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as truancy, grade retention, poor academic achievement and behavior discipline referrals are all 

linked to juvenile delinquency (Katsiyannis et al., 2013). Youth who are labeled with an 

intellectual disability, or those labeled with a social emotional disability are overrepresented in 

the juvenile justice system and are more likely to reoffend than their non-disabled peers 

(Katsiyannis et al., 2013). These educational factors, according to researchers, are universal and 

they continue to be present in juvenile and adult offenders in the criminal justice system 

(Katsiyannis et al., 2013).  

 Research indicated that there is a correlation between educational outcomes, delinquency, 

and juvenile recidivism. This can be attributed to adolescent’s inability to make rational 

decisions based on their age, education level, and maturity (Steinberg, 2008). Recent 

physiological research has indicated that adolescent judgement may be immature compared to 

adults (Steinberg, 2008).  Making impulsive decisions based on what is happening “in the 

moment” has led to an increase in juvenile delinquency. Brain maturation does not occur until 

the early twenties, making it difficult for adolescents to make decisions, especially if a variety of 

social and environmental factors (Steinberg, 2008) is persuading them. For example, according 

to Steinberg (2008), “adolescent risk decisions are influenced by social pressure, emotional 

experiences, and peer norms. Although adults may experience these factors, adult decisions are 

thought to reflect their own choices and preferences, whereas adolescent choices may not” (p. 

80). In the alternative education setting, adolescents interact with peers of all ages and maturity 

levels. If one student insists that a decision (bad or good) is the correct one, the other students 

will follow. With an increase in peer influence, and impacted adolescent judgement based on 

maturity, delinquency among juveniles intensifies. In all, research indicated that factors of 
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maturity and judgement as well as level of education, have a positive association with juvenile 

recidivism and in turn, funnel the school-to-prison pipeline (Steinberg, 2008).  

No Child Left Behind 

Several would agree, that when studying the foundation of the school-to-prison pipeline, 

it is important to acknowledge that the pipeline can flow in both directions. Students that find 

themselves in the pipeline find it difficult to re-enter into mainstream education once they have 

been incarcerated and completed their sentencing. Removal of students from the mainstream 

classroom is not a new marvel; however, the severity of the infraction to get the students 

removed drastically changed when the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) passed (as cited in 

Nolen & Duignan, 2021). No Child Left Behind, passed in 2001, aimed at improving public 

primary and secondary schools, and thus student performance, via increased accountability for 

schools, school districts, and states. The NCLB Act, which grew out of concern that the 

American education system was no longer internationally competitive, significantly increased 

the federal role in holding schools responsible for the academic progress of all students. It was 

after the passing of NCLB, that students were removed from the classroom setting based on 

small infractions that are typical of childhood behavior and placed in a more restrictive setting 

such as an alternative educational placement or, if the infraction is more severe, the juvenile 

justice system. Much of this behavior stems from boredom in the classroom or the irrelevance of 

the curriculum being taught (Feierman et al., 2009).  

In a more perfect world, when a student has been removed from mainstream education 

and has been introduced to the juvenile justice system, a transition plan is created between the 

public school and the justice system, furthermore, if the transition plan is completed during their 

time in this placement, then they would return to their mainstream school. On the contrary, 
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according to Feierman et al. (2009), youth are finding that as easy as it was to get into the 

pipeline, it is impossible to get out. Feierman et al. (2009) explained: 

Impediments to re-entry magnify the effects of the school-to- prison pipeline; they 

heighten the likelihood that children will find themselves returning to the justice system 

they just exited. . . Research shows that when these children return from such placements 

to school, recidivism rates drop and their successful re-entry into the community becomes 

more likely. (p. 1116) 

Due to the mandates of NCLB, re-entry for a student from this pipeline does cause underlying 

issues for the school district. According to Feierman et al. (2009), these underlying issues are 

associated with credits towards graduation. They explained:  

Some district schools fail to accept academic credits that the youth earned at the detention 

facility . . . results from districts refusing to accept partial credit or credits earned in a 

course with a different title, content, or structure than that of the school district’s 

program, or from school district’ skepticism of the quality of the educational program 

offered at detention facilities. (p. 1117) 

While these are valid points to deny students re-entry, it is not the fault of the youth, or 

the programs they are placed in during their alternative placement or incarceration. Realistically, 

public education is the last hope for some of these youth (Feierman et al., 2009). Not allowing 

students back into the mainstream school setting or denying them earned credit towards 

graduation, is contradictory to what the public school system claims is its core purpose. Fisher 

and Frey (2008) argue that the main goal of public school is “simply learning” (p. 1). When these 

students are denied the opportunity to return to mainstream schooling or denied credits they 

earned while attending an alternative placement, they are being denied their right to learn. The 
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reasons for denial include the safety of the school environment and, because of NCLB, the 

possibility of hurting the schools rating when it comes to standardized assessments.  

 Every state would agree that a child has the right to a free, appropriate public education. 

However due to the standards and accountability that teachers are forced to abide to due to 

NCLB a constant battle between public, alternative and schools with the JJS continues to ascend. 

Public schools are held accountable for passing standards for all students; therefore, when a 

student returns from a JJS placement, they fear that the school’s success rate can be jeopardized. 

In addition, if public schools fail to meet the standards that are set, then the Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) under the NCLB Act can lead to severe consequences (Feierman et al., 2009). 

To prevent this from happening, public schools should create programs within their districts to 

meet the needs of all students regardless of ability level. Accountability should be based on 

student population and not by a “one size fits all” educational program (Feierman et al., 2009). 

Programs and Supports 

Unsuccessful Programs 

 Over 20 years of empirical research on programs that work and do not work for at-risk 

youth in Wyoming was virtually non-existent (Burman, 2004). However, today, that has changed 

significantly. A plethora of research on what programs are unsuccessful and those that are 

successful has been accumulated. While many programs for at-risk youth have been successful in 

Wyoming, some treatment programs (even those that have been widely used) have been deemed 

unsuccessful (Burman, 2004).  

 Burman (2004) suggested that many popular programs that have been said to be 

successful are quite opposite. Programs that have been ruled as having the most minimal success 

include boot camps, scared-straight programs, control-oriented programs that focus on “intensive 
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supervision,” wilderness programs and psychological interventions that are non-directive or 

insight oriented (Burman, 2004). Kids in military-style boot camps learn to do what they are told 

when someone is yelling in their face and threatening to make them do push-ups or sit-ups; 

however, when they do not have this in the outside world, they are not motivated to behave 

(Yohalem & Ahlstrom, 2010). Additionally, Scared Straight programs actually increase the 

likelihood that teens will commit criminal behavior because many teens see the criminals that 

they are subjected to as “cool” and try to imitate them (Yohalem & Ahlstrom, 2010). While it is 

tempting and easy to say that there are zero programs that work, that is not the case. It is 

important that programs are developed by thinking creatively and producing the best strategies, 

with structure and support, to assist at-risk youth from entering the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Juvenile justice programs should be goal-oriented and should not be based on personal 

experiences and philosophies about what works and does not work (Burman, 2004). Instead, 

these programs should use empirical data to develop principals and guidelines that have been 

shown to work historically.  

Successful Programs 

 Just as a variety of programs have been seen as unsuccessful and ineffective, other 

programs are successful for at-risk youth. While the specifics of these programs vary from state 

to state, the principals that make for successful programs are consistent. Successful programs, 

according to Burman (2004), should: 

1) have a culture of organization, extending to well defined goals and ethical principles, 

2) be based on “empirically-defined needs”, 3) have a professionally trained director and 

program staff, 4) include a method of determining offender risk, based on proven 

psychometric tools, 5) target for change those factors that lead to recidivism, using 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-to-turn-around-troubled-teens/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-to-turn-around-troubled-teens/
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empirically valid behavioral/social learning/cognitive behavioral therapies, 6) use 

therapeutic approaches and address “anti-criminal modeling, effective reinforcement and 

approval, problem-solving techniques, structured learning procedures for skill building, 

effective use of authority, cognitive self-change, relationship practices, and motivational 

interviewing, 7) stress cooperation between different agencies that provide services; and 

8) routinely evaluate itself. (p. 703)  

“Current trends in juvenile justice include balanced and restorative justice principals that that 

strive to maintain balance and effectiveness” (Burman, 2004, p. 704). In addition, important 

characteristics of effective programs for juvenile offenders include offender accountability, 

competency development and community protection. Programs that hold their students 

accountable have a higher chance of succession than those that do not (Burman, 2004). Planning 

and implementing programs that decrease recidivism and increase the chances of re-entry to 

mainstream school assist in decreasing the cycle to the school-to-prison pipeline. Programs that 

do not consider the above principals are almost certain to have little to no impact on juvenile 

recidivism (Burman, 2004).  

Conclusion 

 Previous research has shown that alternative education programs have a direct impact on 

juvenile recidivism. After a review, the literature is evident that the prevalence of risk factors 

associated with delinquent behavior has a strong correlation with juvenile recidivism. The 

presence of mental health, substance abuse, as well as student and family dynamics are becoming 

increasingly high and juvenile detention facilities are finding it difficult to serve the distinctive 

needs of this population of students. According to Heilburn et al. (2005), “The link between 

mental health difficulties and youthful offending is important in considering treatment response, 
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as there is growing evidence that mental health difficulties are linked directly and indirectly to 

later offending behavior and delinquency” (p. 3). 

Carter (2012) indicated,  

Substance abuse often increases recidivism and reflects a deeper involvement in the 

juvenile justice system. Substance-abusing children in the juvenile justice system usually 

exhibit a multitude of psychosocial and clinical problems and make youthful offenders a 

challenge to treat. (para. 1) 

These various problems can make youthful offenders a challenging subset to treat. 

Many of these children come from economically disadvantaged homes. Moreover, it is 

common for these children to struggle with a co-occurring psychiatric disorder. Though 

treating youthful offenders for substance abuse can be challenging, the return on society’s 

investment is worth the effort. (para. 1, 8) 

The literature also discussed how predictors within the context of the school setting as well as 

demographics and family structures are associated with recidivism and the extended 

overrepresentation of male youth and youth that have a mental illness within the juvenile justice 

system. In addition, predictors of juvenile recidivism and factors that contribute to the school-to-

prison pipeline were discussed. Finally, the literature provided an extensive overview of 

alternative education programs and the successful and unsuccessful programs that have been 

used for treating students within the juvenile justice system. Research has indicated that meeting 

the needs of these unique individuals assists in improving their overall well-being and preventing 

future recidivism as they exit from a transitional facility back into mainstream society. 
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Conceptual Framework 

Collins and Stockton (2018) can loosely define a conceptual framework as “a map of how 

all different literature works together in a particular study” (p. 2). Egbert and Sanden (2014) 

described it as the way in which a person views the world. An individual’s conceptual 

framework consists of “…the sum of one’s experiences, beliefs, and knowledge from every facet 

of life…” (p. 5). The conceptual framework acts as a base on which the researcher’s 

epistemological stance grows to guide their research. The goal of a conceptual framework is to 

assist the researcher in refining goals, developing research questions, discerning methodological 

choices, identifying potential threats to validity, and demonstrating the relevance of the research 

(Collins & Stockton, 2018). A conceptual framework acts as a base on which to grow the 

researcher’s epistemological stance to guide the research. Epistemology is defined by Glesne 

(2016) as, “the study of the nature of knowledge; what you believe knowledge to be, in turn, 

shapes and serves to justify your methodology, your theoretical perspectives about how to go 

about knowing” (p. 5).  

Egbert and Sanden (2014) provide a tree as a diagram, as demonstrated in Figure 1. The 

diagram shows how the pieces of a conceptual framework mold together to support and guide the 

research. Research is grounded within the conceptual framework of a study. The researcher’s 

epistemological stance guides as a source of nourishment for the research that is generated 

through the roots of the tree. The paradigm, which is represented as a trunk within the tree gives 

way to the theory (branches) of the study and is engendered through the epistemological stance 

and the paradigm which also support the theoretical framework. The leaves, which represent the 

methods of the research study, provide a guide for how the research study should be conducted. 

