
aforementioned evidence of the real power of SEL and EL&S integration with
academics. The relationship between participation in the EL&S and graduation rates has
been identified as a benchmark for understanding program efficacy (McNeil, 2007). The
results of this study provides impetus for the district to include more of the research-
based practices regarding the affective domain and program pedagogy with the positive
results of the EL&S integrated approach on students at-risk for educational failure in the
local district. EL&S components included in recuperative programs have been identified

as an element in support of students’ graduation, which is the focus of my study.
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Educational research has identified indicators that can predict students’ chances
for either graduating or dropping out of high school as early as 8™ grade (Allensworth &
Easton, 2007). Paramount among those indicators is credit attainment in accord with the
student’s peer group. Recuperative programs that assist students to get back on track for
graduation are one strategy for school districts to support graduation of students at risk of
educational failure. Research indicates those programs with strong affective elements as
well as an academic focus are likely to have the most positive impact. The district in this
study has had such an integrative program in place for over a decade; however, the effect
on participants’ actual educational attainment via high school completion has never been
investigated.

Despite positive anecdotal evidence from students, high school counselors, and
parents, the program has not achieved full implementation. Investigating the impact
between program participation and educational attainment provided the evidence needed
to sustain and expand. This investigation supported closing the gap in program practice
through the retrieval and analysis of archival district data. Closing this gap in practice
provided the school board of directors the necessary evidence to make decisions on the
efficacy, efficiency, possible expansion or restructuring, and continued or enhanced
funding of the EL&S program.

Guiding/Research Question
Program evaluation is an important, and often overlooked aspect of program

implementation. The use of state and local district data to determine effectiveness of
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program outcomes is a necessary component in guiding programs for success in reaching
their objectives and goals.

Accordingly, the goal of this project study was to assess the effectiveness of the
EL&S in support graduation for students at risk of educational failure. The EL&S has
operated since 2001 with anecdotal evidence of success; however, no empirical data have
been analyzed to affirm higher graduation rate than similar students at risk of educational
failure compared to EL&S participants. This study addressed this gap. The guiding
question for this study was: Is this recuperative EL&S program effectively supporting
improved graduation rates for the local district? Or, restated, what is the impact of the
EL&S program on participating students’ graduation? Specifically, the study explored
how the graduation rates of EL&S program participants’ compared to those of their non-
participating at-risk counterparts. The program graduation data in comparison to similar
students at risk of educational failure provided a valid comparison for district
administration for resource allocation and perhaps program expansion. Furthermore, the
results of this summative program evaluation provided the impetus for a formative
evaluation(s) of the program processes to determine if changes or expansion were needed
to support improved high school graduation rates.

The inception of this project study for the EL&S program began as an attempt to
validate the change theory and program philosophy that when students are provided an
educational experience that is based on a SEL curriculum, rich in authentic educational
experiences, and environmental leadership as the integrating concept—students’ at risk of

educational failure would be successful in graduating high school. The problem facing
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the local district was assessing the graduation rates of EL&S participants. The EL&S is a
recuperative program for students at risk of dropping out of high school that to date has
not conducted an evaluation to ascertain the effect of participation in the EL&S on
graduation. A summative evaluation identifying EL&S participants’ graduation rates and
comparing them to a similar cohort of students was needed to determine the extent to
which the program has improved graduation rates.
Review of the Literature

The EL&S program philosophy was designed based on the conceptual and
pedagogical theories of experiential education—including environmental and adventure
education, project based or expeditionary learning, and service learning; coupled with
SEL practices. The EL&S is a unique program developed with the distinctive resources
and community attributes of the local northwestern school district. However, the
effectiveness of the EL&S has not been determined. Smith (2013) articulated the
importance of choosing the correct evaluation design based upon the culture of the
organization and needs of the program. Smith further stated the need to discern both the
benefits and limitations before choosing a program evaluation methodology. Following
Smith’s advice, | conducted a multi-approach search to learn about program evaluation
with programs similar to the EL&S and for literature on various program evaluation
methods.

| began with a search for educational literature through a review of the
membership organizations in professional associations: Association of Experiential

Education (AEE), Residential Outdoor Environmental Education (ROEE), and
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Residential Environmental Learning Centers (RELC) coupled with numerous years of
professional involvement in experiential and residential outdoor environmental education
professional organizations, for literature and program practices. | found no evidence of a
similar program to replicate an evaluation protocol.

