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Abstract
Students, who are repeatedly referred to Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs
(DAEPs), are at risk for future school dropout and for feeding the pipeline from schools
to prison. In the United States, this is true especially for minority students, and regardless
of referral reasons or intervention efforts. The purpose of this explanatory sequential
mixed methods study was to examine attitudes of DAEP students and teachers regarding
the influence of mandatory versus discretionary referrals, frequency and duration of
referrals, and punitive versus creative interventions on positive behavioral outcomes.
Data for the quantitative phase were collected via an online survey from public high
school teachers in Texas (N = 107). Data for the qualitative phase were collected in semi-
structured interviews with at-risk students (N = 9) regarding their lived experiences
during the referral process and interventions received at DAEPs. Quantitative data were
analyzed with a series of ANCOVAs, independent t-tests, and one MANCOVA that did
not result in significant findings. However, student interviews revealed that the referral
process lacked clarity and fairness, that all interventions were viewed as punitive, and
that long assignments at DAEPs resulted in feelings of hopelessness and despair.
Bandura’s social cognitive learning theory served as the theoretical framework. Future
studies should focus on students’ understanding of the referral process, treatment
intervention strategies, and appropriate length of assignments at DAEPSs. This study may
lead to positive social change by helping school administrators adapt referral policies to
the needs of at-risk students, thereby encouraging behavioral change and reducing

recidivism at DAEPs.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction

Students who are repeatedly referred to Disciplinary Alternative Education
Programs (DAEPS) are at a high risk for dropping out of high school, future criminality,
incarceration, and recidivism (Van Acker, 2007). The problem with isolating disruptive
and behavior-challenged students in DAEPSs is that such punitive measures often increase
the frequency and intensity of antisocial behaviors due to the concentration of these
students and lack of a support system at DAEPs (Armstrong & Ricard, 2016; Mergler,
Vargas & Caldwell, 2014; Zolkoski et al., 2016). That is why it is important to better
understand drivers of successful outcomes among students in DAEPs. This explanatory
sequential mixed methods study examined attitudes of DAEP students and teachers from
their home campuses and DAEPSs regarding the extent to which they thought mandatory
and discretionary referrals, frequency and duration of referrals at DAEPSs, as well as
punitive and creative interventions were related to positive behavioral outcomes that may
lead to positive social change.

Sum et al. (2009) found that one in 10 American males ages 16 to 24 who
dropped out of school ended up either in prison or in juvenile detention. 54% of high
school dropouts were unemployed, compared to 32% of their peers with a high school
diploma and 13% of young men and women with a college degree (Sum et al., 2009). In
2008, the unemployment rate among young Black dropouts was 79%, compared to 54%

for young Whites and 47% for Hispanics (Sum et al., 2009). Additionally, Sum et al.



(2009) found that young female dropouts were nine times more likely to become single
mothers than their peers, who went on to earn college degrees.

De Witte et al. (2013) said that high school dropouts were more likely to be
unemployed, depend on public welfare, live in poverty, display political and social
apathy, and experience increased risks for mental health issues, gang involvement, and
criminal activity. Jia et al. (2016) said that 12% of schools were responsible for 50% of
the nation’s high school dropouts and suggested a greater focus on the link between
school-level factors and high school dropout rates. Delale-O’Connor et al. (2017) said
that classroom settings were major contributors to what they termed the cradle to prison
pipeline. Inadequate funding, lack of quality education, zero tolerance disciplinary
policies, subjective teacher and administrative disciplinary practices, and criminalization
of school facilities were considered major reasons for increased school dropout rates and
entry into the juvenile justice system (Delale-O’Connor et al., 2017).

The Texas Education Agency (TEA, 2018) cited the most common reasons for
dropping out as having poor grades in core subjects, low attendance, failure to be
promoted to the next grade, and behavioral problems. During the 2012-2013 school year,
Texas students in grades 9-12 dropped out at a 2.2% higher rate than the state average of
6.6%, with students in grade 12 having the highest dropout rate, followed by grade 11
(TEA, 2018). Furthermore, the dropout rates for economically disadvantaged (2.6%),
African American (3.3%), Hispanic (2.8%), and male students (2.5%) were reported as

disproportionately higher than the state average, whereas dropout rates for White (1.1%),



multiracial (1.5%), and female students (1.9%) was reported as lower than the state
average of 6.6% (TEA, 2014).

These dropout reports did not provide separate statistics for home campuses
versus DAEPS; however, research in the past ten years consistently demonstrated that
students, who were excluded from their home campuses repeatedly and were isolated at
DAEPs, had a history of academic and social failure with negative future outcomes
(Zolkoski et al., 2016). This explanatory sequential mixed methods study examined
attitudes of DAEP students and teachers from home schools regarding the extent to which
they thought referral type, frequency and duration, and intervention type were related to
positive behavioral outcomes that could lead to positive social change. Such positive
social change could be expressed as strategies to return these students to their home
campuses and graduate with their peers. The expectation was that results from this study
offered new information to help close the revolving door for DAEPs, reduce subsequent
high school dropout rates, and stop feeding the pipeline from schools to prisons, thus
bringing about positive social change.

In this chapter, possible contributors of student misbehaviors and poor attitudes
towards reform are addressed by examining the impact of mandatory versus discretionary
referrals, punitive versus proactive and creative prevention/intervention strategies, and
variations in terms of assessments of student responses between teachers at home
campuses and DAEPs. Ineffective school policies and excessive use of discretionary
referrals can lead to an increase of misbehaviors and loss of response to interventions.

Next is an explanation of the purpose of this study, research questions and hypotheses,



and variables, followed by a description of the theoretical framework that served as the
basis of this research. Next is a description of the nature of the study and definitions of
key terms. Assumptions include components of the study that were believed to be true
and could not be verified. The delimitations and limitations sections include sample size
and participant issues as well as potential concerns during the study. Lastly, the
significance and summary sections include contributions of this study to the literature,
followed by the conclusion of Chapter 1 and an introduction to Chapter 2.
Background

Following a dramatic increase in school violence and aggression in the United
States between the years 1980 and 2000, and resulting public concerns over appropriate
action, Congress responded with The Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act
and the Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 (Van Acker, 2007. Schools responded with the
adoption of zero tolerance policies, implementing punitive measures such as suspensions
and expulsions for behaviors that include violence, aggression, truancy, and drug abuse
(\VVan Acker, 2007). Subsequently, students with antisocial and aggressive behaviors were
removed from their main campuses and placed off-site to be educated in DAEPs. Mergler
et al. (2014) found that exclusionary discipline measures increased from 1.7 million in
1974 to 3.3 million in 2006 across the nation.

Such short-term solutions rarely solve chronic and long-term problems with at-
risk youths, unless DAEPs include proactive support systems to manage the
concentration of antisocial behaviors in such places (Zolkoski et al., 2016). Originally

designed to educate students who have committed felonies, DAEPSs have since been used
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increasingly for discretionary placements of students with less serious behavior problems
involving disruptions, disobedience, and breaking school rules (Booker & Mitchell,
2011). Additionally, lack of standards for discretionary placements has allowed schools
and administrators to disproportionately target minority and special education students.
For example, researchers of the Texas Appleseed Study (2007) found that between 2001
and 2006, African American students were disproportionately referred to DAEPs in all
categories of discretionary reasons, and special education students represented nearly one
third (or 412 districts) of the DAEP population. Ironically, these punitive measures did
not reduce school violence, and practices of criminalizing minor school misbehaviors
only led to increased school dropout, higher levels of incarceration, and minority
overrepresentation in juvenile detention facilities (Van Acker, 2007). In the past 20 years,
zero tolerance policies involving expulsions, suspensions, and increased involvement of
law enforcement in schools have failed to make schools and communities safer.
Alternative solutions to punitive measures were introduced in collaboration with
schools, communities, the juvenile justice system, and healthcare organizations in the
form of the Safe Schools/Healthy Students Initiative (SS/HS) to address a wide range of
antisocial behaviors. Universal school-based programs include social norms and social
development programs aimed at providing students with skills to avoid violence and
resolve conflicts peacefully. However, the effectiveness of such programs has been
overshadowed by modest effect sizes, and lack of sustainability due to scarce resources
and the high financial costs of such programs (Gavine et al., 2016). Payton et al. (2000)

found that multiple programs tend to compete with one another, lack coordination,
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duplicate efforts, and are discontinued at the end of the school year. Rollison et al. (2013)
suggested that schools alone did not have the capacity to address all the factors that
contribute to at-risk students’ antisocial behaviors.