Each of these components are critical and vital to the research process.  
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Figure 1 

Methods Tree  

Source. Egbert & Sanden, 2014, p. 86. 

 

Constructivism  

Doolittle and Camp (1999) defined constructivism as “A theory of learning that has roots 

in both philosophy and psychology. The essential core of constructivism is that learners actively 

construct their own knowledge and meaning from their experiences” (p.1). 

The roots of constructivism date back to the early 1700’s and have been practiced by 

many philosophers including John Dewey, Hegel, Kant and Vico. Constructivism comes in many 

different forms, all of which play a significant role in the learning process. Constructivists 

believe that for one to make a real meaning out of a situation, they must experience it personally 

so that they are able to make a personal connection of what reality is. Thus, constructivism 

acknowledges the learner’s active role in the personal creation of knowledge, the importance of 

experience (both individual and social) in this knowledge creation process, and the realization 

that the knowledge created will vary in its degree of validity as an accurate representation of 
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reality. (Doolittle & Camp, 1999, p. 7) Another key factor in constructivism is that learning 

should involve social interaction and mediation with others. One important feature of the 

constructivist pedagogy is that learning should take place in an authentic and real-world 

environment. According to constructivists, “the Centre or instruction is the learner. Meaningful 

understanding occurs when students develop effective ways to resolve problematic situations” 

(Karagiorgi & Symeou, 2005, p. 19). Learners do not simply absorb and store up the information 

that they have been given; instead, they make and test provisional examinations of the new 

experiences they encounter until a sufficient and reasonable formation surfaces. A central 

strategy for constructivism is to create a collaborative learning environment. It allows learners to 

develop, compare, and understand multiple perspectives on an issue (Karagiorgi & Symeou, 

2005, p. 21). 

Interpretivist Paradigm 

The interpretivist paradigm recognizes openly that interpretations are key to successful 

human interactions and knowledge. Ideas from interpretivism can be traced back to Greek and 

Roman philosophies (Glesne, 2016, p. 8). From an interpretivist viewpoint, “people are 

deliberate and creative in their actions, they act intentionally and make meaning in and through 

their activity” (Ahmed, 2008, p.4). Crotty (1998) explained that interpretivism stems from the 

idea of positivism and contradistinction to interpret reality through both social and humanistic 

means. The interpretivist framework recognizes that interpretations are critical to human 

interaction and knowledge. 

 The interpretive theory of human understanding Is sometimes referred to as 

hermeneutics. It “rejects the idea of universal laws and accepts that interpretation is fundamental 

to human interactions and knowing” (Glesne, 2016, p. 8). Interpretivism helps in understanding 
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all available perspectives and their contexts (Crotty, 1998). The interpretivist approach, 

according to Crotty (1998), “looks for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations 

of the social-life world” (p. 67). As it relates to the school-to-prison pipeline, the interpretivist 

paradigm informs the ways that alternative education is viewed and provides a way for 

policymakers and stakeholders to grow in their knowledge about the impact alternative education 

has on juvenile recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline.  

Theoretical Foundation 

Youth who are involved in the juvenile justice system and who attend alternative 

education programs are often impacted by social influences and factors of life that tend to have a 

negative impact on school achievement, interpersonal skills, graduation rate, social 

connectedness, and making appropriate choices (Herndon & Bembenutty, 2014; Ryan et al., 

2014; Zimmerman, 2013). Self-regulated learning, as defined by Stolp and Zabrucky (2009), is 

“A process that involves setting goals, implementing strategies to achieve goals, monitoring 

performance towards reaching goals, and finally, an evaluation of the task” (p. 5). The theoretical 

framework of self-regulated learning suggests that youth who are experiencing these types of 

problems lack the appropriate skills necessary to self-regulate.  

Zimmerman’s (2008) theory of self-regulated learning insists that teaching students to 

take control of their thoughts, beliefs, and behavior has a strong correlation in helping them 

achieve academic success. When students learn self-regulation skills as well as delayed 

gratification, they achieve positive social, emotional, and academic outcomes that include 

completing an education program and avoidance of unruly behavior in and out of the school 

environment (Herndon & Bembenutty, 2014). This framework is useful in all educational 

facilities; however, it is especially useful in alternative education settings when assisting juvenile 
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offenders towards a viable, realistic career pathway upon high school completion. Successful 

educational programs that teach students self-regulation behaviors and appropriate social skills 

that lead to career pathways are major components in preventing youth from participating in 

criminal behavior. Macomber et al. (2010) insists that education linked to employment is the 

most rewarding factor in recidivism reduction. Additionally, effective practices in the juvenile 

education system targeted to reduce juvenile recidivism and deter delinquent youth behavior 

consist of (a) vocational training, (b) direct instruction, (c) innovative technology, (d) structured 

and guided lesson plans, (e) peer tutoring, (f) creative learning practices, (g) low student-to-

teacher ratio, (h) positive communication between students and teachers, (i) functional literacy, 

and (j) youth employment opportunities (Macomber et al., 2010).  

According to the Correctional Education Association (as cited in Lange & Sletten, 2002), 

youth who receive vocational training during their incarceration are more likely to hold jobs 

during the first year of their release than youth who had received little to no training at all. In 

addition, youth who received vocational training were more likely to receive higher earnings for 

employment and had a 12% less likelihood for recidivism. Research indicated that the youth who 

were involved in these programs expressed a more positive attitude toward their training and 

work experience and an overall improvement in behavior (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 159). 

According to the U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention, operating a comprehensive approach that meets the needs of juvenile offenders using 

vocational training is a common strategy to deter youth from participating in criminal behavior 

(Development Services Group, 2010). Vocational programs that promote both academic success 

and job readiness skills have been found to be most successful. Congress supported these 

programs through the Workforce Investment Act of 1998, which allows exemplary programs 
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such as Job Corps and Youth Workforce Development to help youth achieve academic success 

and job readiness skills that make them marketable upon program completion. Programs such as 

these are a prime example of what youth in alternative educational settings need to participate in 

to be the most successful. 

Summary 

Throughout this literature review, the history of alternative education programs was 

uncovered and explored as well as the impact alternative education programs have on juvenile 

recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline, shedding light on incredibly important yet often-

overlooked predictors of recidivism and construction of the pipeline. More understanding of how 

alternative education programs operate, and how they impact the students who are attending is 

essential to advancing early interventions and pedagogical approaches within these programs. 

This present review of research helped to bridge the gap in literature by enhancing the 

understanding of how alternative education programs directly influence juvenile recidivism, 

which is essential to my research study. Additionally, the literature provided an overview of the 

types of programs used to meet the needs of youth involved in the juvenile justice system, which 

indicated that meeting the unique needs of these youth aids in improving their overall well-being 

and prevents future recidivism. Chapter III: Methodology covers the methods of the research, 

illuminating, the philosophical foundations and the rationale for the chosen methodology of 

quantitative narrative analysis. In addition, discussions of the research setting, participants, data 

collection, data analysis, ethical considerations, trustworthiness, and limitations and 

delimitations are included.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the methods and processes employed to identify 

and describe the effect that alternative education programs have on juvenile recidivism and the 

school-to-prison pipeline phenomenon using a narrative analysis approach. This chapter begins 

with a restatement of the rationale of the research study behind the chosen methodology of a 

narrative analysis and connection to the research questions prior to discussing the 

appropriateness of the research design and the philosophical and theoretical underpinnings of the 

research. This chapter includes a description of the population, which consisted of young adults 

who participated in an alternative education program and had been or are currently involved in 

the juvenile justice system. Processes utilized to develop the data collection instrument and 

ensure reliability and validity are referenced. Research setting, participants, ethical 

considerations, data collection, analysis methods, and trustworthiness are each addressed within 

this chapter. Finally, the limitations and delimitations are discussed followed by a chapter 

summary.  

Rationale 

Research Questions 

As previously discussed in Chapter I, this research employed a narrative analysis 

methodology to answer the following research questions:  

Q1  How do at-risk youth perceive the importance of the predictors of juvenile 

recidivism in their efforts to not reoffend? 
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Q2  What supports do at-risk youth perceive would be important to avoid juvenile 

recidivism after their release from the Juvenile Justice System? 

 

Q3  What are the effective components within alternative education programs that 

assist in reducing juvenile recidivism? 

 

Q4  What is the perceived relationship between alternative schools and juvenile 

 recidivism and their impact on the school-to-prison pipeline? 

 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this descriptive, qualitative study was to provide a focus on the needs and 

perceptions of at-risk youth who have participated in the alternative educational setting. A 

second purpose was to identify important predictors of juvenile recidivism, and the perceived 

effectiveness of efforts to prevent/avoid juvenile recidivism as perceived by previously detained 

at-risk youth who had participated in an alternative education setting during any part of their 

education. 

Philosophical Underpinnings 

This research was based on a constructivist epistemology with an interpretivist paradigm 

(Glesne, 2016), which helped to guide and support the research methodology of a narrative 

analysis. Epistemology is defined by Glesne (2016) as, “the study of the nature of knowledge; 

what you believe knowledge to be, in turn, shapes and serves to justify your methodology, your 

theoretical perspectives about how to go about knowing” (p. 5). According to Egbert and Sanden 

(2014), a constructivist epistemology rejects objective Truth with a capital T and, instead, is 

based upon the idea that knowledge is constructed by individual experiences of individuals, 

which is portrayed through a narrative analysis.  

Using the theoretical framework of the theory of self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 

2008), in addition to a constructivist epistemology with an interpretivist paradigm (Glesne, 

2016), the research will be guided and support the chosen methodology of a narrative analysis. 
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Constructivism is defined as “A theory of learning that has roots in both philosophy and 

psychology. The essential core of constructivism is that learners actively construct their own 

knowledge and meaning from their experiences (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). A paradigm, 

according to Glesne (2016) is, “A framework or philosophy of science that makes assumptions 

about the nature of reality and truth, the kids of questions to explore, and how to go about doing 

so” (p. 5). The interpretivist paradigm, to be exact, understands and recognizes interpretations 

that are vital to human interactions and knowledge. Additionally, an interpretivist paradigm 

helped guide how I approached and viewed my data collection and analysis throughout my 

research study.  

As detailed in Chapter I, the theoretical underpinnings of Zimmerman’s (2008) self-

regulated learning theory, provided a strong, solid foundation on which my research is based. 

Zimmerman’s theory brings different components on which to base my research questions, data 

collection techniques, data collection materials, and the overall research. Overall, his theory 

worked to provide a consistent theoretical base on which I explored the interconnectedness 

between alternative education programs and juvenile recidivism based on the narratives of ten at-

risk youth who are currently or previously involved in the juvenile justice system.  

Narrative Analysis 

This research study undertook a qualitative approach, where research biases and 

expectations were explored and interpreted based on the data collected during the interviews. A 

qualitative research design was most beneficial for this research study because it helped the 

researcher understand events that took place in real-life situations and allowed the researcher to 

make connections and build positive relationships with the participants. A qualitative research 

design provides the opportunity for a rich, thick dialogue between the researcher and the 
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participants of the study. This can assist in identifying predictors that contribute to juvenile 

recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline phenomenon.  

This narrative analysis included one intensive in-person interview lasting 30-60 minutes 

each. Personal narratives were created through selected interview questions based on the 

participants responses. A narrative analysis research study was the best choice for this research 

study because it allowed participants in the study to express their experiences in their own words. 

Glesne (2016) indicates that a narrative analysis allows the researcher to “understand how 

participants construct meaning from their experiences and / or how they structure the narrating or 

telling of those experiences” (p. 185). These experiences were based on their time spent 

attending an alternative educational placement during their time in the public school system and 

determining if it led to their previous placement in the juvenile justice system.  