Walden University and the local participating school district libraries were used to
obtain sources for the literature review. | used Education Resources Information Centre
(ERIC), Education Research Complete (EBSCO Publishing), Google Scholars, and Sage
databases to find current, peer-reviewed articles. The following key words and Boolean
terms were selected for review by literature program evaluation, logic model, adventure
and experiential learning programs, outdoor education, educational evaluation,
evaluation theory, and social and/or educational change theory. | found program
evaluation literature from the 1970s—1990s discussing the value and merit of different
approaches and a dearth of literature until the past 5 years. My research has found
minimum meta-analysis of program evaluation.

| also mined the reference section of articles pertinent to my study. Priority was
given to articles and studies within the last 5 years, although older, original, or seminal
sources were cited for foundational principles as were appropriate. In addition, books
written by prominent evaluation experts were also consulted. These books were found
through Google Scholar and books available in my library and the professional libraries
in the local participating school district. The following review of evaluation literature

provided me with an understanding of the historical significance of program evaluation
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and guidance to determine an appropriate approach for the evaluation of the EL&S
program.
Theoretical Foundation

Early evaluation literature of adventure and experiential education programs was
based on anecdotal statements and often sounded like marketing material (Hattie, Marsh,
Neill, & Richards, 1997). Similarly, Sheard and Golby (2006) found anecdotal evidence
continued to frame the attempts of evaluation for experiential education program.
Adventure education research conducted by Hattie et al. (1997) was a meta-analysis of
educational outcomes in adventure education programs and became the seminal paper
that explored the commonality of themes to describe specific educational outcomes.
These themes include leadership, self-concept, academic, personality, interpersonal, and
sense of adventure. Since the work of Hattie et al., experiential and service learning
programs have incorporated program evaluations based on these six themes (Glass &
Benshoff, 2002; Hindes, Thorne, Schwean, & McKeough, 2008; Larson, 2007; Richards,
et al., 2013; Seaman, 2009; Sibthorp, 2003; Uroff & Greene, 1991; Yazzie-Mintz, 2010).
However, outcomes of the program evaluation often looked to quantify the behavior
changes after a summer adventure program or wilderness program for youth (Hattie et al.,
1997).

Experiential and adventure programs are often part of non-profit organizations,
similar to Outward Bound and summer camp programs, not school district sponsored for
educational attainment. In the age of higher accountability, the local school district’s

inclusion of the EL&S as a recuperative program in support of graduation; highlights the
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importance of conducting an evaluation directly related to educational outcomes and
district goals. The seminal meta-analysis of Hattie et al. (1997) concluding
recommendation included:

Finally, a major claim underlying the discussion is that research on adventure

programs can provide many insights that may inform “regular” educational

context. Adventure education programs have been conducted as if they operate in

isolation from the educational world. (p.78)
These programs while using philosophical pedagogy (similar to that of experiential,
adventure, and outdoor service learning programs) with students that may be at risk of
educational failure, they are not an academic program designed to help students at risk of
educational failure to graduate school. A program evaluation, which ties the academic
outcomes with programs, based on experiential and adventure educational pedagogy is
the impetus for my proposed project.
History of Program Evaluation

Program evaluation has its roots in the early 1900s from governmental request for
justification of monies spent on public social program both in Europe and the United
States of America (Alkin, 2012; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006; Payne, 1994). Program
evaluation popularity grew following World War 11 after numerous federal and privately
funded health and education programs were initiated to gain an understanding of the
efficacy of these programs and the cost benefits (Kaufman, Guerra, & Platt, 2006). Most
of these programs evaluations were developed through the work of social scientist and

evolved from experimental design to a decision making design (Alkin, 2013; Coryn,
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Noakes, Westine, & Schroter, 2011; Kaufman et al., 2006). These outcomes serve as the
rationale or purpose of many program evaluations
Program Evaluation Rationale Literature

Program evaluation is an important aspect of quality assurance and alignment of
curricular and instructional practice with established student achievement goals (Bucher,
2010; Trochim, 2006). The acceptance of program evaluation as a valid (albeit applied)
research framework has generated numerous models for program selection as the
mandate for greater responsibility has grown. Increased accountability among federal,
state, and local educational stakeholders has been imposed by the No Child Left Behind
legislation (NCLB, 2002). With this increased accountability, local districts have been
mandated to provide graduation rates and other indicators of student’s educational
achievement; requiring the collection and analysis of student achievement data (NCLB,
2002). The increased awareness of data provides an opportunity for using them to guide
instructional practices for optimal student achievement (Coburn & Talbert, 2006). With
an understanding of what is or is not working for student achievement, the local district
can provide appropriate and necessary resources to support programs and practices for
student achievement and educational attainment (Bucher, 2010; Delahais & Toulemonde,
2012; Renger & Titcomb, 2002; Stewart, Law, Russell, & Hanna, 2004; Whittemore,
2008).