It was important to understand that more research regarding the effectiveness of
punitive and creative interventions alone did not add new information that would lead to
changes in at-risk students’ misbehaviors. It was not known to what extent mandatory
versus discretionary referrals, frequency and duration of referrals to DAEPS, punitive
versus creative interventions and teachers at students’ home campuses versus teachers at
the DAEPs influenced positive or negative behavioral outcomes in students (Booker &
Mitchell, 2011; Childs et al., 2016; Gavine et al., 2016; Kang-Brown, et al., 2013). It was
not known why steadily increasing numbers of creative programs produced only modest
effect sizes (Gavine et al., 2016). Furthermore, mixed methods studies on behavioral
outcomes and qualitative studies on process experiences by at-risk students were lacking
(Gavine et al., 2016). Thus, in this study, the gap in the literature was addressed by
examining the impact of referral type (mandatory versus discretionary) frequency and
duration of referrals, intervention type (punitive versus creative), and teacher type (home
campus versus DAEPS) on student behavioral outcomes. Secondly, the gap in the
literature was addressed by gaining insights into students’ experiences involving referral
type, frequency and duration of referrals, intervention type, and teacher type that
impacted their attitudes towards positive behavioral change. Students’ contribution may
help teachers and school administrators modify their policies and intervention strategies

to achieve more positive results for students, communities, and society at large.



Problem Statement

It was not known how behavioral outcomes of at-risk students at DAEPS were
related to referral type (mandatory versus discretionary), frequency, and duration of
referrals, intervention type (punitive versus creative), and teacher type (home campus
versus DAEP). It was not known why a steadily increasing number of creative programs
produced only modest effect sizes in positive behavioral outcomes of at-risk students
Little progress has been made in the last decade in reducing recidivism rates of at-risk
students in DAEPs, school drop-out rates, and stopping the pipeline from schools to
prisons.

Per the 1995 Education Code, when students commit serious and repeated
infractions against the school code of conduct, school districts may either suspend or
expel them or refer them to DAEPs (Walsh et al., 2014). Placement at DAEPS is
mandatory for felonies, terroristic threats, assaults, and murder and discretionary for
minor misbehaviors, as determined by varying school district criteria (Armstrong &
Ricard, 2016; Booker & Mitchell, 2011). Traditionally, treatment offered at DAEPs is
punitive in nature (Van Acker, 2007; Zolkoski et al., 2016), and now there are many
efforts to deliver proactive and creative alternative treatments that consider diverse
cultures and ethnicities as well as differences in attitudes, beliefs, and environments
(Fenning et al., 2011). However, referrals to DAEPSs are associated with increased high-
school dropout rates and future criminality, incarceration, and recidivism (Fenning et al.,
2011; Fowler, 2011; Mergler et al., 2014; Sharkey & Fenning, 2012; Van Acker, 2007,

Vanderhaar et al., 2014; Zolkoski et al., 2016).



A study conducted in 2005 at the Public Policy Research Institute at Texas A&M
University, revealed that a history of disciplinary referrals at school is positively
associated with future involvement in the juvenile justice system (Fowler, 2011).
Students with more than one disciplinary infraction were 23.4% more likely to be
referred to the juvenile justice system, with each additional disciplinary infraction
increasing that likelihood by 1.5%, and each day of suspension from school increasing
that likelihood by another 0.1% (Fowler, 2011). Vanderhaar et al. (2014) said that age of
placement into DAEPs, as well as high rates of repeated placements into DAEPSs, were
positively related to juvenile detention before 121" grade. Referral rates for elementary
students in the juvenile justice system were 52.9% within four years of first placement at
a DAEP, versus 43.3% for middle school students, and 24.6% for high school students
(Vanderhaar et al., 2014). Cortez and Cortez (2009) found a nearly 50% increase of
students being referred to DAEPs between 1996 and 2006, with one in three students
(33%) recidivating at least once. The average length of stay at DAEPs increased from 20
to 36 days in that same period (Cortez & Cortez, 2009). Booker and Mitchell (2011)
suggested that research did not support the notion of repeated placements at DAEPs
having a deterrent effect on future misbehaviors. Skiba (2014) found that many students
viewed suspensions and expulsions as rewards rather than punishment, while Armstrong
and Ricard (2016) suggested that students in DAEPs often continued their disruptive and
antisocial behaviors out of frustration and feelings of hopelessness. Herndon and
Bembenutty (2017) said that students at DAEPs often lacked academic motivation and

gravitated towards negative peer groups and behaviors with negative consequences. It is



important to identify an effective treatment plan that will result in positive outcomes,
irrespective of reasons for referral.

To date, no one has examined whether the type of referral, frequency and
duration, type of intervention, and type of teacher affect behavior change of at-risk
students in DAEPs, using mixed methods or qualitative approaches that include student
experiences. Additionally, there may be other factors (covariates) that influence the
outcome of student behavior, which are not related to the type of referrals, type of
interventions, and type of teachers. Examples are teacher-student and peer relationships,
as well as environmental influences, such as the effects of peer contagion and deviancy
training (Texas Appleseed, 2007), and other demographic characteristics (Lagana-
Riordan et al., 2011; Vanderhaar et al., 2014; Zolkoski et a., 2016) . Research on teacher
behavior in response to student characteristics has demonstrated a mediating effect of
teacher judgments on student motivation, emotions, and performance (Kaiser et al., 2013;
Urhahne, 2015). Thus, a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods was
recommended to inform school policies regarding DAEP placement decisions,
appropriate staffing, and intervention strategies (Vanderhaar et al., 2014).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to examine
attitudes of DAEP students and teachers from home schools and associated DAEPS
regarding the extent to which they thought referral type, frequency and duration of
referrals at DAEPSs, and intervention type were related to positive behavioral outcomes.

The expectation was to integrate quantitative information obtained from teachers through
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online surveys with content analysis of qualitative data from interviews with DAEP
students. Student contributions added rich, descriptive details to the results of the
quantitative phase, informing school administrators regarding school policies that can
effect positive behavioral change (Trochim et al., 2016).
Research Questions and Associated Hypotheses

The following research questions and hypotheses examined the attitudes of DAEP
students and teachers from home schools and their associated DAEPS regarding the
extent to which they thought referral type, frequency to and duration of referrals at
DAEPs, and intervention type were related to positive behavioral outcomes. Independent
variables (IVs) for teachers included teacher type (home school vs. DAEP), treatment
intervention effectiveness (5 point Likert scale from extremely effective to not at all
effective), intervention strategy (5 point Likert scale from mostly punitive to mostly
creative), referral type (5 point Likert scale from mostly discretionary to mostly
mandatory), and four demographic questions (gender, ethnicity, age group, and teaching
experience) with categories appropriate to the sample of teachers. Dependent variables
(DVs) included eight statements concerning the impact of frequency of referrals, duration
of referrals, type of referral, and type of treatment on successful student outcomes scored
on 5-point Likert scales from strongly agree to strongly disagree. There were three
additional exploratory items relating treatment intervention to recidivism using a 5-point
Likert scale from mostly punitive to mostly creative; the impact of peer pressure on
treatment effectiveness; and staff/student cultural differences related to student outcomes,

both of which were on a 5-point Likert scale from to a great extent to no extent at all.
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Information from students was collected in one-on-one interviews, following a semi-
structured protocol (see appendix B). All qualitative information was content coded to
identify patterns and categories of responses. Notes provided anecdotal descriptions of
student attitudes regarding potential drivers of success in DAEP programs.

RQ1-Quantitative: How do teachers at home campuses and DAEPS view the
relationship between referral type (mandatory versus discretionary) and behavioral
outcomes of students at DAEPS?

Hol: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses believe mandatory and
discretionary referrals are equally effective in reducing antisocial behaviors.

Hal: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses differ in their beliefs that
mandatory and discretionary referrals are equally effective in reducing antisocial
behaviors.

RQ2-Quantitative: How do teachers at home campuses and DAEPSs view the
relationship between treatment intervention type (punitive versus creative) and behavioral
outcomes of students at DAEPs?

Ho2: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses believe creative and punitive
intervention strategies are equally effective in reducing antisocial behaviors.