Researcher Role 

 As consistent with a narrative analysis, I immersed myself in the field as participant as an 

observer. Glesne (2016) says in this role “a paradox develops as you become more of a 

participant and less of an observer” (p. 66). As an outsider to the participants, I met the 

participants in a familiar, public location (coffee shops, restaurants, parks, etc.) at least once 

during the four-month data collection window and became familiar enough that the participants 

involved in the study felt comfortable enough to talk to me and share their experiences and 

thoughts throughout the process.  

This research study undertook a qualitative approach, where research biases and 

expectations were explored and interpreted based on the data collected during the interviews. A 

qualitative research design was most beneficial for this research study because it helped the 

researcher understand events that took place in real-life situations and allowed the researcher to 
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make connections and build positive relationships with the participants. A qualitative research 

design provides the opportunity for a rich, thick dialogue between the researcher and the 

participants of the study. This can assist in identifying risk factors that contribute to the 

likelihood of juvenile recidivism within the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Researcher Stance 

The design of this research came from my own experiences as a special education teacher 

within the public school system. I have spent most of my career as an alternative school educator 

at the high school level with at-risk students. Numerous former and current students of mine are 

involved in the juvenile justice system at an early age and are repeat offenders. They have been 

detained numerous times, been placed in residential facilities, and have been sent to programs, 

such as Job Corp and Cowboy Challenge so they can have some chance at a successful, 

productive life in mainstream society. My personal cultural experiences and professional 

background also influence how I view the research. Additionally, my experiences as a teacher 

have each impacted the design of this research and I am aware of the necessity to remove my 

personal feelings and experiences from my observations and findings during this research.  

Research Setting 

 The research took place in a designated, agreed upon, public location in a rural town in 

Southeast, Wyoming with participants aged 18-24. Based upon my position within my career, I 

have acquired access to individuals that are listed through the Wyoming Department of 

Corrections probation locator. The participants are limited to those who have been involved in 

the juvenile justice system due to continuous delinquency. Individuals in the Wyoming 

Department of Corrections locator have been previously associated with the juvenile justice 
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system due to behavior concerns or delinquency. The participant population is diverse and 

participation in the research is completely voluntary.  

Research Participants 

Throughout this research, I focused on 10 at-risk youth located in Southeast, Wyoming. 

This study used nonprobability purposive sampling in addition to snowball and referral sampling 

within the state of Wyoming to garner information-rich cases for an in-depth analysis of juvenile 

recidivism without having to generalize each case (Millan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015). 

Purposive sampling, according to Palinkas et al. (2015), is a technique widely used in qualitative 

research studies for the identification and selection of information-rich cases for the most 

effective use. This sampling must be consistent with the aims and assumptions inherent in the 

use of qualitative research. Purposive sampling involves selecting individuals or groups of 

individuals who are knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest 

(Palinkas et al., 2015), specifically with this research study, alternative education, juvenile 

recidivism, and the school-to-prison pipeline phenomenon.  

While purposive sampling was the primary sampling used in this research study, 

snowball sampling and referral sampling were also used due to participant responses and 

unwillingness to participate.  Two of my original participants were unable to participate.  One 

participant passed away from an overdose before I was able to schedule his interview and the 

other participant refused to participate when he was given a description of the interview 

questions because he “didn’t want to hash up old feelings”.  Therefore, I was able to locate an 

additional participant through one of my current participants due to their friendship and them 

meeting when they were both incarcerated together in the same location.  The other participant’s 
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name was given to me and was contacted through a referral process and agreed to participate in 

the interview process.   

The total sampling frame for this study included 10 at-risk youth who were previously 

involved in the juvenile justice system (JJS) and who currently reside in Southeast, Wyoming. 

Due to limitations within residential treatment facilities, researchers are no longer allowed access 

to interview “clients;” therefore, the participants were chosen via volunteer through the 

Wyoming Department of Corrections probation list. The County A Probation Supervisor 

identified the participants. The researcher contacted each participant by phone or text message 

(some participants didn’t have minutes on their phone, so text was the primary option) to 

participate in the interview process. A monetary stipend in the form of a $25 Visa gift card was 

provided to each participant that voluntarily participated in this research study. As consistent 

with a narrative analysis methodology, I worked with the participants to co-construct the stories 

of their lived-experiences and encouraged them to reveal the truth that lies within their personal 

experiences. 

Participants 

Realistically, many students that participate in alternative education programs dropout, 

become homeless or ultimately end up incarcerated. There is a diminutive success rate among 

delinquent youth due to lack of appropriate services and juvenile recidivism both in and outside 

of the school setting. I chose my population of participants because statistics show that more than 

half of all inmates have a mental health diagnosis (James & Glaze, 2006) and those diagnosed 

with a mental health issue have attended an alternative school setting during their time in public 

education. In addition, nearly a quarter of both state prisoners and jail inmates who have a mental 

health problem, compared to a fifth of those without, have served three or more prior 
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incarcerations (James & Glaze, 2006). These statistics demonstrate a correlation between mental 

health and juvenile recidivism within the pipeline.   

Ethical Considerations   

 To protect the identity of the participants, each participant was given the opportunity to 

choose a pseudonym, which was used throughout the research study. A spreadsheet with the 

participants’ real names as well as their chosen pseudonyms was kept on a password encrypted 

flash drive in a locked filing cabinet. Since the group of participants was small and chosen by the 

County A probation supervisor, only the participants and the probation supervisor would have 

any way of presuming the identities of the participants. Appendix A contains the initial contact 

letter for the research participants. Appendix B consists of the consent form for the research 

participants. Ethical considerations, according to the Institutional Review Board protocol were 

respected to ensure that participants were voluntarily participating and fully understood the 

potential risks and their role in the research including that they could choose to stop participating 

in the research study at any time. Institutional Review Board approval is located in Appendix C. 

Data Collection Methods 

 Data were collected over a four-month period during the Spring 2022 semester through 

one, 23 question in total, structured interview per participant (see Appendix D) and one, semi-

structured interview with each participant (see Appendix E). Interviews consisted of ten 

introductory questions structured for relationship building between the researcher and the 

participant. Additionally, 13 interview questions were recorded and transcribed. The first layer of 

data collected involved face-to-face, 30–60-minute, structured interviews with selected 

participants. Before the study began, it was important to build a sense of trust with the 

participants so that the accuracy of each story was told. Trust can be built in a variety of ways. 
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For this study, I built trust by avoiding preconceived notions about the participants past, being an 

active listener, letting the participants share their experiences, and instilling hope that sharing 

their stories can put an end to the school-to-prison pipeline. By establishing this level of trust, 

participants were more open to their responses to the interview questions. The interviews were 

recorded on a digital recording device (cell phone) and were later transcribed and coded by me, 

the researcher.  

The first round of interviews was conducted in a participant chosen, public location and 

lasted 30-60 minutes and allowed for follow-up questioning. The researcher conducted the 

second interview, if needed, at the same location as the first interview unless the circumstances 

had changed. The second interview was semi-structured and served as a follow-up interview to 

dive deeper into information that was obtained during the first round of interviews. The second 

round of interviews was tailored to each individual participant based upon their answers to the 

first round of interview questions to capture the individual, unique aspects of each participant. To 

help ensure that the interviews ran smoothly for both the participants and the researcher, a set of 

interview questions were created in advance (Appendix C). The interview questions allowed the 

participants to express their feelings and their attitudes about their school years (elementary, 

middle, and high school).  

Often, when conducting an interview, the “data” does not take the form of 

straightforward facts. The questions may concern topics that the participants have never 

consciously considered or require exploring a large set of past experiences that must be retrieved 

from memory episode by episode. Alternatively, or additionally, participants often have reason 

to hesitate discussing information and may even give partial or misleading answers, especially at 

first. Perhaps not everything the researcher wants to learn can be uncovered in a single session, 
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which is why two interviews were conducted during this research study. Table 2 below indicates 

the researcher’s data collection timeline.  

 

Table 2 

Data Collection Timeline 

 

Data Collection Method 

 

Dates Participants 

Structured Interviews 

 

 

January 2022-April 2022 Researcher, Research 

Participants 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

 

Follow-Up Interviews 

January 2022-April 2022 

Researcher, Research 

Participants 

 

 

 

Data Analysis Methods 

Coding 

 According to Saldaña (2013), “A code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short 

phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 

attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 4). I used in vivo coding, also known 

as “literal coding, inductive coding, indigenous coding, natural coding, and emic coding” in 

selected methods of literature (Saldaña, 2013, p. 105) as well as emotional coding. In vivo 

coding is used in studies that prioritize and honor the participant’s voice. At-risk youth’s voices 

often go unheard and are marginalized; therefore, coding with their actual words enhances and 

deepens an adult’s understanding of their cultures, experiences, and worldviews (Saldaña, 2013, 

p. 106). As my research focused on the stories and experiences of youth that have participated in 

alternative education and how that participation has led to juvenile recidivism and entrance to the 

school-to-prison pipeline, I chose to use in vivo coding as the sole coding method for my study. 
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In Vivo codes, according to Saldaña, help “preserve participants’ meanings of their views and 

actions in the coding itself” (p. 109). This allowed the participants voices to be heard. In 

addition, in vivo codes provide a sense of imagery, symbols, and metaphors for rich categories, 

themes, and overall concept development. It allowed for a thick, rich description from the 

participants.  

Emotional coding, according to Saldaña (2013), label the emotions recalled or 

experienced by the participant, or inferred by the researcher about the participant (p. 125). It is 

appropriate for virtually all qualitative studies, but especially important for those that explore 

intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences and actions regarding social relationships, 

reasoning, decision-making, judgment and risk-taking (Saldaña, 2013, p. 125). Social emotions 

are a universal human experience, therefore, when they are acknowledged in our research, it 

provides a deep insight into the participants’ perspectives, worldviews, and life conditions 

(Saldaña, 2013, p .125). 

After collected data from interviews had been coded, a narrative analysis and a thematic 

analysis was used. A narrative analysis was constructed to understand how participants create 

meaning from their experiences or how they structure the narrating or telling of those 

experiences (Glesne, 2016, p. 185). Narrative analysis, as stated by Glesne (2016), “use 

questions that explore either the structure of narratives or the specific experiences of particular 

events” (p. 185). A thematic analysis, as stated by Braun and Clarke (2006), is defined as “a 

method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. Thematic analysis 

is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It minimally 

organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail” (p. 6). In addition, “A theme captures 

something important about the data in relation to the research question and represents some level 
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of patterned response or meaning within the data set” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 10). The 

collected and coded data from interviews and artifacts was used to form individual and collective 

stories from the participants. As consistent with a narrative analysis, “comparing participants’ 

narratives, noting similar and different events and sense making” (Glesne, 2016, p. 185), stories 

provided first-hand details about alternative education programs and how they impact juvenile 

recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Analytic Memos 

 As consistent with my constructivist standards, I constructed patterns of understanding 

from the collected data to apprise and make meaning. Analytic memos, as defined by Saldaña 

(2013), are a “place to ‘dump your brain’ about the participants, phenomenon, or process under 

investigation by thinking thus writing and thus thinking even more about them” (p. 44). Analytic 

memos, like journaling, were used throughout the research process to document my thoughts and 

assist in the analysis of my research data. The purpose of analytic memo writing, according to 

Saldaña (2013), is to “document reflections on your coding processes and code choices, how the 

process of inquiry is taking shape, and the emergent patterns, categories and sub-categories, 

themes, concepts, in your data—all possibly leading toward theory” (p. 44). As aligned with the 

purpose of my research, I wrote down and reflected on the participant’s experiences as they 

related to alternative education and the impact it had on the likelihood of recidivism and the 

school-to-prison pipeline. A regular dialogue (as a bulleted list) regarding the code choices and 

their definitions was also kept, organizing my research as I collected and coded data. 

Trustworthiness 

Within qualitative research are the essential components of the trustworthiness of the 

research methods and findings presented by the researcher. For a study to fully triangulate the 
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eighteen, where she then moved into her boyfriend’s parent’s house. She and her boyfriend 

moved into their own place recently and she currently has a job as a hostess. Lovely described 

herself as average height and weight. She was very soft spoken and had four noticeable tattoos, 

all of which had a purpose or meaning; although, she wasn’t willing to share any of their 

meanings except the one about her mother’s memory.   