Program evaluation in education is a systematic or methodical investigation into a
specific set of activities for a purpose with quantifiable goals or objectives (Bucher, 2010;

Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). A program evaluation is used for decision making
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in regards to the efficacy or the worth in relation to overall organizational goals (AlKin,
2013; Kaufman et al., 2006; McNamara, 2013; Preskill & Russ-Etf, 2005). Frye and
Hemmer (2012) identified program evaluation as a method to determine if the change of
the program design had occurred. A thorough program evaluation can additionally guide,
support, and for example, determine the EL&S impact or change of graduation rates as
identified in my proposed study. In addition, Whittemore (2009) described the purposes
of evaluation involve the following objectives:

e Justification of resources

e Assessment of progress towards program objectives

e Measurement of quality and effectiveness of a program

e A focus on improvement of processes and outcomes

e A basis for decision making at the program and organizational levels (p. 24).
In summary, program evaluation is the purposeful collection and analyzing of
information (data) to document the effectiveness or impact of a program for
accountability and improvement. Popham (2011; 2007) stated that programs need to be
held accountable for results, checking the assumptions that created the program.
Types of Program Evaluation

Evaluation authors described two types of program evaluation formative and
summative and a few evaluators add a third type—descriptive evaluation (Alkin, 2013;
McNamara, 2013). Formative evaluation is an ongoing collection of data used to
improve the program at that point in time; it is feedback to change practice. Summative

evaluation answers an overall evaluation question to report on the success or failure of a
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program to meet the intended goals—specific outcome data to determine success in
meeting identified goals used for formal reports. Descriptive evaluation is often
qualitative in nature and describes the setting, participants, and stakeholders perceptions
for an understanding or current picture of the program (Lodico et al., 2010; McNamara,
2013).

Within these types of evaluation there are several embedded theories. Alkin
(2013) suggested theories should be used carefully in the field of evaluation; better terms
or descriptors would be approaches or models of evaluation. Coryn et al. (2011) also
concurred that a pragmatic description of evaluation is warranted, as there is a continuing
discussion on the ideological basis of evaluation as a separate research methodology.
Scriven (cited in Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006) stated “[I]t’s possible to do a very good
program evaluation without getting into evaluation theory or program theory” (p. 58).
Scriven then declared “the most popular misconception amongst politically correct
program evaluators” (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006, p. 58) is the evaluation needs or is
benefited from a logic model or program theory. Stufflebeam (2001) agreed there is not a
compelling rationale to recommend theory based evaluation, he is inclined to approach
evaluation as a methodology (Christie & Alkin, 2008; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). Other
evaluators believe there is a need for theory in evaluation (Alkin, 2011; Chen & Rossi,
1990, Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). These evaluators state the need for evaluation theory
as central to a professional identity and while not as empirical or rigorous in the scientific

tradition it provides a common language.



22

Additionally there is a debate in regards to the limitation of program evaluation; it
is transdisciplinary, serving other disciplines while also striving for an autonomous status
of its own (Heberger et al., 2010). The autonomy of a specific theory of evaluation is,
therefore, less clear as many evaluation approaches began in one discipline and then
adapted the approach to another. (Heberger et al., 2010). The disciplines that use
evaluations include education, health services, and various governmental programs. The
approaches used may come from a psychological, sociological, or political science
approach of either practitioners or scholars (Heberger et al., 2010; Worthen, Sanders, &
Fitzpatrick, 1997). Hence the debate continues on whether evaluation is its own
discipline or an applied methodology borrowed from social science. Regardless of the
debate, program evaluation can make a difference and support social change by providing
a tool for accountability for program resources and program alignment with intended
goals. Conducting a program evaluation is a viable way to ascertain the effectiveness of
this local school district’s EL&S. Evaluations provide data to help stakeholders make
decisions in regards to program efficacy.

Approaches to Evaluation

There are two main approaches to evaluation for consideration. Alkin (2013) lists
social accountability and systematic social inquiry as the roots of program evaluation.
These approaches stem from social science epistemology, the foundation of program
evaluation. Many evaluation researchers support the relationships of theory and program
evaluation (Alkin, 2013; Christie & Alkin, 2008; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). The

following sections describe these approaches to program evaluation.
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Social Science Foundation (Epistemology)

Social science theory attempts to provide generalizable and verifiable knowledge
in regards to human behavior (Alkin, 2013; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). While program
evaluation can provide insight into the design of programs, the outcome is not
generalizable to a larger population. Within program evaluation there are attempts to
follow empirical protocols; however, program evaluation is not an academic endeavor to
provide generalizable knowledge. Program evaluation is to provide knowledge on the
specific circumstances of a program for validation or improvement (Christie & Alkin,
2008; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006; Lipsey, 1993; Worthen, 1990). The epistemology of
social science research serves as the foundation for program evaluation. Program
evaluation is the practical application of social science theory in response to a societal
need (Alkin, 2013; Chen & Rossi, 1980; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). Program
evaluation in early literature is described as practical or applied social science for
auditing programs and providing data for professional judgment; this description
continues today (Lipsey, 1993; Worthen et al., 1997).