Ha2: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses differ beliefs that creative and
punitive intervention strategies are equally effective in reducing antisocial behaviors.

RQ3-Quantitative: How do teachers at home campuses and DAEPs view the

relationship between treatment intervention strategy and recidivism?
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Ho3: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses believe creative and punitive
intervention strategies are equally effective in reducing recidivism.

Ha3: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses differ in their beliefs that
creative and punitive intervention strategies are equally effective in reducing recidivism.

RQ4-Quantitative: How do teachers at home campuses and DAEPSs view the
influence of peer pressure on treatment effectiveness?

Ho4: Teachers at home campuses and DAEPs do not differ in their beliefs that
treatment effectiveness is related to adapting to peer pressure.

Ha4: Teachers at home campuses and DAEPs differ in their belief that treatment
effectiveness is related to adapting to peer pressure.

Q5-Quantitative: How do teachers at home campuses and DAEPs view the effects
of staff/student cultural differences on student success?

Ho5: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses do not differ in their beliefs
that staff and student cultural differences influence behavior outcomes.

Ha5: Teachers at both home campuses and DAEPs differ in their beliefs that staff
and student cultural differences influence behavior outcomes.

RQ6-Quantitative: How does the duration of referral type influence student
behavioral outcomes?

Ho6: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses do not differ in their beliefs
that duration at-risk students are assigned to DAEPs influences behavioral outcomes.

Ha6: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses differ in their beliefs that

duration at-risk students are assigned to DAEPs, influences behavioral outcomes.



RQ7-Quantitative: How does the frequency of referral type influence student
behavioral outcomes?

Ho7: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses do not differ in their beliefs
that frequency of referral type at-risk students are assigned to DAEPs influences
behavioral outcomes.

Ha7: Teachers at both DAEPs and home campuses differ in their beliefs that
frequency of referral type at-risk students are assigned to DAEPs influences behavioral
outcomes.

RQ8-Qualitative: How do students, who were referred to DAEPS, either for
mandatory or for discretionary reasons, describe their attitudes towards placement at a
DAEP?

RQ9-Qualitative: How do students describe their experiences of receiving

treatment interventions?

13

RQ10-Mixed Methods: To what extent and in what ways do qualitative interviews

with students serve to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the results
obtained during the quantitative phase of this mixed-method study?
Theoretical Framework
Bandura’s social cognitive learning theory with its concepts of observational
learning (modeling) and self-regulation served as the theoretical framework for this

study. In 1978, Bandura found that individuals can learn by merely observing the

experiences of others through modeling and imitation, without performing that behavior

themselves, and without being rewarded or punished for that behavior (Friedman &



14

Schustack, 2012). Thus, students who are concentrated as a group of behavior-challenged
students in DAEPs, may learn aggressive and antisocial behavior by observing each
other. The likelihood that the model’s behavior is being imitated depends on additional
factors such as characteristics of the behavior (simple or complex), the characteristics of
the model (age, gender, similarity to the observer, status, competence, and power), and
the saliency of the behavior. Students may behave aggressively because peers with more
power and higher status behave aggressively (Friedman & Schustack, 2012).

Bandura believed that outcome expectancy of behaviors was most influential on
individuals’ decision to model observed behaviors Thus, when at-risk students expect to
gain greater status by imitating aggressive and antisocial behavior of their peers, they
may act upon it. Additionally, Bandura suggested that simple behaviors are more likely to
be imitated, and so are behaviors that are admired or desired (Friedman & Schustack,
2012). Relating this concept to this study, gave a better understanding of the development
of peer contagion and deviancy training, when at-risk students are placed together in
DAEPs (Texas Appleseed, 2007).

Bandura’s construct of self-regulation refers to individuals’ internal or
intrapersonal control of behavior. Bandura suggested that, in different environments,
individuals’ cognitive schema may break down, or they may experience deindividuation
(loss of sense of identity) by being less self-conscious or by joining a group that is
transient and often changing (Friedman & Schustack, 2012). Research by Herndon and

Bembenutty (2017) confirmed that students in DAEPs often lack the skills to self-
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regulate their behaviors and tend to engage in activities that lead to suspension,
expulsion, school dropout, and incarceration.

Bandura’s social-cognitive learning theory can help teachers and administrators
explain why at-risk students learn novel behaviors without observable reinforcement, as
well as why they learn to inhibit socially unacceptable behaviors and disinhibit socially
unacceptable behaviors after they have observed a model perform such behavior. Group
violence and mob behavior, as explained by Bandura’s social-cognitive learning theory,
are perhaps the best indicators, why the concentration of behavior-challenged students in
DAEPs creates an environment that serves to exacerbate, and not reduce unwanted
behaviors.

Nature of the Study

For this study, an explanatory sequential mixed methods approach with a
primarily quantitative focus was used. Based on the pragmatic worldview, which
emphasizes the research problem, researchers may use all available approaches to gain
knowledge about a research problem (Creswell, 2014). An explanatory sequential mixed
methods design was appropriate because survey research in the quantitative phase of this
study provided a numeric description of teachers’ attitudes and opinions about the
research problem, while interviews with students added new knowledge to the
phenomenon with the descriptions of students’ lived experiences.

With this design, each phase was conducted sequentially, beginning with the
collection and analysis of quantitative data, followed by the collection and interpretation

of qualitative data that helped explain results from the quantitative phase of this study.
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The combination of quantitative and qualitative data provided a better understanding of
the research problem than a purely quantitative or qualitative approach and was helpful in
maximizing strengths and minimizing weaknesses of either designs (Creswell, 2014).
Additionally, the quantitative phase allowed generalization of findings based on
statistical information, while the qualitative phase added rich descriptive details that
provided context for the quantitative results (Trochim et al., 2016).

Quantitative analysis provided an objective assessment of the effectiveness of
current prevention and intervention strategies and delivered data about school districts’
policies concerning mandatory and discretionary placements of at-risk students with
antisocial and disruptive behavior problems at DAEPs. Quantitative analyses did not
reveal any variations between home campus and DAEP teacher assessments in student
behaviors. The interventions at DAEPs aligned with Bandura’s social-cognitive learning
theory, particularly with the constructs of observational learning (modeling) and self-
regulation (Friedman & Schustack, 2012).

Qualitative analysis helped in terms of gaining an understanding of students’ lived
experiences of being removed from their home campuses to a DAEP and receiving
different types of interventions. Interviews with students consisted of semi-structured
open-ended questions that solicited their feelings and attitudes about the referral process,
as well as factors of intervention programs that either improved or did not improve their
responsiveness to interventions. Insights gained from students’ thick and rich descriptions
of their lived experiences, while receiving the interventions, contributed to an increased

understanding of the results obtained from the quantitative phase of this study.
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Variables

Participants in the quantitative phase of this explanatory sequential mixed
methods study were teachers from three different public-school districts in Central Texas
and their associated DAEPs, as well as high school teachers in public school districts
across Texas. Vs included teacher type (home school vs. DAEP), treatment intervention
effectiveness (5 point Likert scale from extremely effective to not at all effective),
intervention strategy (5 point Likert scale from mostly punitive to mostly creative),
referral type (5 point Likert scale from mostly discretionary to mostly mandatory), and
four demographic questions involving gender, ethnicity, age group, and teaching
experience) with categories appropriate to the sample of teachers. DVs included eight
statements concerning the impact of frequency of referrals, duration of referrals, type of
referrals, and type of treatment intervention strategies on successful student outcomes
scored on 5-point Likert scales from strongly agree to strongly disagree. There were three
additional exploratory items relating treatment intervention to recidivism using a 5-point
Likert scale from mostly punitive to mostly creative; the impact of peer pressure on
treatment effectiveness and staff and student cultural differences related to student
outcomes, both of which are on a 5-point Likert scale from to a great extent to no extent
at all. Information from students was collected through one-on-one interviews and
followed a semi-structured protocol (see Appendix B).

Definitions
The following terms were used throughout this study and may need further

clarification:
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Comprehensive Whole Child Intervention and Prevention Program: Programs
that involve family, education, and community support (Koffman et al., 2009).

Creative Measures: Universal school-based programs that use social development
and social norms components for the prevention of violence (Gavine et al., 2016).