Lovely was happy to give a detailed description of her life growing up. Her stepfather, 

she reported, was emotionally and physically abusive to her mother, sisters, and herself. When 

her sister passed away, her stepfather insinuated that Lovely’s aggressive behavior toward her 

sister contributed to her death. At an early age, Lovely was sexually abused by her stepbrother. 

Lovely has had multiple residential treatment placements for aggressive behavior. She attended a 

local alternative school in Wyoming for much of her high school education and was able to 

graduate with her diploma in 2019. Lovely reported that she has a history of being both 

physically and verbally abusive to family members. She has expressed homicidal ideation 

regarding her family members and reported that she once tried to choke and smother her younger 

siblings at her stepfather’s request. She indicated during her interview that her mood varies 

quicky between happy, angry, and sad. Lovely was quick to share her story and did not hold back 

any of the harsh details. She was elated to have someone hear her part of the story and how she 

came to be where she is today.  

Participant 6  

Participant 6, with a preferred name of “Ash”, is a 21-year-old female from Southeast, 

Wyoming, who identifies her ethnicity as white. Ash is the oldest of three children. She has two 

younger brothers who she reports are in foster care because her mother did not make good 

enough choices to keep her own kids. She hopes that she can eventually get custody of her 
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younger brothers. Ash grew up in a single parent home. Her biological father passed away when 

she was young, and her mother was on and off drugs most of her childhood. Ash described 

herself as short and “thick.” She had multiple tattoos that she acquired while she was using 

drugs. Most of them she did not remember getting and hopes to get them covered up. I was most 

fascinated by the number of piercings she had on her face. She indicated that her piercings were 

her identity, which made it easy for me to identify her when we met up for our interview.  

Growing up, Ash was labeled as economically disadvantaged or as she called it a “charity 

case” growing up and recalls being on the local food bank list and Christmas lists every single 

year. Ash attended a small alternative school in Wyoming, where, according to her perception, 

the worst kids attended. Ash dropped out of high school when she became hooked on 

methamphetamine. Later, she was arrested for larceny in a nearby town, where she spent nine 

months in jail. During her drug addiction, she had a baby girl. Ash made the hardest decision of 

her life and gave the baby up for adoption so she could work on her sobriety and give the baby 

the life she deserved. She reported that her biggest success is that she has been sober for a year 

and off amphetamines and is currently employed and stable enough to take care of herself. She 

just recently moved to Colorado to live in a transitional living house to continue working on her 

sobriety; however, she was willing to travel back to participate in this research study.  

Participant 7  

Participant 7, with a preferred named of “Baked Bean” is a 24-year-old male who 

identifies his ethnicity as Hawaiian. Baked Bean is the youngest of three children. He was 

adopted at birth and grew up with a “white” family in Southeast, Wyoming. He described 

himself as the “outcast” in his family and was always told how unwanted he was growing up. 

While his family was well known in the church community, it did not stop the constant abuse by 
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his adopted mother behind closed doors. Baked Bean currently has two children, both from 

different mothers. He is divorced but currently lives with his girlfriend. He is employed and 

indicated that he just celebrated his first year of recovery from alcohol and drugs (except 

marijuana) which he uses for anxiety and depression.  

At first glance, Baked Bean looked intimidating. He is tall, heavily built and tattooed all 

over his arms and neck. However, when I began speaking to him, I soon realized that he had a 

soft side and was very polite. I could tell immediately that he was raised with manners, 

especially towards women. I explained the purpose of my study to him and asked him to pick a 

nickname for himself that would be used throughout the study. I found it interesting that he 

decided on “Baked Bean.”  He indicated to me that he got that name from part of his last name as 

well as his large stature, ethnicity, and his “homies” on the street. He was not the least bit 

hesitant to share his story with me and made it a point to tell me who his family was and how 

much they had “fooled” the school and foster care system for years while he was growing up. He 

indicated that he has just recently been out of jail for the second time for a DUI, drug 

paraphernalia and driving on a suspended license. He was locked up several years ago for a 

domestic charge that he did not care to speak about. Most of his school years were spent in and 

out of suspensions and alternative school settings until he dropped out when he was sixteen. He 

was most excited about telling me what he believed schools could have done differently to 

prevent him from a continuous path down the wrong road.  

Participant 8  

Participant 8, with a preferred name of Qrow, is a 19-year-old male from Southeast, 

Wyoming who identifies his ethnicity as mixed (African American and White). Qrow is the third 

out of four children. He grew up in a single-parent home and his father has not been present 
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since he was a young child. Qrow labeled himself as being on the Autism Spectrum in addition 

to being bi-polar with a mix of chronic depression and anxiety. He made it very clear that he was 

not “black” and did not want to be mistaken for that. Qrow currently lives with his mom and his 

younger brother. His two older siblings live in New York. He described his home as 

dysfunctional. Both him and his brother are on the Autism Spectrum and were always left to fend 

for themselves because their mother was always gone “doing whatever it is that she was 

doing.”  In his free time, Qrow enjoys playing video games, going to the local library, anime, and 

hanging out with some of his friends.  

Qrow seemed “odd” upon our introduction. He is 6’7” tall and walks around with a cape 

on his back that he indicated keeps him warm and looks like one of the characters that he 

created. Not only was he easy to identify by his apparel, but his slender body type and height 

made him unique. He was eager to tell his story and made it clear that he had never been in “jail” 

but had been to numerous treatment facilities for being “a little crazy and out of control at 

times.”  He had participated in a local alternative school in Wyoming since elementary school, so 

he was not really sure what a mainstream school looked like. Qrow graduated in 2021 and was 

proud that he had been able to keep employment and make his own money. He gets around town 

on his bike and spends most of his time away from home with friends. Qrow assured me that he 

had a great insight into alternative education and what to do and not to do when it came to 

recidivism. He hoped that his story would help inspire others to do better.  

Participant 9  

Participant 9, with a preferred name of “Dom”, is a 24-year-old female from Southeast, 

Wyoming. She identifies her ethnicity as white. Dom grew up all over the United States due to 

her mother being married to someone in the military; however, she has lived in Southeast, 
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Wyoming for the last ten years. Dom is tall and, in her words, built like a model. She indicated 

that she does not enjoy being so thin because people make negative assumptions about her and 

her body. She has multiple piercings and tattoos that represent her and her family. Dom has one 

sister who she talked a lot about during the interview. Her sister is currently in rehab/jail and is 

facing some critical time in the penitentiary. Dom just recently got married to her high school 

sweetheart. They have two young children, both girls. Dom currently lives in an RV on some 

land; however, she and her husband are working on saving money so that they can move into a 

new home with their babies.  

Dom had an incredibly positive outlook when I reached out and asked if she would be 

interested in an interview. She was most excited to share her story about how she had overcome 

her abuse and her experiences in the school setting and her run in with the law. Dom indicated 

that she was diagnosed with an emotional disability when she was in middle school. She believes 

that this diagnosis, along with some of her behavior, are the reasons that she was placed in an 

alternative school at the beginning of her high school career. She also lives with chronic 

depression and anxiety and struggles with self-regulation but is learning skills using counseling 

services and attending church regularly. Dom was most proud about being a good mom and wife. 

She talked continuously about her girls and how they “saved her” from a lifestyle of drugs and 

incarceration. She was beyond excited to be a part of this research study and hoped that her life 

and her story would have a positive impact on at least one person who struggled like she did 

when she was younger.  

Participant 10  

Participant 10, with a preferred name of “Mimi”, is a 24-year-old female from Southeast, 

Wyoming, who identifies her ethnicity as Mexican. Mimi is the oldest of two children. She grew 



65 

 

up in a single parent home. Mimi was exposed to trauma at an early age and stated that it made a 

significant impact on her life. She was in and out of treatment facilities and long-term residential 

placements. She was placed in an alternative school in 9th grade for fighting and defiance. Mimi 

experienced physical, emotional, and sexual abuse as a child. She struggles with building 

relationships and indicates that she does not trust anyone and has significant anger issues which 

impacted her ability to come to school regularly. Mimi currently has three children of her own 

and indicated that they “saved her” from going down the wrong path. She is married and is a 

stay-at-home mother.  

Mimi looked very intimidating at first. She was short in stature but covered in several 

tattoos and piercings. She was loud and full of curse words. What I quickly learned was that she 

just wanted to be heard. She had a good sense of humor and was not hesitant when sharing 

information. She was very sarcastic in nature and polite when answering questions. She did not 

have anything positive to say about her mother; however, she believed that if she could be a 

better mother than her own, then she was successful. She stated that she is currently seeking 

outside counseling services to help with her anger management and building positive 

relationships. She was willing to share her story about how she became involved in the juvenile 

justice system as well as what she was doing now to avoid being locked up again.  

Data Analysis by Common Themes  

in Research Questions 

 After accumulating all 10 of the participant responses, the researcher conducted a 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to determine the most common themes within the 

interview data. The following section presents the common themes among the participants, by 

research question, as determined by the researcher’s analysis of the structured and semi-

structured interview data in its entirety.   
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Research Question 1 

 Q1  How do at-risk youth perceive the importance of the predictors of juvenile 

recidivism in their efforts to not reoffend? 

 

  The combined participant responses were coded and analyzed to identify any common 

themes relative to Research Question 1. Table 4 identifies common themes within the combined 

data related to Research Question 1. 

 

Table 4 

Combined Data Common Themes: Research Question 1 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Common Theme      # of Source Responses 

_____________________________________________________________________  

Mental health services help prevent youth incarceration   9 

Drug use contributes to youth incarceration     8 

Family background contributes to youth incarceration  8 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Common Theme 1: Mental Health Services  

Help Prevent Youth Incarceration  

 

Nine of the 10 participants, 90%, indicated that the use of mental health services help 

prevent youth incarceration. In addition, those nine participants each stated that mental health 

programs should be rooted within the alternative education setting to address the social and 

emotional needs of at-risk youth and to address the early intervention and prevention of juvenile 

recidivism. The research participants defined mental health services as both counseling and 

outside therapeutic services. These services were identified through various descriptors including 

personal experience and meeting the needs of the client. One out of the 10 participants indicated 

that mental health services are not beneficial for preventing youth incarceration. 
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Five participants indicated mental health services are needed to prevent youth incarceration 

based on their own personal experience. Ash stated, “I go to a counselor that I really connect 

with on a person level. She keeps me straight on the good and clear.”  

Dom stated, 

I personally prefer my counselor to medication. I have been going a good couple of years 

now and I get to process through what I am going through internally that I can’t express 

to my husband or anyone else because they think I am crazy, or I end up expressing it the 

wrong way which always causes a fight.  

Mimi stated,  

I go to counseling because of all the emotional and mental support she offers me. 

Medication made me someone who I wasn’t and completely chemically imbalanced. No 

one wants to feel that way so going to a counselor lets me talk about my problems and 

lets me be me.  

Roach stated, “I was against going to counseling at first, but then I realized that it is kind 

of a place where I can say what I want and not get into any kind of trouble. So, for me, it’s 

personal.” Lovely stated, “My counselor helped me when I was at my lowest. She explained 

things to me in a way that I understood them. She was really a tremendous help when my mom 

killed herself.” 

 Four participants indicated that counseling services are beneficial to meet the needs of the 

clients. Juan stated,  

I think counseling works for others for sure. I was more into ‘natural medicine’ if you 

know what I mean, but if counseling helps other people and it is in their best interest then 

yeah, they definitely need to go to avoid getting into trouble.  
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Qrow stated,  

Therapy could possibly work if the therapist actually listens to their client instead of just 

bullshits them. I have had three of them like that, and two got fired because one was 

treating me like I was from the hood and the other one was just a complete bitch. I mean 

if it works for a kid go for it, but it didn’t work for me personally.  