Applied Social Science approach (Systematic Social Inquiry)

In this approach, there is a systematic study of the behavior of a specific group in
a specific social setting. These studies do not follow strict experimental design and can
be seen as utilizing a quasi-experimental design due to the lack of a control group or
intervening variables (Alkin, 2013). This type of evaluation provides information at the
local level and care should be taken in making generalizations from the findings. Often

social science theory can guide the design of the data collection and analysis, however,
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true experimental design is not attainable (Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006). Worthen (1990)

cautioned evaluators not to use evaluations for predictive power, yet the evaluation can
guide and support understandings of a particular program. Lipsey (1993) posited program
evaluation could present a causal interpretation by following appropriate treatment
theory. Developing a protocol for examining evaluation findings may be beneficial for
adding to the knowledge base to prevent or solve societal programs (Alkin, 2013; Christie
& Alkin, 2008; Coryn et al., 2011; Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006; Worthen, 1990). Applied
social science methodology for program evaluation can provide summative and formative
data for decision-making and program improvement

Theory Driven approach (Social Accountability)

Accountability is reporting on goal, outcome, or process justification. This type
of evaluation provides oversight to standards. Chen and Rossi (1980) are credited with
developing the rationale for theory driven program evaluation, which provided a
justification for providing information concerning what a program can and cannot do.
Coryn et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis of theory driven evaluation and determined
very little empirical evidence exists in support of program evaluation theories. However,
that stated there is evidence in support of program evaluation as a means for decision
making and ascertaining a relationship between practice and program theory, known as
the evaluand. Theory driven evaluation typically describes and provide a graphic
representation of the relationships among the program actions, resources and outcomes
(Alkin, 2013; Chen & Rossi, 1980; Coryn et al., 2011). This holistic approach can be

used for formative, summative and descriptive evaluations.
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Logic Model Program Theory

One theory driven approach to program evaluation is called the logic model. The
logic model is a prescriptive approach that can be used in program development,
implementation, and evaluation (Kellogg, 2004). The logic model framework for
program evaluation is historically rooted in health care and educational program
evaluation (Knowlton & Phillips, 2013; Whittemore, 2009). Two national foundations
have adopted the logic model as the preferred program evaluation model for grantees
(Kellogg, 2004; Knowlton & Phillips, 2013; Whittemore, 2009).

While the logic model reviews outcomes of a program, it also examines the
evaluand or program itself; availing the evidence for potential causal interpretations
(Donaldson & Lipsey, 2006; Kellogg, 2004). This systematic inquiry into a problem of
practice or program is based on a theory of change (McNamara, 2013). The logic model
for program evaluation provides a guide or road map connecting the various aspects of
the planned program to the expected results (Kellogg, 2004; McNamara, 2013). The
roots of this evaluation model have its inception with the work of Chen and Rossi’s
(1980) multi-goal, theory driven approach as well as Lipsey’s (1993) use of Ashby’s
black box theory. The black box theory was derived from the idea of the input into a “
black box” as the treatment with an output as the results. This was the simple linear
illustration for an applied or practical research methodology. Inputs are program
philosophies, method of instruction, and selected curriculum; the EL&S treatment would

include adventure and environmental education themes and approaches along with
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service learning and leadership curriculum. The expected output is higher graduation
rates for students at risk of educational failure.
Proposed Evaluation Approach

| used the logic model to evaluate the EL&S program effectiveness. The EL&S is
based on the change theory and program philosophy that when students are provided an
educational experience that is based on a SEL curriculum rich in authentic educational
experiences, and environmental leadership as the integrating concept—students’ at risk of
educational failure would be successful in graduating high school. A simple example of
the theory follows. The input is students at risk of educational failure, the treatment or
black box is the EL&S program, and the outputs would be the graduation rates of the
inputs. Accordingly, application of this change theory illustrated the EL&S’s
effectiveness at significantly creating positive social change through increased graduation
rates. Education as a means to support society with an educated, productive, and
informed citizenry is the foundation of the American dream.
Theory of Social Justice and Change in Education Evaluation

Roots of social betterment through education are an important historical factor of
the Freirean approach, education as a change agent for empowering people. Freire is
credited for the politicizing of action research (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010).
The Freirean approach provides a compelling rationale from research-based literature on
education as vehicle for social justice. Alkin and Christie (2005) presented a strand of
evaluation practice in the sociopolitical realm with social justice and social betterment at

the crux. Graduation rates nationally and locally continues to indicate that approximately