Deviancy Training and Peer Contagion: An increase of misbehavior, due to the
mutual effects of modeling and reinforcement between at-risk students, concentrated in
the same environment (Texas Appleseed, 2007).

Disciplinary Alternative Education Program (DAEP): Schools designed to correct
or manage the behavior of disruptive students who have difficulty functioning at their
home campuses. These schools are not considered schools of choice (Armstrong &
Ricard, 2016; Booker & Mitchell, 2011).

Discretionary Referral: Referrals given for less serious violations against school
codes of conduct, such as rule breaking and disruptive behaviors (Booker & Mitchell,
2011).

Mandatory Referral: Referrals given for any behavior subject to the Federal
Government’s zero tolerance policies of 1994. These behaviors include felonies,
terroristic threats, assault, and murder (Booker & Mitchell, 2011).

Observational Learning (also known as vicarious learning or modeling):
Observational learning or modeling involves learning by watching others perform
behavior, with the individual observers neither performing the behavior nor being directly

rewarded or punished for the behavior (Friedman & Schustack, 2012).
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Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS): A three-tiered evidence-
based disciplinary program involving behavior expectations that promote healthy school
climate before misbehaviors occur that is based on students’ needs (Mergler et al., 2014).

Punitive Measures: In-school/out-of-school suspensions, placement in DAEPS,
expulsion, and placement in juvenile justice programs (Booker & Mitchell, 2011).

Restorative Discipline/Justice: A program adopted from the criminal justice
system, which focuses on building relationships between at-risk students and their peers,
as well as at-risk students and their teachers and school administrators (Mergler et al.,
2014). The emphasis is on students recognizing how their behavior affects the school
community, recognizing and acknowledging the harm they have done, and working to
remedy the harm (Mergler et al., 2014).

Safe Schools/Healthy Students Initiative (SS/HS, 1999). An initiative to promote
collaboration between mental health, law enforcement, and juvenile justice agencies
(Rollison et al., 2013).

Self-Efficacy: The expectation or belief about how competently one will be able to
enact a behavior in a situation (Friedman & Schustack, 2012).

Self-Regulation: Monitoring one’s own behavior in terms of internal processes,
goals, planning, and self-reinforcement (Friedman & Schustack, 2012).

Social and Emotional Learning Programs (SEL): Programs that promote
students’ ability to manage their emotions, to appreciate the perspective of others, to set

prosocial goals, and to use interpersonal skills in solving problems (Payton et al., 2000).



20

Assumptions
Participants for this study were high school teachers in three public school
districts in Central Texas and their associated DAEPs, and as well as high school teachers
in public school districts across Texas. Participants were recruited with the permission of
superintendents and the assistance of school principals. All participants were assured of
privacy and confidentiality, as well as the option to withdraw from the study at any time.
The assumptions were that school administrators distribute the survey in a letter to all
high school teachers at their home campuses and associated DAEPs, including a link to
the survey questions; that consent to participate in the study is implied when teachers
access the link to the survey; that all high school teachers participate in the survey to help
improve school policies regarding the processes of referrals and interventions; that all
teachers return the survey in a timely manner (within two weeks of receipt); that DAEP
principals assist in recruiting high school students and in obtaining letters of consent from
parents, and letters of assent from students; and that all participants answer the survey
and interview questions truthfully, participate voluntarily, and are interested in
contributing to knowledge.
Scope and Delimitations
Scope
For this study, an explanatory sequential mixed methods design was used to
examine the impact of referral type, frequency and duration of referrals, intervention
type, and teacher type on behavioral change of at-risk students in DAEPSs during the

quantitative phase. The goal during the qualitative phase of this study was to gain an
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understanding of students’ experiences of mandatory versus discretionary referrals,
punitive versus creative interventions and teachers at their home campuses versus
teachers at the DAEPs. 1Vs included teacher type (home school vs. DAEP), treatment
intervention effectiveness (5 point Likert scale from extremely effective to not at all
effective), intervention strategy (5 point Likert scale from mostly punitive to mostly
creative), referral type (5 point Likert scale from mostly discretionary to mostly
mandatory), and four demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, age group, and teaching
experience) with categories appropriate to the sample of teachers. DVs included eight
statements concerning the impact of frequency of referrals, duration of referrals, type of
referrals, and type of treatment intervention strategies on successful student outcomes
scored on 5-point Likert scales from strongly agree to strongly disagree. There were
three additional exploratory items relating treatment intervention to recidivism using a 5-
point Likert scale from mostly punitive to mostly creative; the impact of peer pressure on
treatment effectiveness, and staff and student cultural differences related to student
outcomes, both of which are on a 5-point Likert scale from to a great extent to no extent
at all.
Delimitations

This study included public school districts in Texas, high school teachers at home
campuses and DAEPs, and high school students between grades 9 and 12 who were
referred to DAEPs more than once during their elementary, middle, and high school

years. The three public school districts in Central Texas were selected based on size
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(between 40,000 and 50,000 students), racial distribution of students, and a driving

distance of less than 50 miles to facilitate access to DAEPs for interviews with students.

The study was delimited to public high school teachers in both home campuses
and DAEPs since the qualitative phase included only high school students. High school
students were expected to have a longer history of referrals to DAEPs, interventions and
experiences with teachers that allowed the identification of patterns in behavioral
responses of students.

The study was delimited to current and former high school students at DAEPs.
The focus was on students with a long history of referrals, and a balanced mix between
mandatory and discretionary referrals to identify trends in referral reasons, patterns of
recidivism, and to identify areas that could lead to improvements in current prevention
and intervention efforts.

Limitations

The main limitation of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was that
part of the data was collected in three public school districts in Central Texas to facilitate
face-to-face visits between the researcher, school administrators, and students. The rest of
the data were collected via the Internet from public high schools across Texas.
Participants’ experiences at home campuses and DAEPS may vary widely, and so do
schools and DAEP programs across Texas in terms of referral policies and prevention
and intervention programs. Although all school districts report disciplinary data to the
TEA, they are empowered to use measures that go beyond those imposed by the Gun-

Free Schools Act (GFSA) of 1994 (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Also, DAEPSs are not required
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to report directly to the TEA, so comparisons between school districts cannot be
measured against any standard. For this reason, results obtained during the quantitative
phase may not be used to generalize to the entire state of Texas, nor the teacher
population across the nation.

Additionally, the qualitative phase of this study included only high school
students between grades 9 and 12. For this reason, results were not transferrable to the
entire population of at-risk students assigned to DAEPs. However, information obtained
from qualitative interviews with students provided rich and descriptive details to adapt
school referral and intervention policies to help these students stay at their home
campuses and abstain from behaviors that result in repeated referrals, thus reducing
recidivism rates of DAEPs.

Significance

This research focused first on referral and intervention types used to remove at-
risk students from their home campuses and be rehabilitated in DAEPs, as well as
potential variations between home campus and DAEP teachers in terms of assessment of
student behavioral outcomes. Additionally, this research examined environmental factors
and teacher characteristics, peer contagion and deviancy training, that may have
negatively influenced intervention efforts aimed at changing antisocial behaviors.
Secondly, this research focused on the experiences of students who were referred to
DAEPs and were receiving treatment interventions. In the Texas Appleseed study (2007)

deviancy training and peer contagion were defined as an increase of misbehavior, due to
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the mutual effects of modeling and reinforcement between at-risk students, who are
placed together in the same setting.

DAEPs vary widely in characteristics, ranging in focus from mostly disciplinary
to mostly educational (Lagana-Riordan et al., 2011). Texas is one of the states that
established DAEPs to supplement the zero tolerance policies of the Safe Schools Act of
1995 (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). The purpose of DAEPSs is to serve as temporary education
facilities for expelled and suspended students who have violated policies or state-
mandated rules of conduct (Armstrong & Ricard, 2016; Tajalli & Garba, 2014). For
example, during the 2009-2010 school year, 25% of Texas’ 1227 school districts (this
includes charter schools) had at least one off-campus DAEP (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Of
the 1237 school districts sampled in 2014, Tajalli and Garba (2014) found that only 727
school districts reported DAEP referrals. Furthermore, for the 2009-2010 academic
school year, minorities represented “...more than 62% of the student population of Texas
school districts” (Tajalli & Garba, 2014, p. 620). The problem is the nationwide
discretionary authority of school districts to segregate students with minor behavior
infractions, through expulsions and suspensions into DAEPs (Tajalli & Garba, 2014).
Cortez and Cortez (2009) said that four out of five students removed to Texas DAEPs
were there for relatively minor offenses, ranging from “...chewing gum to talking back to
a teacher to bringing cold medicine to school” (p. 6).