E.S. stated, “Counseling works if the person going wants it to work. If they refuse to open 

up, then counseling is pointless. It worked for my sister but not for me.” Baked Bean stated, 

“Counseling works for kids who need it. Honestly, it wasn’t really for me, but I know homies 

who went, and it helped them a lot, so it does work for some people I guess.” 

 One participant indicated that counseling services are not beneficial to at-risk youth in 

any way. Lucky stated,  

I do not know anyone who benefitted from counseling or therapy. Every person I know 

who has gone to counseling has come out worse than they were before they even went, so 

I am not sure how that is supposed to help anyone. 

Common Theme Two: Drug Use  

Contributes to Youth  

Incarceration  

 

Eight out of the 10 participants, 80%, agreed that drug use contributes to the likelihood of 

youth incarceration. The common theme of drug use as a perceived factor of youth incarceration 

was individualized based on the perspectives of each participant. Participants responded using a 

wide variety of forms expressed by personalized consideration.  

 Four participants indicated only certain types of drugs could likely get someone locked 

up. Qrow stated, “Some drugs, especially like meth, are definitely going to get a kid thrown in 
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jail, but like weed is not really one that would get them in trouble unless they had a lot of it.” 

Mimi stated,  

I wouldn’t necessarily say that drugs do, I mean it does have a part in it but I think the 

biggest thing is where they are getting it from and what kind of drug it is so I mean yeah, 

they can get in trouble but not for like weed probably just like cocaine and meth, you 

know the hard drugs.  

Ash stated,  

Yea of course being in possession of drugs can get kids locked up, but like weed 

shouldn’t even be considered a drug. No one ever overdosed on weed only like those hard 

drugs like meth. That is what people should get locked up for.  

E.S. stated,  

Weed isn’t really a drug I don’t think…. I mean I don’t do it, but you don’t hear of a lot 

of people getting locked up for anything like that. I mean things like coke and pills for 

sure, but not weed. 

Four participants agreed drugs have a long-term impact on at-risk youth and contribute to 

juvenile incarceration. They spoke about this topic based on personal experiences. Dom stated,  

Yes, drugs change people. It doesn’t matter what kind of drugs. My sister is in jail right 

now because of her decision to do drugs. She is looking at facing up to 10 years. She got 

in real big trouble. I wasn’t aware like how bad off she was struggling with her drug habit 

but yea, she is looking at some big girl time. That inspired me to stop smoking even weed 

because I need to be around for my girls.  
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Table 5 

Combined Data Common Themes: Research Question 2 

____________________________________________________________________ 

Common Theme      # of Source Responses 

____________________________________________________________________   

Finding a trusted adult      10 

Alternative Education Programs      8 

Positive family supports       8 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Common Theme 1: Finding a  

Trusted Adult 

 

Ten out of 10 participants, 100%, agreed that finding a trusted adult would be important 

in avoiding juvenile recidivism. Lucky stated, “I think that having someone that you can talk to 

and related to on a regular basis is really helpful. I needed someone that didn’t give me pity or 

feel bad for me. I really needed someone to put their foot in my ass.” Roach stated, “Yes, I had a 

family friend that was my go-to person. Anytime I was overwhelmed or wanted to use I would 

call them, and they would help me talk through my problems and make me realize what was 

important.” Juan stated, “I needed someone that would give me compassion and see things from 

my point of view and maybe give me examples on their personal life and give me good advice. 

Showing me that they cared was the biggest thing.” E.S. stated, “I found my trusted adult at 

school. I didn’t get along with my parents really so I found someone that I could count on at 

school. I think a trusted adult would be good for every kid that has some troubles.” Lovely 

stated, “I had a counselor and a teacher that I really trusted. They would talk to me when I 

needed help with my own thoughts, and they didn’t judge me. They helped me work through 

some of my toughest times.” Ash stated,  
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Oh yeah, so having like that supported and trusted adult is important. I had way better 

support when I exited jail because I had that one person to go to. I mean they really made 

me rethink some of my decisions and reminded me that I didn’t want to end up like my 

mom.  

Baked Bean stated,  

I think it is all about relationships. People like teachers that are there just for a paycheck 

don’t need to be there. Students need to know that they are appreciated and that they have 

people that care about them. Building trust and building those positive relationships with 

a trusted adult would have really helped me when I was in school, but instead, I was 

labeled as a bad kid early on, so every school I went to I was just the bad kid before they 

even tried to build a relationship with me and get a chance to know who I was. 

Qrow stated, “Having a trusted adult that actually listens to you and actually helps you 

and takes time out of their schedule to listen to you is extremely important.” Dom stated,  

I think that when kids exit the system, they need a trusted adult. People they can actually 

talk to and not feel like they are being judged or not feel like that person is going to go 

and tell everyone their problems. Everyone, even if they aren’t in trouble, needs a trusted 

adult in order to open up about stuff and process stuff.  

Mimi stated,  

If teachers just listened and paid attention that my life was crap, then so much more 

would have been better for me. A trusted adult needs to know what is going on at home 

and get to know you before they judge you. Someone who is more understanding and 

does not feel sorry for you but helps you with your problems. 
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Common Theme 2: Alternative  

Education Programs 

 

 Eight out of 10 participants, 80%, agreed that having alternative education programs are 

beneficial to avoid juvenile recidivism. These results are not consistent with research by Sweeten 

(2006) that indicated after prolonged periods of isolation and disengagement within the 

alternative education setting, students are more likely to drop out or participate in delinquent 

acts. Additionally, studies show that high school dropouts are twice as likely to be arrested, 

reoffend, and be incarcerated than those who completed high school (Sweeten, 2006). Further, 

alternative schools assist in the likelihood of juvenile recidivism among at-risk youth. The results 

of this research do not indicate that alternative schools increase the likelihood of juvenile 

recidivism of at-risk youth.  

 Juan stated, “My alternative school was really the only reason I stayed in school as long 

as I did. They understood kids like me. Didn’t judge or anything just accepted me for the whack 

ass kid that I was.” E.S. stated, “My alternative school was good. We had a lot of bad kids in it 

but overall, the teachers were really nice and helpful when I was at my lowest point. They kept 

me out of a lot of trouble unlike my regular school.” Lovely stated, “My alternative school 

wasn’t like a normal school. They didn’t get pissed off for no reason or get mad just because 

they thought they knew me. They really helped me get on my feet.” Ash stated, “Man, I really 

hate teachers and well, I hate school too. But like for real, the alternative school I went to since 

9th grade was so understanding and responded to my needs and were super successful with the 

students.” Baked Bean stated,  

The school I went to was dope. Really relaxed and let me have a flexible schedule so I 

wasn’t getting in trouble all the time. They completely took the time to get to know me 
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and were so much better than regular schools that were quick to judge me. It was like I 

could fuck up at this school and they still liked me the next day. 

Qrow stated,  

I started in an alternative school when I was in elementary school. Each one was different 

but all of them had their perks and understood my quirks. Honestly if it wasn’t for my 

alternative school I would have never graduated. They taught things in a way that I 

understood, and I was able to get my diploma. I really thought that would never happen.  

Dom stated,  

When I got to the alternative school that I attended I was extremely suicidal. I wanted my 

life to end so badly…but I met some cool teachers there and especially the counselor who 

talked me through my problems and helped me overcome some of my issues. Definitely 

helped me stay out of trouble.  

Mimi stated,  

Without alternative education the thought of me graduating was at a zero. I dropped out 

and came back four different times. I had kids and they worked around my schedule. I 

could take classes at my own pace, and I finally graduated. If it wasn’t for them, it would 

have never been a possibility. I am so thankful for the opportunity that they gave me 

honestly and let’s be real…. I was really bad. There was no way they should have let me 

stay but they did and look at me now. 

Common Theme 3: Positive  

Family Supports 

 

Eight out of 10 participants, 80%, agreed that positive family support is needed in order 

to reduce the likelihood of juvenile recidivism. This is consistent with (Calmeiro & de Matos, 

2016) who argued that family engagement, closeness, communication, and parental role-
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modeling were associated with adolescents’ social competence, self-esteem, and health-

promoting behavior. Lucky stated that, “My mom was my biggest fan. She passed away recently 

when I was locked up. Family is everything even if they aren’t blood. Now I have no one to keep 

me on track so who knows what will happen.” Juan stated, “My family is everything. I was born 

into a close family so having those supports in place when I got out was important for me to not 

get locked up again.”  E.S. stated, “Even though my family and I weren’t as close as I hoped I 

really didn’t like disappointing them. So, I tried to behave just to make them proud of me.”  

Lovely stated, “My mom was my world, my best friend. When she died, she left a dead spot in 

my heart. But she died when I was locked up so it really. It made me want to change and do 

better for my boyfriend and the new family that I have made for myself.” Baked Bean stated, I 

would say that the right family keeps kids from getting in trouble. Mine wasn’t the right family. 

But now, I have my own family and their support and love means everything to me, especially 

my kids…I never want to disappoint them again.” Qrow stated, “My mom is my biggest fan. We 

don’t always see eye to eye and sometimes I feel dead to her but honestly, she is my go-to when 

things get tough, and she has kept me out of a lot of trouble, so I really try to stay on the good 

path to avoid making her sad.” 

Dom stated,  

My mom was always there but she also enabled my behavior from early on. I didn’t want 

to make her upset, but I always knew she would bail me out of trouble. Now I have my 

own kids and husband. That is a different kind of feeling. I don’t want to miss anything 

about my kids growing up so that makes me stay clean and on the straight and narrow.  

Mimi stated,  
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My mom was and is kind of a hot mess still. She has her own issues, so I don’t consider 

staying clean for her. But I have my own family now and my kids are my world. I stay 

out of trouble to make sure they have a momma to come home to. Without them I would 

be lost. 

While the majority of the participants indicated that positive family support helped to 

prevent at-risk youth from recidivism, Roach argued and stated, “My family is kind of the reason 

that I was in so much trouble. They had me runnin’ the streets at a young age. I was born into 

crime so going back to them doesn’t seem like an ideal idea.” Additionally, Ash stated,  

My mom got me hooked on drugs. She got my brothers taken away. She got arrested and 

made me fend for myself. She didn’t give me a cold chance in hell to be successful. That 

family is dead to me. The only person I have to make proud and stay out of trouble is 

myself. 

Conclusion to Research Question 2 

In response to Research Question 2, a majority of the participants identified the important 

types of support needed in order to avoid recidivism upon their release from the Juvenile Justice 

System as finding a trusted adult, consistent with Robison et al. (2016) and Christle et al. (2005) 

the use of alternative education programs which was not consistent with Sweeten (2006), and 

positive family supports as consistent with Calmeiro and de Matos (2016).  A major finding was 

the need for a trusted adult. All participants (ten) indicated that they needed moral support from a 

trusted adult such as school staff, counselors, family friends, etc. as they exited from the Juvenile 

Justice System. Every participant defined a trusted adult differently; however, most identified 

characteristics such as providing guidance and preparation for their future, actively listening to 

students and their problems, providing verbal recognition, checking in, being there, facilitating 
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positive relationships, and offering encouragement. These findings identify the importance of 

building positive relationships and creating alternative education programs to meet the needs of 

the unique population served by these programs in order to encourage resiliency and address the 

risks and protective factors that are associated with juvenile recidivism. Participants believed that 

having a positive support system in both the home and school environment would lead to a better 

outcome for at-risk youth.  

Research Question 3 

Q3 What are the effective components within alternative education programs that 

assist in reducing juvenile recidivism? 

 

The combined participant responses were coded and analyzed to identify any common 

themes relative to Research Question 3. Table 6 identifies common themes within the combined 

data related to Research Question 3. 