27
20% of students do not graduate high school (NCES, 2013). For poor students and

students of color, the statistics are higher (NCES, 2013). The students represented in the
20% are less likely to participate in the economic and education opportunities due to the
lack of high school completion. In American society, Levin (2009) stated, “educational
equity is a moral imperative for a society in which education is a crucial determinant of
life chances” (p. 5). Economic and educational researchers have concluded high school
graduation has economic value for both the individual student and society (Levin, 2009;
Mudge & Higgins, 2011). Freire (1968) supported the connection of economics and
education in his humanizing pedagogy. Freire introduced the concept of a humanizing
pedagogy as a philosophy of education towards social justice or equity practice for
marginalized students and society (Salazar, 2013; hooks, 1994; 2003). Freirean
pedagogy is a philosophy of social change through the education of students for the
students (hooks, 1994; Salazar, 2013). Social action research is credited to Freire, a tool
for combining values to informed action in support of an equitable education (Lodico, et
al., 2010). EL&S programs follow the philosophical foundation of Freirean theory of
humanizing pedagogy. Student-centered, relationship-based curriculum, like those found
in EL&S programs, can support students at risk for educational failure to achieve high
school graduation, supporting positive social change if data can validate they are
supporting graduation for all students and not just a feel good program.
Implications
Program evaluation serves an important role in creating a more just society by

ensuring programs are effective in achieving their objectives and supporting quality
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instruction and curriculum through incorporating researched based practices (Power,
2008). Evaluating the relationship between the district’s EL&S program and graduation
will provide valuable data to present school district administration and the school board
of directors to make decisions on the efficacy, efficiency, possible expansion or
restructuring, and continue or enhanced funding of the EL&S program. Results of the
study may inform decisions regarding the integration of EL&S participants back into
their home school for academic success leading to graduation. Furthermore, data from
this study can be used for program recruitment of students and their families by
describing the specific characteristics of students helped by the EL&S. This study’s
finding was presented in an executive summary and PowerPoint presentation for the local
school districts board of directors and administration.

Regardless of the outcome of this study in respect to the graduation rates of
students, the thoughtful look at how credit attainment and graduation rate variables are
impacted by participation in the EL&S can guide additional studies and may inform the
district’s decision-making as administration determines if (a) the program should be
continued under a revised model with additional research commissioned to ascertain
elements that should be added or removed to improve the effectiveness with regard to
graduation rates; (b) the program should be expanded to include a mandatory year-long
program for all district high school students with credit loss.

Embedding external data analysis, specifically with regard to high school
graduation, into the EL&S program evaluation design can support improvement of the

student participants’ experiences—not only in their preparation for continued schooling
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in the home high school, but also in potential educational experiences beyond the high

school experience. The thorough review of the impact of a recuperative EL&S program

can serve as a model for other districts to replicate. The implications for positive social

change through greater high school graduation rates with enroliment in an EL&S are vast.
Summary

Educational attainment of high school graduation is an important benchmark for
participation in American society. Knowing a program is successful in supporting high
school graduation for all students is a critical role for program evaluation and the missing
aspect of this recuperative EL&S program.

Identifying students at risk of educational failure is the first step in finding a path
for educational attainment. A leading indicator of students at risk of educational failure
is lack of credit attainment in accord to one’s peer group. ldentifying students at risk of
academic failure early for placement in a recuperative program can support educational
completion or graduation for students.

A next step after student identification is evaluating the effectiveness of the
instructional practices to ascertain whether the program is meeting the local district
graduation objectives. The research literature reviewed illustrates the importance of
evaluating educational programs. Program evaluation can provide the necessary
evidence to determine success or failure; while also providing data for programmatic
and/or district decisions. This is an example of the social accountability approach of

program evaluation.
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The local district has developed and implemented an environmental leadership
and service program to address the academic and affective needs of students at-risk. The
recuperative and dropout prevention program has anecdotal data pointing to success;
however, no study has yet been conducted to examine the impact of program
participation on graduation. Low high school graduation rates continue to plague
districts across the nation. Through program evaluation, successful programs can be
identified; supporting school districts that struggle with low graduation rates with viable
options. In the next section of the paper, | describe my research plan to ascertain the
educational impact of participation in an EL&S program addressing the societal need for

researched based recuperative programs though the logic model evaluation framework.
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Section 2: The Methodology

Introduction

This section describes how | evaluated the impact of program participation in the
EL&S effectiveness towards graduation with quantitative analysis. A logic model
framework for program evaluation guided the process of determining program outputs
with retrieved local district archival data for analysis. | chose graduation rates as the
benchmark to identify program success because high school graduation is the gateway for
successful participation in American society (Heckman, 2011; Mudge & Higgins, 2011).
The use of a logic model for educational programs in the United States has gained
traction in the past decade, with multiple funders requiring this type of evaluation for
funded projects (Knowlton & Phillips, 2013). The selection of the logic model includes
and offers support for the potential of future grant applications from the foundational
work of this project as an additional rationale.