This project was unique because it addressed an under-researched area involving
the efficacy of intervention programs in DAEPs. The results of this study provided much-

needed insights into the extent the IVs influenced the efficacy of existing prevention and
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intervention programs, and as well as the application of Bandura’s social cognitive
learning theory to help break the cycle of recidivism in DAEPs. By focusing on
observable behaviors and unobservable characteristics in response to interventions,
teachers and school administrators can address the alienation effects of students placed in
DAEPs and support their successful return to home campuses and peer groups. A balance
between punitive and proactive intervention strategies that capitalizes on meeting
individual students’ needs can bring about social change by reducing recidivism rates for
DAEPs and the pipeline from schools to prison effects of current school alienation
policies.
Summary

This chapter included an overview of issues faced by school administrators,
teachers, and at-risk students who display antisocial and disruptive behaviors, that lead to
a revolving door to DAEPs, eventual school dropout, criminal activity, and incarceration.
The focus of this study was to understand the impact of school policies relating to
mandatory and discretionary referrals of at-risk students to DAEPSs, as well as punitive
and creative intervention strategies and teacher characteristics on students’ amenability to
positive behavior change. This chapter included background information regarding the
development of mandatory and discretionary referral policies for at-risk behavior-
challenged students and the development of both punitive and creative interventions to
manage these behaviors. The failure of these measures in producing noticeable
improvements in the behaviors of these students led to the identification of a gap in

current research as being the lack of mixed methods studies (Gavine et al., 2016; Skiba,
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2014). A mixed methods approach was used to strengthen the weaknesses of either
quantitative or qualitative methods alone, with the qualitative phase providing rich
descriptive details to give context to the results of the quantitative phase (Trochim et al.,
2016).

The problem of this study involved what is known and what is not known in
current research relating to referral type (mandatory versus discretionary), intervention
type (punitive versus creative), and teacher type (home campus versus DAEPS). This led
to the purpose statement for this study and the development of seven quantitative, two
qualitative, and one mixed methods research questions. Next, a discussion of Bandura’s
social-cognitive learning theory described the concepts of observational learning
(modeling) and self-regulation, which provided the theoretical framework for this study
(Friedman & Schustack, 2012).

Key terms were DAEPs, mandatory and discretionary referrals, punitive and
creative interventions, observational learning, self-regulation, self-efficacy, deviancy
training and peer contagion, and assumptions were that school administrators and
principals will provide support in gaining the participation of teachers in the survey and
the participation of students and their parents to conduct the interviews. The nature of the
study involved components of an explanatory sequential mixed methods study and
identifying the variables of the quantitative phase as referral type, intervention type and
teacher type (1Vs), as well as teachers’ assessments of students’ behavioral responses

(DVs). Next, this chapter included definitions of key terms used in this study.
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In the scope and delimitations part of this chapter, restrictions for this study were
discussed, to include justification for the selection of the geographical location of school
districts, and the selection of high school teachers and high school students as
participants. Limitations of this study were generalizations of the results of the
quantitative phase to all school districts in Texas, and generalizations of the findings from
the qualitative phase to all at-risk students in DAEPSs. The chapter concluded with a
discussion of the significance of the study, which was filling the gap in an under-
researched area. By using a mixed methods approach in which rich descriptive details of
the qualitative phase informed results of the quantitative phase, this study can help school
administrators adapt their referral and intervention policies to improve at-risk students’
behavioral outcomes. In Chapter 2, the theoretical framework for this study, Bandura’s
social cognitive learning theory, is examined in more detail. Chapter 2 also includes an
exploration of literature regarding current knowledge of mandatory versus discretionary
school referral policies, punitive versus creative intervention and prevention strategies,
teacher characteristics and student outcomes. This chapter added more insight into the

gaps in current knowledge and why this study was needed.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

It was not known to what extent referral type, frequency and duration,
intervention type and teacher type were related to positive behavioral outcomes of at-risk
students in DAEPs (Booker & Mitchell, 2011; Childs et al., 2016; Gavine et al., 2016;
Kang-Brown et al., 2013). It was not known why a steadily increasing number of creative
programs produced only modest effect sizes in positive behavioral outcomes of at-risk
students (Gavine et al., 2016). What was known was that little progress had been made
since 2006 in reducing recidivism rates of at-risk students in DAEPSs, school drop-out
rates, and stopping the pipeline from schools to prisons (Gavine et al., 2016).

Repeated referrals to DAEPs, whether mandatory or discretionary, are associated
with increased high-school dropout rates, future criminality, incarceration, and recidivism
(Fenning et al., 2011; Fowler, 2011; Mergler et al., 2014; Sharkey & Fenning, 2012; Van
Acker, 2007; Vanderhaar et al., 2014; Zolkoski et al., 2016. Additionally, the deterrent
effect of repeated placements at DAEPs has not been supported in the research literature
(Booker & Mitchell, 2011; Skiba, 2014; Skiba et al., 2014; Zolkoski et al., 2016). Cortez
and Cortez (2009) found that, across the nation, 33% of DAEP students recidivate at
least once following their first placement at a DAEP.

Zero tolerance policies were implemented by the federal legislature in the form of
the Safe and Drug-Free Schools and Communities Act and the Gun-Free Schools Act of
1994 (Van Acker, 2007) as a response to the dramatic increase in school violence and

aggression in the United States between the years 1980 and 2000. Schools adopted zero
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tolerance policies by implementing punitive measures, such as expulsions and
suspensions, and isolating antisocial students with chronic misbehaviors to DAEPS.
However, with little success of such policies in terms of changing at-risk students’
behaviors, many schools soon implemented alternative and more creative intervention
strategies, such as universal school-based programs for the prevention of violence in
adolescents (Gavine et al., 2016), comprehensive whole child intervention and prevention
programs (Koffman et al., 2009), the SS/HS initiative, (Rollison et al., 2013), and Safe
and Civil Schools, restorative justice, PBIS, and SEL to break the cycle of recidivism,
school failure, and the pipeline from schools to prison effects of suspensions and
expulsions, school dropout, and juvenile delinquency (Mergler et al., 2014). The problem
with these newer and more positive interventions was that, despite improvements in
behavioral outcomes, their effect sizes were modest, due to a lack of cost-effectiveness
and sustainability beyond the current school year (Gavine et al., 2016).

To understand the effectiveness/ineffectiveness of mandatory versus discretionary
referral policies and punitive versus creative interventions on at-risk students’ behavioral
outcomes, it was important to use quantitative and qualitative methods to inform current
school policies. This chapter includes a review of the roles of mandatory and
discretionary referral policies and punitive and creative intervention strategies in terms of
continuance of recidivism at DAEPs, academic failure, school dropout, and future
involvement of at-risk students in the juvenile justice system. This chapter also includes a
discussion of Bandura’s social cognitive learning theory, and how it helps to understand

the effects of deviancy training and peer contagion at DAEPs. Finally, this chapter offers
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possible solutions and strategies to find a balance between mandatory and discretionary
referral policies and punitive and creative intervention strategies to help reduce
recidivism rates at DAEPs, school dropout rates, and future involvement of at-risk
students in the prison system.
Literature Search Strategy

Most of the literature was published between 2012 and 2017. However, a
significant amount is older than five years, dating back to the years of 1978, 1995, and
2000. Other research articles range from the year of 2007 to 2011. It was important to
include older literature in this study due to its significance in terms of understanding the
historical context of school referral policies and intervention strategies. Most of the
literature was peer-reviewed articles, and some were from state and government agencies
such as the TEA, which provided disciplinary data and reports on school districts and
DAEPs. Search terms were at-risk students, antisocial behavior, mandatory and
discretionary referral policies, punitive and creative interventions, disciplinary
alternative education programs, social-cognitive learning theory, social emotional
learning, restorative justice, and school discipline. The research databases searched were
Google Scholar, linked through the Walden University Library, as well as EBSCOHost,
SAGE Journals, ProQuest Central, and PsycARTICLESiation, and various Journals in
Educational Psychology. Furthermore, TEA websites provided school district and DAEP
information, in addition to websites of restorative justice and Safe and Civil Schools,
which provided information about currently employed positive intervention strategies in