 

Table 6 

Combined Data Common Themes: Research Question 3 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Common Theme      # of Source Responses 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Flexibility        10 

Student Accountability      10 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Common Theme 1: Flexibility 

 Ten out of 10 participants, 100%, agreed that the flexibility of alternative education 

programs assist in reducing juvenile recidivism. Lucky stated, “I worked full-time so I needed a 
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school that would allow me to work plus earn credits at the same time. I ended up dropping out, 

so I mean it still didn’t work but at least the option was there.”  Roach stated,  

I started working when I was 14 years old. You would think that would keep me out of 

trouble, but it didn’t. When I started at the alternative school, they made it to where I 

could earn credits for working plus earn my other credits. That is probably what helped 

me the most.  

Juan stated, “I was roamin’ the streets always looking for the next bed. I didn’t have time 

for school but the school I went to had a way for me to go and try to get finished even though I 

was on the streets.” E.S. stated,  

I started at the alternative school when I was in middle school. I hated kids and this was a 

place for me to have a small environment with a more flexible schedule so that I could 

get credit at my own pace. I graduated from there. It took a long time but without their 

flexibility I would have never finished.  

Lovely stated, “After my mom died, I didn’t want to school or even get out of bed. My 

school was so great because they let me take fewer classes until I was ready to go back full 

time.” Ash stated, “I was on a bad road. I left school and then came back. I brought weapons and 

drugs. They never told me I couldn’t come back even after all those times I messed up.”  Baked 

Bean stated, “I worked to get out of my house. It was hard to work and go to school but the 

school I went to let me take classes on my time. I mean I ended up dropping out, but they were 

still flexible because they worked around my life.: 

Qrow stated, “My alternative school understood me better than anyone. If I was 

overwhelmed, then they would reduce my schedule and number of classes. I graduated a couple 

years later than I was supposed to but if it wasn’t for them and their flexibility I never would 



82 

 

have.” Dom stated, “My high school was considered an alternative school. They had better 

schedules and they let kids have free afternoons on Friday’s if we got our work done. They did a 

lot of things that made kids want to stay.”  Mimi stated, “I had a kid while I was in school. My 

school let me come in the afternoons, so I didn’t have to get up early in the morning. I was able 

to be a mom and a student at the same time.” 

Common Theme 2: Student  

Accountability 

 Ten out of 10 participants, 100%, agreed that student accountability within the alternative 

education programs assists in reducing juvenile recidivism. This is consistent with Burman’s 

(2004) research which indicates that programs who hold their students accountable have a higher 

chance of succession than those that do not. It is important to note that student accountability can 

be demonstrated both positively and negatively as indicated by participant perceptions. Eight out 

of 10 participants, 80%, indicated student accountability positively. Juan stated, “The school I 

was in wasn’t quick to judge but they did make sure that we knew what we did and what we 

could do differently next time."  E.S. stated, "We did a program that taught us how to be 

accountable for what we did. It didn’t work for a lot of kids but like if we did what we were 

supposed to, they took care of us.” Lovely stated, “There were always consequences for our 

actions but not any that were over the top. They tried to teach us replacement behaviors so that 

we could be better people when we graduated.” Ash stated,  

I remember when I brought a weapon to school. They did suspend me, but they didn’t 

kick me out. I knew what I did was wrong, and they held me accountable but not to the 

point where they wouldn’t let me come back to school, which also comes back to them 

being flexible.  
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Baked Bean stated, “I think the consequences were fair for what I did, maybe even 

needed to be a little stricter.” Qrow stated, “Our school always told us to be where we were 

supposed to be, doing what we were supposed to be doing.” Dom stated, “Any time we got in a 

fight they would make us cool down and talk to the other person afterwards so that we could 

settle our differences and understand what we did and what we could do differently next time.”  

Mimi stated, “I think that my school was successful because they made us realize that our 

behavior was wrong and that not everyone was out to get us.” 

 Two out of 10 participants, 20%, stated that student accountability was important in their 

alternative school, but, according to their perception, was negatively demonstrated to assist in 

reducing juvenile recidivism. Lucky stated, “Honestly, my alternative school was quick to 

suspend just to get rid of us. They had a zero tolerance rule where if you got in trouble for the 

smallest thing then that was it. How did that help kids to change their behavior? It sure didn’t 

help me in that aspect.” Roach stated,  

Even though I went to an alternative school, they still didn’t deal with behaviors well. 

Sometimes I even acted worse there because I knew that I was allowed to, and no one 

would do anything about it. It was almost like they expected the kids there to be worse 

because it was an alternative school…which really didn’t teach any of us anything. 

Conclusion to Research Question 3 

In response to Research Question 3, a majority of the research participants believed the 

effective components within alternative education programs that assist in reducing juvenile 

recidivism are flexibility and student accountability. Participants indicated that a level of 

flexibility is needed within all school settings to allow for different circumstances that may 

occur. Additionally, the participants indicated that holding students accountable for their learning 
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and their behavior within the alternative education setting was more beneficial than attending a 

mainstream school. This is consistent with Lange and Sletten (2002) who identify alternative 

schools as a place where schools are flexible for student learning and meet students at their 

ability level rather than where a traditional school believes they should be performing. Not only 

do alternative schools focus on academics and credit recovery, but they also focus on team 

building and social/emotional development of students who struggle with managing their 

behavior. These findings identify the importance of creating and implementing a curriculum 

similar to those in alternative education programs into mainstream schools in an effort to meet 

the needs of unique populations in order to encourage resiliency and address the risks and 

protective factors that are associated with juvenile recidivism.  

Research Question 4 

Q4 What is the perceived significance between alternative schools and juvenile 

recidivism and their impact on the school-to-prison pipeline?”  

 

While research by Sweeten (2006) indicated that alternative schools assist in the 

likelihood of juvenile recidivism among at-risk youth, the majority of participant responses were 

conflicting and revealed a consensus when it came to how they perceived alternative educational 

programs and their impact on juvenile recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline. Although 

each received instruction differently due to their individually navigated experiences, and each 

attended different alternative schools throughout Southeast, Wyoming, the students had 

intersecting ideas on how they perceived the significance between alternative schools and 

juvenile recidivism and the impact they have on the school-to-prison pipeline. To the 

participants, alternative schools decrease juvenile recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline. 

This was demonstrated by:  

 



85 

 

• Communication   

 

• Flexibility 

 

• Respect 

 

• Listening 

 

• Open-mindedness 

 

• Caring 

 

Lucky stated, “Each alternative school I attended had someone that saw me as a person 

and not just a troublemaker. It felt nice to be wanted and accepted.” Roach stated, “I think you 

have to give respect to get it. The teachers respected me, so I respected them.” Juan stated, 

“There was always a teacher who would take a minute and listen to my problems even if they 

were busy. It showed that they really cared about me.” E.S. stated, “I knew they cared. They 

celebrated birthdays, accomplishments, and success. Not all schools do that.” Lovely stated, 

“They always told me what I needed to hear even if I didn’t want to hear it. They supported me 

when my world fell apart.” Ash stated, “No matter what, I could call them if I was in a bind. 

Even if it was after school, I had a way to get ahold of at least one of my teachers. They really 

did care.” Baked Bean, “I didn’t always agree with my teachers at my alternative school, but I 

knew that they had my best interest in mind. They were flexible and caring which is what a kid 

like me needed.”  Qrow stated, “I have been graduated for a little bit now and I still communicate 

with my old school almost daily. They even give me food bags and stuff if we are running low.”  

Dom stated, “It truly was nice to have people that respected me even when I wasn’t be 

respectful. I was downright mean, and they still cared about.” Mimi stated, “I still talk to all the 

teachers at my old school. I even go visit to make sure everyone is doing ok. They are like my 

family.  
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In response to Research Question 4, the participants indicated, from their perceptions, 

that communication, flexibility, respect, listening, open-mindedness, and caring are the top 

motives in decreasing juvenile recidivism among at-risk youth. This contributes to the 

development of qualitative research on juvenile recidivism in the perceived efforts to 

continuously meet the exceptional needs of at-risk youth who attend alternative education 

settings and to improve the quality of both public and educational policy in order to address these 

efforts (Anders, 2007; Barnert et al., 2015; Miner-Romanoff, 2016). Personal stories and 

experiences of at-youth provide the researcher with valuable insight into the phenomenon of 

juvenile recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Review and Preview 

This chapter provided a brief overview of the study’s purpose statement, research 

questions, participant demographics, description of research participants, and themes in relation 

to the research questions. Each participant’s responses to the four research questions were 

analyzed and presented by the researcher. The analysis of the structured and semi-structured 

qualitative interview data revealed common themes and patterns for each of the study’s research 

questions. For Research Question 1, the researcher discovered a total of three common themes 

and patterns:   

•  Mental health services help prevent youth incarceration,  

•  Drug use contributes to youth incarceration, and  

•  Family background contributes to youth incarceration 

A total of three common themes and patterns were discovered for Research Question 2:  

•  Finding a trusted adult,  
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•  Alternative education programs, and  

•  Positive family supports 

A total of two common themes and patterns were discovered for Research Question 3:  

•  Flexibility and,  

•  Student accountability 

A consensus for Research Question 4 was discovered: 

•  Alternative schools are perceived to decrease the likelihood of juvenile recidivism 

and help to reduce the impact on the school-to-prison pipeline. 

Chapter V discusses the summary of the research study, the study’s research findings in 

greater depth, and presents the final conclusions and recommendations for future research 

studies. 
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CHAPTER V 

FUTURE RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Overview 

School experience is a crucial link between initial social interactions in the context of the 

family and later social, political, and occupational relationships (Christle et al., 2005). Through 

this research, I sought to explore the needs and perceptions of at-risk youth who have 

participated in the alternative educational setting. A second exploration was to identify important 

predictors of juvenile recidivism, and the perceived effectiveness of efforts to prevent/avoid 

juvenile recidivism. A qualitative narrative analysis, detailing personal accounts and experiences 

of at-risk youth aged 18-24 was conducted. The study followed ten at-risk youth in Southeast, 

Wyoming. Personal accounts were documented, and raw interactions were recorded through 

structured and semi-structured interviews to reveal the perceptions and experiences of what it 

meant to attend an alternative education setting. In addition, perceptions of identifying important 

predictors of juvenile recidivism and efforts to avoid recidivism that leads to the school-to-prison 

pipeline phenomenon. The research questions below were used in the design, data collection and 

analysis and functioned as a guide for every feature of this research: 

Q1  How do at-risk youth perceive the importance of the predictors of juvenile 

recidivism in their efforts to not reoffend? 

 

Q2  What supports do at-risk youth perceive would be important to avoid juvenile 

recidivism after their release from the Juvenile Justice System? 

 

Q3  What are the effective components within alternative education programs that 

assist in reducing juvenile recidivism?  
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Q4  What is the perceived relationship between alternative schools and juvenile 

 recidivism and their impact on the school-to-prison pipeline? 

 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this descriptive, qualitative study was to provide a focus on the needs and 

perceptions of at-risk youth who have participated in the alternative educational setting. A 

second purpose was to identify important predictors of juvenile recidivism, and the perceived 

effectiveness of efforts to prevent/avoid juvenile recidivism as perceived by previously detained 

at-risk youth who had participated in an alternative education setting during any part of their 

education. 

Findings and Implications 

The theoretical construct of this research includes Zimmerman’s (2008) self-regulation 

theory. This theoretical underpinning was used to facilitate my research from data collection to 

data analysis. Zimmerman’s (2008) theory was the inspiration for this research as it recognizes 

the strong correlation between self-regulated learning and academic achievement. Through 

structured interviews, I found that each of my participants struggled with self-regulation and 

impulsivity at some point during their educational experience. The definition of self-regulation 

can look different from one person to the next and can depend on underlying factors such as 

trauma or abuse. While I was not specifically looking for the theoretical foundation of Noddings’ 

(1984, 2005) care theory within my research, I did conclude that in addition to self-regulation 

skills, building positive relationships and caring for students is critical for student achievement 

and success. Building positive relationships heavily depends on the firsthand experiences of an 

individual. Additionally, it is a large part of student success and in reducing juvenile recidivism. 