Understanding the program components that lead to the desired objectives and
goals of the program can support decisions for program implementation and expansion.
The use of a logic model evaluation enabled the local district determined the
effectiveness of the EL&S in support of improved graduation rates. A summative
evaluation using the past 6 years of data provided a realistic assessment of the
effectiveness of the EL&S in supporting students at risk of educational failure in

achieving graduation versus students with the same risk factors who did not participate.
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Description of Evaluation

Comprehensive evaluation guided by the logic model is an important tool for
determining and differentiating program components with program outcomes (Bucher,
2010; Delahais & Toulemonde, 2012; Whittemore, 2008). Quality program evaluation
standards are defined by utility, feasibility, propriety, and accuracy (MacDonald et al.,
2001). The Center for Disease Control (CDC) (MacDonald et al., 2001) sponsored a
report on evaluation and defined these standards as follows: Utility asks the question is
the study pertinent to the organization? The feasibility standard asks if the evaluation
activities are minimally disruptive, and realistic. Propriety standard reviews the ethical
treatment of people and integrity of the evaluation. Finally, accuracy asks if the
evaluation will produce valid and reliable data for sharing and decision-making. The
following text outlines the descriptive outline of the evaluation method that | used to
incorporate the above standards for a quality program evaluation.
Type of Evaluation

| used the logic model to guide a summative program evaluation designed to
determine the EL&S effect on graduation rates of student participants. The logic model
framework for program evaluation is designed to demonstrate systemically the
relationship between the resources (inputs, e.g. the instruction or methods used) and the
results (outputs of the program) (Kellogg, 2004; McNamara, 2013). The logic model
framework is often illustrated with a table that includes the following headings or

categories: Inputs, Processes, Outputs, and Outcomes (Kellogg, 2004; Knowlton &
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Phillips, 2013; McNamara, 2013). These categories support a holistic review and

assessment of the EL&S program.
Justification of Logic Model

Program accountability through evaluation is conducted to improve practice and
understanding whether a particular program intervention works (MacDonald et al., 2001).
The logic model evaluation framework was chosen because it provides a mechanism for
describing the program, its inputs and resources as well as the activities that logically
lead to the outcomes as a graphically organized flow chart. Providing this visual
representation during this analysis will provide an outline for stakeholders to understand
the program components and the relationship of the program data analysis. This is an
expanded view of all the areas of influence that lead to the program output of graduation
for participants in the EL&S. The logic model framework will provide a clear and logical
picture of the EL&S program resources and inputs to the outputs and outcomes desired
by the local school district.

The accuracy standard for quality evaluation discusses the need for authentic
sharing of the results that have validity and are reliable (MacDonald et al., 2001). 1
shared the findings with EL&S peers and the local district assessment and testing staff to
check for validity and reliability. The graphic depiction of the EL&S logic model was
shared with district administration.

Description of Logic Model Evaluation
Program implementation and evaluation design need to be understood by

stakeholders. Consistent language and graphics help to illustrate program deign and
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evaluation. The logic model provides a framework for program evaluation in relationship
to a theory of change (Frechtling, 2007; Kellogg, 2004; Knowlton & Phillips, 2013). The
inputs and processes will lead to specific outputs and outcomes (Bucher, 2010; Hulton,
2007; Kellogg, 2004; McNamara, 2013; Perry, 2008). The W. K. Kellogg (2004)
Foundation aptly described the logic model as:
The program logic model is defined as a picture of how your organization does its
work-the theory and assumptions underlying the program. A logic model links
outcomes (both short- and long- term) with program activities/ processes and the
theoretical assumptions/ principles of the program. (p. I11)
Donaldson and Lipsey (2006) posited program theory driven evaluation’s primary goal is
to establish that evidence based program theory can enhance efforts towards social
betterment. My project included these components for a holistic understanding of the
EL&S and positive social change for participants. Figure 1 provides a pictorial view of

the logic model.
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If you benefits to
accomplish If you participants are
your planned accomplish achieved, then
If you have activities, then your planned certain changes
access to you will activities to the in organizations,
Certain them, then you hopefully deliver extent you communities,
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needed to to accomplish product and/or  your participants might be
operate your your planned service that will benefit in expected to
program activities you Intended certain ways oceur

Resources/ I
Inputs » Activities » Qutputs ’ Outcomes » Impact

Your Planned Work Your Intended Resulis

Figure 1. The logic model graphic organizer for program planning. W. K. Kellogg
Foundation (Kellogg). (2004). Logic model development guide. Retrieved from
http://www.wkkf.org/knowledge-center/resources/2006/02/wk-kellogg-foundation-logic-
model-development-guide.aspx Reprinted with permission.