Texas schools.
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Theoretical Foundations

Bandura’s social cognitive learning theory, with its concepts of observational
learning (modeling) and self-regulation was the most appropriate theoretical framework
for this study to help understand teachers’ and students’ responses to the referral process
and the intervention strategies. In the literature, CASEL’s (n.d.) social emotional learning
theory was frequently mentioned in support of creative intervention strategies and will be
used in support of Bandura’s construct of self-regulation (Caselman & Self, 2008;
Fowler, 2011; Miller et al., 2015; Payton et al., 2000).
Social Cognitive Learning Theory

Bandura derived his social cognitive learning theory from Clark Hull’s (1943)
view that behaviors are a combination of observable and unobservable (internal)
variables (Friedman & Schustack, 2012). According to Hull, these inner variables act as
intervening variables between a stimulus (e. g. anger) and a response (aggression) and
serve as stimuli for further responses (Friedman & Schustack, 2012). For example, a
DAEP student, whose goal is to gain status in a deviant peer group, will learn a variety of
aggressive behaviors to avoid the pain (basic drive) of being excluded from the group,
which is often associated with being ridiculed or bullied (Friedman & Schustack, 2012).
Thus, the learning occurs in the social context of a DAEP, in which negative peer groups
tend to take priority over academic performance and more positive behavioral
alternatives. Consistent with Bandura’s social cognitive learning theory, students in

DAEPs tend to lack self-regulation skills and favor negative maladaptive behaviors that
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are influenced by the environment, which in turn influences their behaviors (Herndon &
Bembenutty, 2017).

Similar concepts can be found in other theories to help explain why punitive
interventions tend to have negative outcomes, why the influence of peer contagion and
deviancy training in DAEPs may be more powerful than positive reinforcement of
appropriate behaviors by teachers and staff, and why proactive and creative interventions
may not lead to more positive behavior outcomes. However, Bandura’s concepts of
observational learning (modeling), along with the characteristics of the model, such as
similarity in age, gender, ethnic background, and outcome expectancy are most
appropriate to explain why at-risk students decide to imitate the modeled behavior.
Additionally, lack of self-regulation skills, breakdown of cognitive schemas, and
deindividuation in this transient and often changing social environment, encourages
students to engage in behaviors with negative consequences (Friedman & Schustack,
2012; Herndon & Bembenutty, 2017). Thus, concentration of antisocial and behavior-
challenged students in DAEPs may make imitation of deviant behavior more salient than
appropriate behavior modeled by teachers when outcome expectancy promises increased
power and status among like-minded peers.

Koffman et al. (2009) used Bandura’s social cognitive learning theory,
particularly the concepts of self-efficacy and resilience to train students in cognitive,
behavioral, and mindfulness strategies to overcome depression, and posttraumatic stress
disorder, and to increase academic performance, social competence, and responsibility.

Somers et al. (2009) used the concept of role modeling by focusing on the influence of
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parents on student behavior. Additionally, Somers et al. (2009) used cognitive
development theory to explain that 9™ grade students still use concrete skills to pursue
educational goals and need help in understanding the realities of career goals. The
concept of modeling was also used in Van Acker’s (2007) study to explain the influence
of peers in the increase of misbehaviors of antisocial students at DAEPs. VVan Acker
(2007) recommended that staff and teachers in DAEPs, where at-risk students are
concentrated, develop programs to “...counteract the propagation of attitudes, values, and
beliefs that support antisocial behavior” (p. 7). Spaulding et al. (2010) studied the
schoolwide social-behavioral climate, student problem behavior, and related
administrative decisions in 1,510 schools nationwide, and found that removal of
disruptive students in in-school detention rooms, without meaningful and challenging
assignments, increased deviant peer-group social attention. Although the researchers did
not use a theory to explain this observation, Bandura’s concepts of observational
learning, modeling, and imitation helped understand why students in this unstructured
and boring environment became more deviant.
SEL Theory

Many of the studies of the effects of proactive and creative intervention strategies
emphasize the importance of SEL. The SEL framework was developed by the
Collaborative to Advance Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), an international
effort to address health, substance abuse, violence prevention, sexuality, character, and
social skills (Payton et al., 2000; Schmid Mergler et al., 2014). SEL is a research-based

approach that teaches students to manage their emotions, and acquire competencies in
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self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible
decision-making (Mergler et al., 2014). These competencies can be closely compared to
Bandura’s concepts of self-awareness and self-regulation, in which at-risk students
monitor their behavior because of internal processes of goals, planning, and self-
reinforcement, and the belief that they can competently enact a behavior in a situation
(Friedman & Schustack, 2012). Thus, Miller et al. (2015) used the concepts of SEL to
identify best practices for school districts to screen at-risk students’ social, emotional, and
behavioral risks. Multi-informant methods were considered best in accurately identifying
students’ social, emotional, and behavioral functioning (Miller et al., 2015). Payton et al.
(2000) identified the key elements of SEL to help educators in the selection of the most
effective proactive intervention programs for their students’ social and emotional
development. The researchers concluded that two groups of theories were essential:
social emotional learning, including emotional intelligence, social and emotional
competence promotion, social developmental model, social information processing, and
self-management; and behavior change and learning theories, including the health belief
model, the theory of reasoned action, problem behavior theory, and social cognitive
theory.

The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to examine
attitudes of DAEP students and teachers from home schools and their associated DAEPS,
regarding the extent to which they thought referral type, frequency and duration of

referrals, and intervention type were related to positive behavioral outcomes. Bandura’s
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social cognitive learning theory was used to help explain students’ behavioral responses
to punitive and creative interventions at DAEPSs.

Literature Review Concepts
At-Risk Students

The U. S. Department of Education (n.d.) defines at-risk students as High-Needs
students, who are at risk of academic failure, and may need additional support. This
includes students who live in poverty, attend high-minority schools, are incarcerated, are
at risk of not graduating in time, drop out of school without a high school diploma, are
homeless, live in foster care, have disabilities, or are English language learners. The legal
definition of at-risk students includes additional characteristics, such as being low
academic achievers with low self-esteem, and students with discipline and truancy issues,
who minimally identify with school (USLegal, n. d.). At-risk students tend to come from
low socio-economic status families with drug addiction problems and pregnancies that
prevent them from participating in school successfully. As they continue to experience
failure, they are unable to keep up with their peers, develop negative views of the school
environment, and eventually drop out (USLegal, n. d.).

Each school district has its own definition of at-risk students, based on
demographic characteristics, and unique individual situations; however, three common
themes emerge from the literature review: at-risk students are generally African
American students (Booker & Mitchell, 2011; Fowler, 2011; Gregory et al., 2016; Payne
& Welch, 2013; Skiba, 2014; Skiba et al., 2014; Tajalli & Garba, 2014); at-risk students

have major behavioral issues that prevent teachers from teaching the rest of the students
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(Irby, 2014; Lamont et al., 2013; MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013; Skiba, 2014; Skiba et

al., 2014); and at-risk students are mentally or physically impaired (Fowler, 2011;
Lagana-Riordan et al., 2011; Vanderhaar et al., 2014). Overwhelmingly, African
American and special education students were more likely to be suspended, expelled, or
referred to DAEPs for similar behaviors than their White counterparts (Booker &
Mitchell, 2011; Fowler, 2011; Fenning et al., 2012; Mizel et al., 2016; Schick, 2012;
Tajalli & Garba, 2014; Texas Appleseed, 2007). For example, Tajalli and Garba (2014)
found that African American students represented 29.3% of the total population in 207
DAEPs, while the overall African American student population in Texas was only 14%.
School factors, such as district size and wealth, played a greater role in disciplinary
policies than student factors (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Brown et al. (2013) concluded that,
primarily students of color and students with special education needs, were disciplined at
a greater rate and received harsher punishments for discretionary infractions. Mizel et al.
(2016) confirmed that an increase in frequency of suspensions came with an increase in
racial disproportionality. Misbehaviors of African American and special needs students
were found to be less serious and more subjective in interpretation than misbehaviors of
their White counterparts (Booker & Mitchell, 2011; Fowler, 2011; Vanderhaar et al.,
2014). Insubordinate and disruptive behaviors of minority and special needs students
places them at greater risk for not graduating with their peers (Mizel et al, 2016).
DAEPs

Since the 1960s, a diverse field of alternative education programs has been

developed to meet the needs of students, who cannot be successful in traditional K-12
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public schools (Van Acker, 2007). These alternative school programs target the needs of
at-risk students, disruptive students, advanced placement students, charter schools, and
home-schooled children (Van Acker, 2007). Most of these alternative education programs
are schools of choice for students, who are at significant risk for school failure and
dropout within traditional school settings. Lagana-Riordan et al. (2011) reported an
increase of alternative schools in the United States from 2,606 alternative schools in 1993
to over 10,900 in 2001, serving 612,000 students, or 1.3% of the total public schools’
student population.