I observed the relationship strand throughout my data collection and found that at-risk who felt 

they had a trusted adult who they could communicate with on a regular basis and rely on had 
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better trust and expressed that they believed the teacher cared for them both in and outside of the 

school environment. 

The findings of this research shed light on the perceptions of juvenile recidivism 

predictors, how supports within alternative education programs are perceived by at-risk youth, 

and the perceived significance between alternative schools and juvenile recidivism as they relate 

to the school-to-prison pipeline. Alternative education programs and the supports within those 

programs, as this research found, has key components that must be present for at-risk youth in an 

effort to avoid juvenile recidivism. Supports within these programs that were found through this 

research were student accountability, finding a trusted adult, and flexibility. Emergent themes 

included communication, respect, listening, open mindedness, and caring. Further, perceived 

predictors of juvenile recidivism play a role in the school-to-prison pipeline that is present today. 

Perceptions of juvenile recidivism predictors found through this research were mental health, 

drug use, and family background. Emergent themes included trauma, drug use, family dynamics, 

and abuse.  

Major findings of this research included the need for mental health services and reentry 

programs embedded within alternative education programs, positive relationships encourage 

resiliency and address the risks and protective factors that are associated with juvenile 

recidivism, flexibility, and student accountability embedded within school curriculum and 

ultimately an improvement in public education by serving the unique needs of all students. 

Additionally, the participant’s voices and their personal testimonies contradicted societal 

perceptions as well as previous research about alternative education programs and their impact 

on juvenile recidivism.  
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Raywid (1994) suggested that alternative school are geared towards students who are 

disruptive or who are failing in the public school system. Also, alternative schools are perceived 

as “dumping grounds,” “warehouses” and “soft-cell jails” where students are seen as goods—

dangerous goods, which are stockpiled in these schools for the safety of the community, and 

whose destination is prison (Kim & Taylor, 2008; McNulty & Roseboro, 2009). However, the 

participants indicated that their experiences were quite opposite while attending alternative 

education programs and were typically positive. Participants believed that their alternative 

schools helped them become more successful adults, learn better life skills, and acted as a place 

for them to connect with adults on a more personal level. While participant responses contradict 

more current research, they are consistent with findings from the early 1970’s, where alternative 

schools were used to teach students who did not fit the societal norm and where new, innovative 

ways of teaching and learning could take place (Lange & Sletten, 2002).   

These findings offer important implications for teacher preparation programs, 

professional development opportunities offered to teachers and school administrators, and 

implications for future curriculum to be implemented in public education.  

Future Actions and Implementation 

The benefits of alternative education programs have shown to influence long-term 

student success and are crucial to reduce juvenile recidivism and end the school-to-prison 

pipeline. This present research has the aptitude to influence novice teacher preparation programs 

by enriching instruction on positive relationship building to better inform the future of at-risk 

youth teacher candidates. As Sabol and Pianta (2012) explain, pre-service teacher training may 

prove to inform teachers on forming high-quality, positive relationships with students. 

Additionally, Quigley and Hall (2016) found that teachers are sometimes the primary support 
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person for many students, so building positive relationships is crucial. It is apparent that teacher 

character can influence student perceptions and student-teacher relationships. This research 

brings forth the need to explore teacher character even further. So, the real question is, are 

relationships teachable? Can training and professional development in relationship building help 

novice and veteran teachers become better communicators and establish stronger, longer lasting 

relationships with at-risk students in an effort to reduce juvenile recidivism?  

Findings from this present research revealed that relationships are represented differently 

by each participant based on firsthand experiences, interlaced by common themes. Common 

themes for building relationships, as identified through this research, were communication, 

respect, listening, open mindedness, and caring. Using these identified themes has the potential 

to develop a curriculum for teachers and teacher candidates to practice the necessary skills that 

would best assist in forming healthy, positive student-teacher relationships with at-risk students. 

Previous research has not established whether or not relationships can be taught, however, based 

on the themes identified through this research, teachers can practice relationship building skills 

for even the most challenging students. These relationships, while difficult to build and maintain, 

are crucial for student success. Ten out of 10 participants, 100%, indicated that having a positive 

relationship with a trusted adult was one of the main factors in preventing their likelihood to 

reoffend. Their experiences expressed how valuable these relationships were for not only their 

success, but for the success of other difficult to get to know students and how worthwhile it is in 

their eyes if teachers can create these long lasting, positive relationships.  

Likewise, similar professional development opportunities could be developed that target 

at-risk youth. These professional development opportunities could be offered to additional school 

staff such as school administrators and additional stakeholders to enhance the socio-emotional 
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culture within all schools, especially mainstream schools. This professional development could 

be provided in combination with other professional development trainings within the school 

(trauma response, social skills, social inequity, etc.) and provide opportunities for teachers and 

administrators to understand the complexities of at-risk youth and how to build positive 

relationships with challenging students. According to Elfman (2022), “Positive teacher-student 

relationships are especially key or salient for children with decreased academic motivation 

caused by prior negative school experience.” Therefore, if these professional development 

opportunities were implemented correctly, teachers as well as administrators could see gains in 

student graduation rates, motivation, and overall academic achievement. Positive student 

teacher-relationships, in previous research, have enhanced student social/emotional functioning, 

eased extreme behavior problems, and assisted in the increase of student learning and motivation 

in the classroom setting (Davis, 2003, 2006). 

Researcher Remarks and Reflections 

 As for me, the findings of this research indicate an act of urgency in public education. 

This research has filled a gap in the knowledge base of understanding alternative education 

programs and their impact on juvenile recidivism of at-risk youth. While research indicates that 

alternative education programs are unsuccessful in that they increase juvenile recidivism and 

negative behavior, the participants revealed the complete opposite. The participants supported 

alternative education programs and publicized that these programs helped them with numerous 

skills that mainstream schools do not offer because they are outside of the societal norm.  

For me, this research affirmed the need for a change in mainstream schooling. 

Developing a solid transition plan for at-risk youth who are involved in the juvenile justice 

system and who attend alternative education placements would be a necessary attribute.  As an 
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educator at a small alternative school in Southeast, Wyoming, I believe it is imperative that 

transition plans involve at-risk youth get the opportunity transition back into their mainstream 

schools and not be “stuck” in alternative schools for their entire educational experience. While 

their behavior may impede their learning and the learning of others, the ability to interact with 

non-disabled peers is critical for social development. Studying the perceived relationships 

between alternative education and juvenile recidivism in my research has shown me a need for 

early interventions within mainstream schools.  If we, as educators, can reach out to at-risk 

students early on, and provide them with the appropriate skills, mental health services, and other 

early interventions, a direct impact can be made before the behavior spirals out of control and 

places these students directly into the Juvenile Justice System.  

Additionally, this research has demonstrated the importance that alternative education 

programs play in educating students who don’t quite fit into the societal norm.  Based on the 

participant responses, alternative education, especially in Southeast, Wyoming, allowed students 

to learn at their own pace and at their own level.  Not only are these schools used for students 

with significant behavior issues, but also for students who may need a different schedule, credit 

recovery, or attendance modifications due to significant life changes that they are experiencing.  

Perhaps it is beneficial that alternative education be an option for every student rather than those 

whose are labeled at-risk.   

The participants who agreed to participate in this study demonstrated their eagerness to 

share their stories and their personal experiences because it isn’t often that they get to be heard. 

They insisted on sharing their personal stories and encounters as they strive to achieve their goals 

despite their struggles or hardships that they have encountered along the way. Their perspectives 

on alternative education and the predictors of juvenile recidivism, along with the necessary 
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supports needed in an effort to not reoffend, provide a valuable insight to administrators, 

teachers, stakeholders, community members, social workers, probation officers, court systems, 

and mental health workers in developing opportunities for improving school districts as well as 

creating more innovative ways to build positive relationships with at-risk youth in an effort to 

transform public education as a whole. Our job as educators is to simply listen. Alternative 

education should be a place where teachers can advocate for students, encourage graduation 

rates, and work with families to ensure the appropriate services are being provided based on the 

needs of each student. That is the true definition of alternative education.  

Limitations 

While this study covered the research questions and gave voice to the marginalized at-

risk youth, there are limitations to this research. The first limitation involves the location of the 

participants. The participants reside in Southeast, Wyoming; therefore, alternative education 

programs and rules that govern the juvenile justice system may vary in different states. Including 

additional states or regions throughout Wyoming could have expanded the scope of the research 

and allowed for more research participants, which could have potentially generated additional, 

and perhaps different responses. Another limitation was the data collection period for this 

research which impacted the ability to build a solid relationship with the participants. Therefore, 

the participants may have given untruthful answers, and the researcher had to rely on the 

assumption that all participants told the truth. Their responses were unpredictable. If the data 

collection period would have been for a longer period of time, there would be potential to form 

better relationships with the participants and their responses would be more truthful and valid. A 

third limitation included the use of snowball sampling and self-selection of participants.  

Participants that chose not to participate in the research study, or those who were unable to 
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participate might have had different perceptions and experiences, which could have changed the 

results of the data collected. The final limitation is the underrepresentation of minority ethnicity 

of the participants. Southeast, Wyoming has a majority of Caucasian residents, making it 

difficult to interview minorities; therefore, the sample may not have been a true representation of 

a diversified population for generalization.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

This research explored the needs and perceptions of at-risk youth who have participated 

in the alternative educational setting. Additionally, this research identified important predictors 

of juvenile recidivism, and the perceived effectiveness of efforts to prevent/avoid juvenile 

recidivism as perceived by previously detained at-risk youth who had participated in an 

alternative education setting during any part of their education. While focusing on structured and 

semi-structured interviews and analytic memos, this research uncovered themes within 

alternative education programs and predictors of juvenile recidivism. While common themes 

were identified among the research participants, their firsthand experiences and stories played an 

influential role of how each perceived alternative education programs and their predictors of 

juvenile recidivism within the school-to-prison pipeline.  

Different School Structures 

While this research took place in Southeast, Wyoming with at-risk youth aged 18-24, 

who have previously attended an alternative education program, future research could benefit 

from the use of participants that attended mainstream public schools and multiple school 

locations. These participants could have attended different school locations in different regions 

of the state and would be helpful to unpack similar or different emergent themes on a much 

larger scale. Participants that attended mainstream public schools would involve a different 
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student population that could potentially reveal different results. Further, varying ages that go 

beyond the age of twenty-four would provide more variety to future research and show how 

alternative education has changed over the years.  

Participants 

Students  

This research would benefit from the use of non-at-risk youth, or those who attended a 

mainstream public school. Additionally, including participants that are not diagnosed with any 

mental health diagnoses in future work would be particularly beneficial to see the differences and 

similarities between those with and without mental health diagnoses. These could be separate 

studies in general, or one larger study that focuses on middle school through post-secondary to 

see if their perceptions of alternative education and predictors of juvenile recidivism change with 

age. Additionally, research which compares males versus females in terms of recidivism rates 

and success rates after high school would serve as beneficial to future research studies.   

Data Collection 

 This research would benefit from the use of a survey in a large mainstream school setting. 

Using a survey would accumulate an array of insight from both disabled and non-disabled 

students.  Surveys are extremely flexible in nature and can be used on large populations of 

participants and can include a wide variety of research questions.  In addition, surveys are 

dependable and can assist in the validity and trustworthiness of the research study.   

Conclusion 

This research focused on the needs and perceptions of at-risk youth who have 

participated in the alternative educational setting. Additionally, this research focused on 

identifying important predictors of juvenile recidivism, and the perceived effectiveness of efforts 
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to prevent/avoid juvenile recidivism as perceived by previously detained at-risk youth who had 

participated in an alternative education setting during any part of their education. It is theorized 

that spending multiple years in alternative education and lacking self-regulation strategies, can 

lead to an increase in student arrests, reoffending, and incarceration and the likelihood of 

juvenile recidivism among at-risk youth (Herndon & Bembenutty, 2014; Ryan et al., 2014; 

Sweeten, 2006; Zimmerman, 2013). Often, students who lack self-regulation struggle to take 

control of their thoughts, beliefs, and behavior. Zimmerman has emphasized that having strong 

self-regulation skills has a positive correlation in helping students, especially at-risk youth, 

achieve academic success. When students learn self-regulation skills as well as delayed 

gratification, they achieve positive social, emotional, and academic outcomes that include 

completing an education program and avoidance of unruly behavior in and out of the school 

environment (Zimmerman, 2008).  