Creating social change requires a theory of action or theory of change: a
framework to illustrate how to achieve intended results (Lodico et al., 2010). Freirean
social justice and education theory of change is embedded in this framework (Lodico et
al., 2010; Knowlton & Phillips, 2013). The specific theory of change for the purpose of
this project can be described, as identified students at risk of educational failure
performance will improve. These students, when given an authentic, project-based,
interdisciplinary, environmental leadership, and service program, are redirected towards

graduation. Students that participate in an EL&S graduate high school at higher

percentages than similar students at risk of educational failure. The use of the logic
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model provides a framework to describe and illustrate the various resources and inputs
that lead to expected outputs and outcomes.
Evaluation Goals

The overall goal of the evaluation was to determine the effectiveness of the EL&S
in supporting students at risk of educational failure to graduate. It was important to
ascertain and assess the program’s effectiveness because students who graduate from
high school are better equipped to participate in American society (Levin, 2009; Mudge
& Higgins, 2011). Substantiating the logic of the EL&S philosophy and pedagogy
reinforces continued investments for students at risk of educational failure to be full
participants in American society, which requires obtaining a high school diploma. The
local district has empirical evidence, which answers the overarching research question,
the extent to which the EL&S supports increased graduation rates for students at risk of
educational failure. The implication of social change for students at risk of educational
failure and their families to find a viable pathway to graduation is vast.
Limitations of the Evaluation

The summative evaluation used archived graduation data exclusively as a
benchmark, with the assumption that other success factors such as attendance, behavior,
grades, and the passing of mandated state tests are embedded in obtaining a high school
diploma. This framework supports the feasibility and utility standard of evaluation as the
retrieval of archived data should not impact the program and provide an accurate
representation of the outputs of the EL&S. Nevertheless, accessing archival data

presented challenges. Access to data prior to 2008 was difficult to obtain. During data
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retrieval several limitations were found to be true. Access to all participant data was
limited due to the transfer of data from outdated student information systems to the
current IHluminate® student information system. Student data prior to 2008 had not been
transferred to the district’s new student information system. The switch over began in
November 2013, and no estimate for complete transfer of data was available. Other
challenges included inaccurate or vague coding by data entry, and mobility of students to
other districts; therefore not obtaining graduation verification.

Data attrition became another limitation. Participant student data for those that
transferred out or into the local district would not have a full data set. The attrition of
these data decreased my EL&S population sample.

Evaluation Justification and Goals

Understanding the relationship of EL&S participation and graduation requires a
evaluation plan to guide this work. Theory-driven evaluation methods as discussed in my
literature review are widely accepted and used by major foundations and school systems
(Alkin, 2013; Chen & Rossi, 1980; Coryn et al., 2011; MacDonald et al., 2001).
Therefore, | used the logic model, a theory driven framework for program evaluation. By
using the logic model for the framework of program evaluation, | describe program
resources and inputs as well as, activities for a holistic understanding of the program and
its outcomes. Frye and Hemmer (2012) discussed the importance of education eliciting a
change; program evaluation is the means to document the change desired. The local
school district has low graduation rates: 10% lower than the state average (OSPI, 2013).

Educational research suggests graduation attainment for all students is possible when
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they are offered school programs that empower students with authentic learning
opportunities, providing relationships within an authentic learning community (Dewey,
1997; Durak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; WGI, 2010). These
educational philosophies are foundational as the processes in the EL&S. When the
EL&S program was designed, graduation completion data analysis to measure the change
was not considered. This gap in practice was addressed in this study. The goal of this
program evaluation was to assess the effectiveness or outputs of EL&S participation on
student graduation rates. Specifically, | wanted to investigate with the logic model
framework whether EL&S participants have higher graduation rates than their non-
participating at-risk counterparts. Examination of the district’s archived data since the
program’s inception in 2001 provided answers to the stated research questions and
provided relevant insight to shrink the gap in practice that currently exists with regard to
the effectiveness of the EL&S educational intervention for at-risk youth in the district on
attainment graduation.

In this study, | examined the existing data on student graduation indicators to
determine if EL&S students are adequately matriculating through high school, especially
compared to non-participating peers. | ascertained the graduation rates of students to
determine the difference between participation in the EL&S and students who have
similar off track predictors as described by Allensworth and Easton, (2007) during their
freshman year in high school graduation and answering the stated research questions. |
chose a narrow approach in determining the effectiveness of the EL&S program with

graduation data. | chose this approach because of the emphasis on graduation rates for
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school district accountability under NCLB. The overarching objective of high school is
graduation; other important indicators of effectiveness such as attendance, grade point
average and passing mandatory state testing are implied with obtaining a high school
diploma and not germane to the effectiveness study of the EL&S at this time.
Setting and Sample

This study employed a program evaluation study design using archived data to
investigate the impact of participation in a school district’s EL&S program on academic
achievement (high school graduation). Since there are no participants when using
archived data, this section described the general setting and characteristics of the archived
sample. Demographic specifics will be included in a rich data description from the
archived data collected.