There are many different types of alternative education schools, however, ranging
from mostly disciplinary to mostly academic in nature, and in between (Lagana-Riordan
etal., 2011). It is important to distinguish these diverse types of alternative schools from
DAEPs, whose focus is discipline, and which cannot be selected by students and their
parents as schools of choice. DAEPs are alternative education sites, either within a
public-school district or outside of it, where administrators send at-risk students for
periods of time, if they repeatedly fail to respond to the schools’ interventions for minor
misbehaviors or have committed offenses that meet the standards for mandatory
placement. Vanderhaar et al. (2014) described two types of alternative schools: one for
students experiencing academic difficulties, and at risk for dropping out, the other type
for antisocial, dangerous, or disruptive students. The first type of alternative schools are
schools of choice for students and their parents to select, while the latter type are DAEPS
that are selected for students by school administrators, and where choice is not an option.

The current study focused on DAEPs.
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Texas is one of few states that have established DAEPs to educate students, who
have been expelled or suspended for violations of the school code of conduct or state-
mandated rules (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). In school year 2009/10, approximately 307 of
the 1227 public school districts in Texas had at least one off-campus DAEP (Tajalli &
Garba, 2014). In a report by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) in 2010,
Vanderhaar et al. (2014) found that the demand for DAEPs for dangerous and disruptive
students outweighed the supply, especially in urban school districts.

Additionally, the characteristics of DAEPSs vary widely, due to the lack of
regulation and accountability at state and district levels (Vanderhaar et al., 2014). For the
most part, school administrators have the authority to design the curriculum and
disciplinary policies and are not required to report statistics for DAEPs. Tajalli and Garba
(2014) found that for the academic year 2009/10, 727 out of 1237 school districts
reported DAEP data, and only 207 districts provided complete information. DAEPs with
small school sizes, low student to teacher ratios, caring staff, individualized instructions,
and parent/community involvement were more effective and had more positive student
outcomes (Vanderhaar et al., 2014). DAEPs with a punitive focus, racial segregation,
intense social control, a lack of resources, and an unchallenging curriculum, were found
to have negative student outcomes and were ineffective (Vanderhaar et al., 2014;
Zolkoski et al., 2016). Few studies exist on the effectiveness of DAEPs (Simonson &
Sugai, 2013), particularly qualitative studies that explore the experiences of at-risk
students, who attend DAEPs (Lagana-Riordan et al., 2011). Mixed methods or qualitative

research that provide the insights of at-risk students on their experiences at DAEPSs, could
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add valuable new information to quantitative studies, regarding schools’ referral policies
and intervention strategies that help keep these students in school, and graduate with their
peers.
Zero Tolerance

Zero tolerance policies in schools resulted from growing concerns over drug use
and trafficking, violence, and gang-related fights and activities around school grounds
(Schick, 2012). In 1994, the federal government enacted the GFSA, making it a crime for
anyone to bring a gun in and around schools (FindLaw, 2017). The GFSA of 1994 was
later amended as part of the elementary and secondary education act of 1965 (ESEA),
which became the no child left behind (NCLB) laws during the Bush administration
(FindLaw, 2017). Together, these laws tied federal funding for school districts to the
adoption of the zero tolerance policies on weapons, resulting in 94% of schools
implementing zero tolerance policies for weapons and firearms, 87% of school districts
extending zero tolerance policies to bringing or using alcohol in and around school
grounds, and 79% of school districts issuing mandatory suspensions and expulsions for
violence and tobacco use, including the possession of nail files, paper clips, scissors,
plastic knives as weapons, as well as aspirin, Midol and Certs as drugs (Schick, 2012).
The enforcement of zero tolerance policies for weapons and firearms, however, is
complicated by students’ constitutional rights, which limit the types of searches school
administrators can do to find weapons, in addition to State laws and attitudes towards gun
control, which often run counter to the federal government’s mandates of gun bans

(FindLaw, 2017).
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Congress passed the first federal gun control law, the National Firearms Act, as a
response to escalating mob violence, and the use of Tommy guns in gang wars (Kim,
2013). This National Firearms Act taxed firearms under 18 inches long, as well as
machine guns, and required gun owners to register their firearms (Kim, 2013). Following
the assassinations of John F. Kennedy in 1963 and Martin Luther King in 1968, the Gun
Control Act of 1968 prohibited the sale of firearms to convicted felons, drug users, and
the mentally ill; required weapons dealers to become licensed; restricted interstate
weapons sales and raised the legal age to purchase a weapon to 21 (Kim, 2013). In 1993,
after the attempted assassination of President Reagan in 1981, the Brady Handgun
Violence Act was enacted, which created a system of background checks of licensed gun
buyers that is maintained by the FBI (Kim, 2013). However, strong opposition from the
National Rifle Association, with the goal to nullify the 1968 Gun Laws, as well as many
loopholes in the various gun control bans, make it difficult for the FBI to inspect gun
dealers, or the transfer of weapons between individuals (Kim, 2013). For example, the
1993 Handgun Violence Prevention Act did not include private sales of weapons (Kim,
2013). Additionally, Roth and Koper (1999) found that murders were rarely committed
with banned weapons and magazines listed in the Crime Control Act of 1994. In the over
62 mass shootings that occurred since 1982, with twenty-five of them having been
committed since 2006, and seven in 2012, most of the perpetrators had obtained their
weapons legally (Kim, 2013). These facts raise questions about the effectiveness of all

gun control laws. Gun ownership in Texas is among the least restrictive, and although
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firearms are prohibited on or near school grounds, exceptions may exist for individuals
with permits to carry concealed weapons (FindLaw, 2017).

Following the Columbine High School massacre of 1999, many school districts
extended their zero tolerance policies beyond the federal mandates for weapons, alcohol,
and drugs, to a wide range of much less harmful misconduct, such as disruptive behaviors
and other nonviolent offenses (Brown et al., 2013). For example, in Florida, the number
of out-of-school suspensions increased by 14% between school years 1999-2000 and
2004-2005, with 76% of the 27,000 students referred to the Department of Juvenile
Justice being referred for misdemeanor offenses, such as disorderly conduct (Schick,
2012). In Indiana, 95% of students were suspended from school during school year 2002-
2003 for disruptive and non-violent behaviors, while only 5% of students were suspended
for the possession of dangerous substances or weapons (Schick, 2012). Suspensions and
expulsions increased nationally 40 percent from one in 13 students in school year 1972-
1973 to one in nine in school year 2009-2010 (Brown et al., 2013; Mizel et al., 2016). In
a study, conducted in Texas in 2011 by the Public Policy Research Institute at the Texas
A&M University, researchers concluded that most suspensions and expulsions involved
minor violations of the schools’ codes of conduct, such as insubordination or classroom
disruptions, instead of the offenses mandated by the Texas zero tolerance laws (Brown et
al., 2013). Additionally, the widespread use of discretionary decisions by school
administrators in suspending and expelling students for minor infractions of the schools’
codes of conduct, unfairly targeted African American and Hispanic students (Tajalli &

Garba, 2014). A study conducted by the Children’s Defense Fund in 1975 revealed that
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school suspensions for African American students in 3000 school districts comprised
two-thirds of all students (Tajalli & Garba, 2014). Booker and Mitchell (2011) confirmed
the overrepresentation of African American students in DAEPs nearly 35 years after the
study’s publication; however, they found that Hispanic students were proportionally
represented, while Asian American students were underrepresented.
School Discipline