 Findings of this study revealed a positive influence of alternative education programs for 

at-risk youth as well as positive supports needed in an effort avoid juvenile recidivism. Each 

participant shared with me how they were supported within the alternative education setting and 

the best supports they have had in order to prevent them from reoffending. To the participants, 

alternative schools decrease juvenile recidivism and the school-to-prison pipeline. This was 

demonstrated by the themes of communication, flexibility, respect, listening and open-

mindedness. The themes identified through this research can be used to best prepare teachers and 

administrators to meet the individual social-emotional needs of at-risk students within the 

mainstream school environment.  
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Hello, my name is Sarah VanRensselaer, and I am a special education teacher. I am employed by 

Laramie County School District #1, and I work in alternative education. I am a Doctoral 

candidate at University of Northern Colorado in the area of Educational Studies. I am conducting 

research to determine four essential questions: 1) How do at-risk youth perceive the importance 

of the predictors of juvenile recidivism in their efforts to not reoffend? 2) What supports do at-

risk youth perceive would be important to avoid juvenile recidivism after their release the 

Juvenile Justice System? 3) What are the effective components within alternative education 

programs that assist in reducing juvenile recidivism? 4) What is the perceived significance 

between alternative schools and juvenile recidivism and their impact on the school-to-prison 

pipeline? 

 

I am conducting approximately ten interviews with youth like yourself. The information you 

give, along with others, hopefully will provide a clear picture to school staff, teachers, 

administrators, and policy makers on what is needed in an alternative education setting to keep 

youth from reoffending and contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline.  

 

Incidentally, although this may appear quite awkward, I will be reading most of what I say 

throughout the interview process. The reasons for doing this, is to ensure to a great degree, if 

possible, that my interviews with every participant will be consistent and conducted within the 

same matter. 

 

Your real name will not be used in the published results. Participation in this research is 

voluntary and in no way influences you.  

 

Please feel free call, email, or text me with any questions or concerns about this research (my 

contact information is listed below.)   

 

If you are interested in assisting in my dissertation research, please sign the attached consent 

form. I look forward to hearing from you! 

 

Sincerely,   

Sarah VanRensselaer 

Doctoral Candidate  

University of Northern Colorado 

Vanr5892@bears.unco.edu 

  

mailto:Vanr5892@bears.unco.edu
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH 

University of Northern Colorado 

 

Title: ALTERNATIVE EDUCATION PROGRAMS: AN EXPLORATION 

  OF PROGRAMS AND SUPPORTS TO REDUCE JUVENILE  

RECIDIVISM AMONG AT-RISK YOUTH  

 

Researcher: 

Sarah VanRensselaer, M.S. ED, Doctoral Student; vanr5892@bears.unco.edu 

Research Advisor: Jennifer Harding, Ed.D., Teacher Education and Behavioral Sciences 

E-mail: jenni.harding@unco.edu  Phone: 970-351-1029 

 

Purpose and Background: The purpose of this descriptive, qualitative study was set forth to 

provide a focus on the needs and perceptions of at-risk students who have participated in the 

alternative educational setting. A second purpose was to identify important predictors of juvenile 

recidivism, and the perceived effectiveness of efforts to prevent/avoid juvenile recidivism as 

perceived by previously detained at-risk youth who had participated in an alternative education 

setting during any part of their education.  

 

Using two one-on-one, face-to-face interviews, you will be invited to share your experiences in 

alternative education and juvenile recidivism. 

 

The interviews will be audio recorded, transcribed, and analyzed to develop an understanding of 

how beneficial your life experiences and your story is as it contributes to the school-to-prison 

pipeline. Interviews will take approximately 60 minutes. You will be assigned a pseudonym 

name for all analysis and reporting purposes. Consent forms will be kept in a locked file in the 

Research Advisor’s office for three years. Transcripts of interviews will be stored in a password 

protected file. Only the researchers and research advisor will have access to data. 

 

If you agree to participate in this research study, the following will occur: 

• you will be asked questions about your experience in the alternative education setting as 

well as your experiences within the juvenile justice system. 

_________ 

(Participant’s Initials) 

Page 1 of 2 

 

mailto:vanr5892@bears.unco.edu
mailto:jenni.harding@unco.edu
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Confidentiality: Your responses will only be shared with members of the research team. 

Although confidentiality cannot be guaranteed, every effort will be made to maintain your 

Confidentiality through use of pseudonyms. The results of this study may be published in the 

professional literature, but no publication will contain information that will identify you. The 

research data (interview transcripts and observation notes) will be kept in a password protected, 

secure location, and only the researchers will have access to the data. After transcription, 

identifying information will be removed. The consent forms and de-identified transcripts will be 

kept in a locked file in the Research Advisor’s office for three years. 

 

Risks: I do not foresee any risks with this study. Any possible risks are not greater than those that 

might be encountered with conversations with my research advisor and dissertation committee. 

 

Benefits: You will not be directly benefited from participating in this study; however, we 

anticipate that this research can contribute to a deeper understanding of alternative education 

programs and their impact on juvenile recidivism. In addition, this research adds to the 

understanding of the predictors of juvenile recidivism as it relates to at-risk youth. It also has to 

potential to inform teacher education programs, renovate professional development for teachers 

and administrators, and change how teachers perceive at-risk youth in the school environment. 

 

Costs: The cost of participating in this study is the time invested to participate in the interview. 

You will be compensated with a $25 gift card of your choice for participating in this study. 

 

Questions: If you have any questions about the study, you may contact the researcher’s email or 

phone number. You may also contact the researcher’s advisor, Dr. Jennifer Harding, by phone or 

email. 

 

Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin 

participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be 

respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read 

the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would 

like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future 

reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, 

please contact Nicole Morse, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639; 

970-351-1910. 

 

Participant’s Signature __________________________________________Date___________ 

 

 

Researcher’s Signature _________________________________________Date___________ 

 

Page 2 of 2 
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Informed Consent and Recording 

As a reminder, any information that is obtained in connection to this study will remain 

confidential. All the data will be reported without reference to any individual(s). After the data is 

recorded and transcribed, I will send it to you via electronic e-mail for you to check and review 

the thoughts and ideas I have captured for accuracy. 

 

I have scheduled 30-60 minutes for each interview. The interview will be semi-structured around 

a list of areas of interest. The questions are intended to be open-ended and any insight you have 

about the different issues is appreciated. At any point during the interview, you may ask that I 

skip a particular question or stop the interview all together. For ease of our discussion and 

accuracy, I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed Consent. Before we begin, 

do you have any questions? Okay, let us get started and thank you for your time. 

 

Introductory Interview Questions: 

 

Question 1: How old are you?  

Question 2: When is your birthday? 

Question 3: What do you like to do in your free time? 

Question 4: What is your favorite kind of music? 

Question 5: Do you have any pets? If so, how many? What are their names? 

Question 6: What is something that you are good at? 

Question 7: What is something that you are proud of? 

Question 8: What is your favorite season? Why? 

Question 9: If you could get a tattoo, what would you get and why? 

Question 10: How did you end up being involved in the juvenile justice system? Do you think 

that you belonged there? Was the decision fair or unfair? 

Question 11: What was it like being away from family? 

Question 12: What concerns did you have when you exited the program? 

Question 10: Do you have any questions for me before we continue? 

 

Interview Questions 

Interview Question 1: Please share with me your thoughts on what could keep you from getting 

locked up again?  

Interview Question 2: Could mental health services (like counseling, therapy, medication) 

prevent youth from being locked up?  

Interview Question 3: Does drug use contribute to youth lock-up?  
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Interview Question 4: What type of experiences have you encountered with your family during 

and after being locked up?  

Interview Question 5: How important are family and friends on your efforts to not commit 

additional crimes? 

Interview Question 6: Do you think gender and/or ethnicity contribute to youth being locked up, 

and if so, in what way? 

Interview Question 7: How much impact do you think family background and dynamics 

contribute to youth incarceration?  

Interview Question 8: Does a student’s level of education (what grade they are in or what grade 

they make it to) contribute to them being locked up? If so, how?  

Interview Question 9: What type of personal support do youth need in order to avoid re-

committing crimes?  

Interview Question 10: What type of school support do youth need in order to avoid reoffending?  

Interview Question 11: How could have the school staff help support you when you first exited 

from being locked up? 

Interview Question 12: How can have school staff helped prevent other students in alternative 

education from reoffending?  

Interview Question 13: What is some law/rules you think would have help you to not to reoffend 

when you exited from being in lock-up? 

 

Ending Interview 

 

This concludes the end of our interview. Are there any questions that you have for me? Thank 

you for your time and I appreciate the thought and energy you brought forth. Your participation 

in this interview has provided me with a lot of valuable information for this study. All your 

contributions are greatly appreciated. 
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Research Question Interview Questions 
1) How do at-risk youth perceive the 

importance of the predictors of 

juvenile recidivism in their efforts to 

not reoffend? 

 

a. From your perspective, what could have 

kept you from getting in trouble again after 

exiting lock-up? 

 

b. From your perspective, how could have 

mental health services (counseling, 

medication, therapy, etc.) prevent others your 

age from getting locked up, if at all?  

 

c. From your perspective, how could 

substance use (drugs, alcohol, etc) contribute 

to youth being locked up, if at all? 

 

d. What type of experiences have you 

encountered with your family during and after 

lock-up? Do you think your family plays a 

role in getting in trouble?  

 

e. How important is social connectedness 

(family, friends, sports, church, etc.) in your 

efforts to not get in trouble again?  

 

f. From your perspective, does gender and/or 

ethnicity contribute to youth getting in trouble 

with the law, and if so, how?  

 

g. From your perspective, how do a person’s 

family background and dynamics contribute 

to youth incarceration? 

 

h. From your perspective, does a student’s 

level of education contribute to youth lock up, 

and if so, how? 

 

2) What supports do at-risk youth 

perceive would be important to avoid 

juvenile recidivism after their release 

the Juvenile Justice System? 

 

a. What type of personal supports would you 

have needed in order to avoid getting in 

trouble again after lock-up?  

 

b. What type of supports from school would 

you have needed in order to avoid getting 

locked up again?  

 

c. How could school staff have helped support 

you when you exited from being locked-up?  
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d. How could school staff have helped 

prevent other students from getting in trouble 

again?  

 

e. What are some law/rules, you believe are 

important that can help you and others not to 

reoffend? 

3) What are the effective components 

within alternative education programs 

that assist in reducing juvenile 

recidivism? 

 

a. What was your behavior like in 

elementary school? Did you 

frequently have to go to the office? 

 

b. What were your teachers like in 

middle school? How did they respond 

to your needs? 

 

c. What was your behavior like in 

middle school? Did you frequently 

have to go to the office? 

 

d. What were you teachers like in high 

school? How did they respond to your 

needs? 

 

e. Did you teachers view you as a 

“good” kid or a “bad” kid? Why do 

you think they felt this way? 

 

f. What behaviors resulted in your 

placement at this treatment facility? 

 

g. What are your teachers like at this 

facility? How do they respond to your 

needs? 

 

h. Do you believe there is a link between 

your school experiences and teacher 

perceptions and you entering the 

juvenile justice system? 
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4) What is the perceived significance 

between alternative schools and 

juvenile recidivism and their impact 

on the school-to-prison pipeline? 

 

a. Do you believe that participating in 

alternative education lead you to get in 

trouble again after exiting? 

 

b. Do you feel that consequences of 

attending an alternative education 

program played a positive role in your 

education? 

 

c. Do you feel that mainstream schools 

are doing enough for students in terms 

of pairing recidivist students with 

good peer role models to prevent 

isolation? 

 


