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Effective Schooling Practices and At-Risk Youth:�What the Research Shows


Greg Druian and Jocelyn A. Butler 


The unique needs of the educationally disadvantaged cannot be fully or effectively addressed by reforms of a general nature, such as increasing course requirements, raising teacher salaries, or increasing the amount of instructional time. While these reforms may be desirable on their own merits, they should not be viewed as a substitute for direct and comprehensive strategies to solve the problems of the disadvantaged.





Researchers have found that it is possible to identify potential dropouts early--as early as elementary school (McDill, Natriello and Pallas 1986). Hodgkinson (p. 12) found in his research a widely held view that "we intervene too late in the course of a student's development, that certain parts of the profile of a dropout-prone student may be visible as early as the third grade." 


There are a great variety of conditions associated with being at risk. Researchers who have investigated characteristics correlated with a high likelihood of dropping out mention demographic, socioeconomic and institutional characteristics such as: 


Living in high-growth states 


Living in unstable school districts 


Being a member of a low-income family 


Having low academic skills (though not necessarily low intelligence) 


Having parents who are not high school graduates 


Speaking English as a second language 


Being single-parent children 


Having negative self-perceptions; being bored or alienated; having low self-esteem 


Pursuing alternatives: males tend to seek paid work as an alternative; females may leave to have children or get married 


Successful programs "combine intensive, individualized training in the basic skills with work-related projects" and finds that "when the relation between education and work becomes clear, most of these potential drop-outs can be motivated to stay in school and perform at a higher level" Hodgkinson (1985). For the full article visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.nwrel.org/index.html" ��http://www.nwrel.org/index.html�.








Service-Learning:  Engaging and Empowering At-Risk Youth





Lynn Kleiman Malinoff, EdD


Jennifer Martin, PhD


Tinkham Alternative High School


Wayne Westland Community Schools��	Here at Tinkham Alternative High School, we discovered service-learning during a 3-year collaborative grant experience with Quest International.  Our school services between 70-90 at-risk students consisting of many decertified special education students and students with behavior and attendance challenges.  Our students have not experienced success in school, nor have they felt a sense of connection with school or with the broader community.  In our initial years of this practice, we conducted research expecting to see changes in attitudes.  Yes, the attitudes towards school and community improved AND SO DID THEIR ACHIEVMENT!   As a staff, we were hooked.  This strategy had some of the most positive student outcomes of any systematic approach to teaching we had implemented. 


	As an effective pedagogy for our students, service-learning addresses the basic psychological needs of at-risk youth.  Richard Sagor (1993) identified these needs in his book, At-Risk Students:  Reaching and Teaching Them.  The feelings of competence, belonging, usefulness, potency and optimism are systematically addressed through the preparation, action, reflection and demonstration steps in this practice.  Students move from a perception of hopelessness and disconnection toward active engagement in school.  They become tied in a meaningful and productive way to their community.  A recent alumnus told us about her experience with service-learning - “It gave me a reason to want to come to school.  My attendance got better.  My attitude changed.  I passed my classes.”


	As regular participants in service-learning leadership and training, Tinkham staff and students share their experiences of strength, hope, and academic success with teachers, administrators and public officials in order to increase the practice in Wayne Westland and beyond.  We all know this is good for kids, especially those on the fringe whether they be alternative learners, gifted students, or just “dare to be different” students.  It is a practice with the power to engage and empower them all!














Developing Resilience in Urban Youth�The term "at risk" has been over-used in education, often being applied to urban youth as a descriptor even though the term actually applies to the conditions of their lives - specifically, "risk factors" such as poverty and economic status. 


To transform schools and communities into environments that foster resilience is no easy task. Conclusions from NCREL Monograph:Developing Resilience in Urban Youth suggest that schools:


Develop school programs and policies as vehicles to promote positive peer interaction between and among students, parents, and community members. 


Provide a variety of extracurricular programs that allow youngsters to pursue interests and that promote self-efficacy. 


Provide professional development and support teams for teachers and students that provide solutions and options to students who are in crisis or who are "falling through the cracks." 


Develop strong linkages with churches/community counseling centers and health agencies that are genuinely interested in serving neighborhood clients. 


Encourage student development of long-term goals and plans through rewards and incentives within the school and community. 


Provide mentors for students who are facing high-risk situations to reduce risk exposure. 


Use multi-age groups and tutoring to foster a sense of competence and efficacy. 


Collaborate with community- and youth-serving agencies that allow students to invest in academic pursuits outside of school. 


Engage students in career explorations and postsecondary options beginning at the middle school level. 


Provide opportunities for athletic intramural and intermural activities at the middle and secondary school levels.


Structure opportunities for the development of interracial friendships with school wide programs in integrated settings. 


Question, reflect, reexamine, and revise what you do to develop the full potential of urban youth. 


For the complete monograph visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.learningpt.org/page.php?pageID=243" ��http://www.learningpt.org/page.php?pageID=243� and search for NCREL Monograph: Developing Resilience in Urban Youth. Consider service-learning connections that promote the activities listed above. What can you do to foster resilience?�























At-Risk Students Can Excel Through Service-Learning 


Working with "at-risk" students to engage and excel in positive activities is one of many challenges of today's educational landscape. While most educators do not use the term "at-risk," it is used to describe one who is in danger of failing to complete his or her education with an adequate level of skills. Risk factors include low achievement, retention in grade, behavior problems, poor attendance, low socioeconomic status, and attendance at schools with large numbers of poor students (Slavin, 1989). "At-risk" students are commonly misunderstood and, unfortunately at times, overlooked because traditional schooling and policies are not able to provide the needed support and alternative methods of learning.��Service-learning has been shown to offer opportunities for at-risk students. Students who participate develop leadership skills, a sense of social responsibility, and increased interest and engagement in school activities.��Youth Service America, with the U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, has just announced the � HYPERLINK "http://www.ysa.org/awards/award_grant.cfm" \l "nowavailable" �YouthRising grant program�. The grant will support projects that engage high-risk and/or gang-involved youth (ages 12-25) in service to their communities. Projects should be co-led by youth and adult allies such as parents, counselors, coaches, teachers, youth leaders, etc. A significant portion of the project must take place on National and Global Youth Service Day, April 20-22, 2007. Deadline is 5pm EST on October 12, 2006. 


For more information visit the National Service-Learning Partnership at � HYPERLINK "http://service-learning.blogspot.com/2006/07/at-risk-students-can-excel-through.html" ��http://service-learning.blogspot.com/2006/07/at-risk-students-can-excel-through.html�.











To share information about service-learning topics or resources, please call the MCSC at 517.241.2553, 


Email � HYPERLINK "mailto:gilmant@michigan.gov" ��gilmant@michigan.gov� or write


 “Service-Learning Tool Kit,” Michigan Community Service Commission, 1048 Pierpont, Suite 4, Lansing, MI 48913





The MCSC is firmly committed to providing access, equal opportunity, and reasonable accommodation in its programs, activities, and materials. Please call 517.335.4295 to request accommodations or to obtain materials in an alternate format.
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