In 2014 Texas had 1227 public school districts, including 202 charter schools,
with a 5.1 million student population that is 51.8 percent Hispanic, 29.4 percent Anglo,
12.7 percent African American, and 3.7 percent Asian (Ramsey, 2015). The largest
school district is Houston Independent School District (ISD), with 210,716 students,
followed by Dallas ISD, with 159,487 students; Cypress-Fairbanks ISD with 111,173
students; Northside ISD in Bexar County, with 101,549 students, and 14 other school
districts that have between 50,000 and 100,000 students each (Ramsey, 2015). About
60.2% of Texas public school students classify as economically disadvantaged (Ramsey,
2015). White students represent small minorities in most school districts, with only 1.8%
in San Antonio ISD, 2% in Aldine ISD, 4.7% in Dallas ISD, and 8.2% in Houston ISD,
while Hispanic students represent the majority in 11 of the top 20 districts, and African-
American students over 20% of the student population in six of the top 20 districts
(Ramsey, 2015). When students violate the school code of conduct, school administrators
use a variety of disciplinary options, based on school policies and the severity of the
misconduct. These measures can range from redirection by teachers, counseling, visits to

the principal’s office, meeting with parents, to in-school suspensions, out-of-school
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suspensions, expulsions, and referrals to DAEPs and the juvenile justice system.
Referrals to DAEPs are either mandatory or discretionary.
Mandatory Referrals

In 1994, the US Federal government mandated referrals of students to the juvenile
justice system and placement into DAEPs for offenses, such as murder, assaults, and
terroristic threats, as punishment under the zero tolerance policies (Booker & Mitchell,
2011). The goal was to reduce the significant increase in school crime and juvenile
violence between the late 1980s and 1990s. To receive federal funding on education,
school districts were required to adopt zero tolerance policies on weapons, and
subsequently, many schools across the nation enforced strict zero tolerance policies that
expanded beyond the federally mandated weapons ban (FindLaw, 2017). Based on public
fear over where the next school shooting would take place, schools broadened the scope
of mandatory suspensions, expulsions, and referrals of students to the juvenile justice
system, and isolation in DAEPSs, to include drugs, alcohol, tobacco, fighting, disruptive
behaviors, and other nonviolent offenses (Schick, 2012). Brown et al. (2013) found that
federal funding for full-time law enforcement, security guards, metal detectors and
cameras in schools tripled between the school years of 1996-97 and 2007-08, despite
empirical evidence that juvenile crime had peaked in 1994 and was steadily decreasing
over the following decade.

Hirschfield (2008) suggested that the increased criminalization of student
discipline was the result of a moral panic framework, in which the public and school

administrators sought punitive solutions to perceived threats of violence that did not
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actually exist. In Texas, mandatory removal of students is determined by the State of
Texas Education Code of the Safe Schools Act, Chapter 37, Sections 37.001-37.022
(Booker & Mitchell, 2011). Accordingly, any conduct that meets the Penal Code
definition of a felony, for example, assault causing bodily harm, the use, possession, sale,
or delivery of alcohol or illegal drugs, abuse of a volatile chemical, public lewdness or
indecent exposure, retaliation against any school employee, and making a
bomb/terroristic threat, whether false or real, within 300 feet of school property or a
school-related event, are reasons for mandatory removal of students to a DAEP (Booker
& Mitchell, 2011). The TEA (2016) reported the mandatory placement of 39,115 students
to DAEPs, for the school year 2015-16, in their State level annual discipline summary
report. Conduct punishable as a felony, overwhelmingly involved the use or possession of
controlled substances/drugs and was reported in 22,850 violations for that school year
(TEA, 2016). To confirm Brown et al.’s (2013) findings that juvenile crime in schools
was decreasing, and rarely involved the use of weapons, and to place a perspective on
Hirschfield’s (2008) moral panic theory, it is noteworthy that the TEA’s (2016) State
level annual discipline summary report for school year 2015-16 listed only 324 offenses,
relating to the prohibition of weapons.
Discretionary Referrals

Discretionary reasons for removal of students from home campuses to DAEPs are
less clear than mandatory reasons and are largely determined by school administrators
and the schools’ codes of conduct in each district. The misbehaviors typically include

rule-breaking and disruptive behaviors, such as truancy, insubordination, profanity,
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talking during instructional time, bullying, pushing and shoving peers, and arguing
among peers and with authority (Booker & Mitchell, 2011; Skiba et al., 2014).
Discretionary reasons for placements of students into DAEPs are generally not reported
publicly; however, Texas is one of the few states that publishes such data (Booker &
Mitchell, 2011). Accordingly, 70% of students were referred to DAEPs for discretionary
reasons in school year 2005-2006 (Booker & Mitchell, 2011). In comparison to the
39,115 mandatory placements of students at DAEPs, the TEA’s (2016) State Level
Annual Discipline Summary report listed 51,066 discretionary placements of students at
DAEPs, for the school year of 2015-16. Interestingly, discretionary reasons for referrals
vary significantly between ethnicities, with African-American students being referred for
disobedience, disruptive behavior, fighting, and inappropriate behaviors, while Caucasian
students were suspended for tobacco, alcohol, drug, and weapons possession (Booker &
Mitchell, 2011). There were 1,328,118 Local code of conduct violations reported for
school year 2015-16, with the top misconduct involving 48,544 incidents of
fighting/mutual combat, followed by 15,669 cases of unexcused absences or truancies,
5,770 incidents of tobacco possession and use, and 4,641 incidents of assaults on non-
district employees (TEA, 2016).
Punitive Interventions

Punitive interventions include suspensions, expulsions, isolation of behavior
challenged students at DAEPSs, and the transfer of school discipline to the juvenile courts.
Gregory et al. (2016) confirmed earlier findings by Fenning et al. (2012) that suspensions

and expulsions continue to be the most common disciplinary measures in schools, despite
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research in the last two decades indicating that they are ineffective in reducing
undesirable behaviors in favor of more desirable and prosocial behaviors. Suspensions
and expulsions, coupled with repeated referrals of students to DAEPs for minor
infractions, are positively related to academic failure, school dropout, and entry of at-risk
students into the juvenile justice system (Sharkey & Fenning, 2012; Mizel et al., 2016;
Teasley, 2014; Zolkoski et al., 2016). Based on the 2007 Texas Appleseed study of 16
states, Fowler (2011) suggested that using discretionary decisions to criminalize minor
student misbehaviors, to suspend and expel, lead to student push out, dropout, and the
notorious school to prison pipeline, experienced by the juvenile justice system. Brown et
al. (2013) concluded that students, who were suspended or expelled from school on a
single discretionary decision, not involving a weapon, were three times as likely to end
up in juvenile courts in subsequent academic years. In a call to action and based on the
ineffectiveness and negative impact of punitive disciplinary school policies, Fenning et
al. (2011) recommended that school districts review such policies and consider more
proactive and creative responses. Lamont et al. (2013) warned that expelled or suspended
students, who were left unsupervised at home, were more likely to associate with deviant
peers and to engage in further inappropriate behavior, further increasing risks and social
costs. Additionally, Skiba (2014) emphasized that zero tolerance policies have not
worked to improve student behaviors or school safety in the past 15 years, advocating for
the collaboration of schools, families, community, and law enforcement, in using a
diverse array of creative strategies to improve school safety. Teasley (2014) emphasized

that research on the effectiveness of zero tolerance policies to deal with students’
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antisocial behaviors, have neither deterred such behaviors, nor improved academic
achievement. Instead, zero tolerance policies have served as “...catalysts for the school-
to prison pipeline” across the Nation (Teasley, 2014, p.1310).
Creative Interventions

To counter the negative effects of exclusionary disciplinary strategies, many
schools across the country have since implemented more proactive and creative
strategies, such as restorative discipline, PBIS, or SEL (Mergler et al., 2014).

Restorative discipline in schools models a successful strategy employed in the
criminal justice system’s restorative justice programs, holding students responsible for
their misbehaviors (Mergler et al., 2014). Students, administrators, and teachers focus on
building relationships that allow students to right the wrongs, committed by their
misbehaviors (Mergler et al., 2014). Although reactive in nature, it is considered a
creative and positive approach that uses student conferences, peer mediation, restitution,
and community service to change the way students understand their misbehaviors (Payne
& Welch, 2015). Restorative discipline includes victims, perpetrators, and the
community in recognizing the harm, committed by misbehaviors and crime, holding the
perpetrator accountable, and correcting the harm done (Mergler et al., 2014). Payne et al.
(2015) found that students preferred restorative discipline over traditional punitive
measures of expulsions and suspensions;