The local district is located in the northwestern state and serves approximately
18,700 students (Grades K through 12) in 39 schools. It employs approximately 2,000
staff members and offers a wide variety of educational opportunities from early
childhood to college preparation and career and technical education. Currently, nearly
71% of the local district student body qualifies for free or reduced lunch with 37%
Hispanic, 24% White, 14% Asian, 11% Black, 8% Multi-Racial, 4% Pacific Islander, and
just over 1% Native American (XLSD, 2013). There are two comprehensive high
schools with over 1200 students, seven small autonomous high schools with enrollment
at or below 350 students, and three small alternative high school programs. The EL&S
participants are similar in demographic characteristics. During the program years

analyzed, 45% were female and 55% male, 73% qualify for free or reduced lunch, with
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35% Hispanic, 35% White, 14% Black, 10% multiple races, 8% Asian, 4% Pacific

Islander, and 2% Native American.

The sample included records of all EL&S program participants from the
program’s eighth year (2008) through the 2012-2013 academic years (n = 145). Data
from the first years (2001 — 2007) were unobtainable due to the ongoing data transfer
between the new student information system Illuminate© and the previous student
information systems of SASI© and eSIS©. | also retrieved data from a similar at risk
cohort of non-participating students (n = 105) from 2008-2013. The criterion for
selecting this similar cohort was that the student had failed one or more classes and that
the student also be in a graduation cohort between the years 2008 and 2013. As a result
of these efforts, | obtained two samples of students (n = 250) from the graduation cohort
years of 2008 through 2013. These groups were called EL&S program participants and
non-participants, respectively. All data were retrieved from the district’s archived
databases as indicated on the approved Data Use Agreement and collected as approved
by Walden University’s Internal Review Board (IRB #05-20-14-0281369).

Another step taken and not anticipated was confirming whether either an EL&S
student or non-participant transferred to another school district or dropped out. Each
student with a missing graduation date found on a state database called the
Comprehensive Education Data and Research System (CEDARS) a longitudinal data
warehouse, to check for enrollment in another school district after leaving the local
district (OSPI, 2014). This system does not identify a graduation date—only that the

student continued in a school district. | added this step because district data were unclear
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or inconsistent on whether the student transferred or dropped out of school. If students
had enrolled in another district, they were labeled Transfer; and, if not enrolled in either
the local district or another district, | assumed they had dropped out of high school.

Attrition of the EL&S sample (n = 145) occurred as follows. Graduation data
were not available for 31 students who transferred out of the district. These students,
therefore, were omitted from the sample, reducing the sample size to n = 114. Another
10 students that are currently in the 2015 graduation cohort were also omitted, as well as
seven others that were continuing students and not yet to the graduation point. With the
reduction of these additional 17 students, the final sample size of EL&S students was n =
97.

The random comparison data set of students (n = 105) was representative of the
local district and included the following characteristics: size of home high school
(comprehensive or small), number of failed classes freshman year, ethnicity, and gender.
Attrition to the comparison group (n = 105) occurred as follows. Graduation data were
not available for 29 who transferred out of the district. The final sample size of the non-
participating students was n = 76.

The local district assessment and accountability staff created a database of EL&S
participants graduation rates and non-participant students graduation rates to answer
research question 2: How do the graduation rates of EL&S program participants’
compare to those of their non-participating at-risk counterparts? Is there a significant
difference between the independent variable, student participation in the EL&S program

and the dependent variable, graduation rate?
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Instrumentation & Materials

Data collected for this study were archival in nature; therefore, no instrument was
employed. District assessment and accountability staff supplied archival data in the form
of graduation rates (both 4-year and extended) and freshman credit attainment rates after
appropriate permission was granted. With the support from the district evaluation and
assessment staff, characteristics required were determined for the appropriate sampling of
non-EL&S participants. The data were obtained from district student information
systems. In the past years from 2001-2013 these student information programs have
included: SASI®, eSIS®, and currently Hluminate®. The Illuminate® student information
system provided the data for the student samples used in this study. These data were
examined to determine the impact of the EL&S program on participants’ graduation
rates. Raw data of graduation status as reported to the state and credit attainment at
freshman level were designated as either EL&S participant or non-EL&S participant and
available from the researcher upon request.

Data Collection and Analysis

The goal of my project study was to evaluate an EL&S in regards to graduation
rates of the participants. The logic model framework served as a template whereas the
findings of this component reside in the output section of the evaluation framework. The
overarching question is: What evidence exists that the EL&S program is effectively
supporting improved graduation rates for the local district? In order to determine the
existence of any descriptive or statistical evidence that supports this overarching

question, I specifically answered the following res