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Abstract 

 
A PROGRAM EVALUATION OF THE DEGREE PROGRAM FOR STUDENTS 

WITH BEHAVIORAL DIFFICULTIES. Whisnant, Gail D., 2019: Dissertation, Gardner-

Webb University.  

This study used a qualitative approach to explore a rural school district’s DEGREE 

program through parent and staff member perspectives using Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP 

model of program evaluation.  Interviews and questionnaire data provided information to 

answer the following research questions: 

1. Context: What is the context within which the DEGREE program was 

developed and implemented? 

2. Input: What types of academic and behavioral interventions are taught? 

3. Process: How are the objectives of the DEGREE program aligned with 

improving student academic and behavioral goals? 

4. Product: What is the impact of the DEGREE program regarding student 

ability to transition back into a regular school setting?  

Qualitative methods such as questionnaires and interviews involving the director of 

exceptional children, current school staff members, and parent stakeholders were used to 

collect data, allowing the researcher to analyze perspectives of the DEGREE program.  

Data from questionnaires are displayed in chart form in Chapter 4.  Interview data were 

coded for common themes that surfaced in responses.  Data from the interviews are 

displayed in narrative form in Chapter 4.  Academic data were analyzed to include testing 

data and academic progress using EVAAS.  Based on data from the DEGREE staff 

member questionnaires and interview groups, teacher respondents provided varying 



 

iv 
 

responses with regard to the overall effectiveness of the DEGREE program.  Parent 

responses from questionnaires and interviews showed the DEGREE program had an 

overall benefit to their student.  Academic data showed that students regressed 

academically, but DEGREE allowed students the opportunity to graduate and improve 

post-secondary outcomes.   

 Keywords: homebound, emotional disorders, academic growth 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In school systems across the state of North Carolina, many students struggle with 

behavioral problems that impose significant disruptions to the school day.  Juvenile crime 

statistics indicate that in 1991, 17% of all serious violent crimes were committed by 

juveniles (United States Department of Juvenile Justice, 2017).  Juvenile arrests for 

weapons violations more than doubled between 1983 and 1992.  In 1993, the North 

Carolina General Assembly believed it necessary to pass the Safe Schools Act to report 

violent crimes and offenses.  Principals are torn between the idea of students missing 

valuable instructional hours and supporting teachers by imposing disciplinary measures 

that are aligned with behaviors.  Principals must choose between allowing a student to 

stay in a least restrictive environment and taking precautions to protect the student body 

from a few aggressive students (Rose & Espelage, 2012).  A study by LaSalle, George, 

McCoach, Polk, and Evanovich (2018) used information provided by the U.S. 

Department of Education to determine that reducing the opportunity gap between 

subgroups of students while simultaneously creating safe and positive school climates 

that lessen the likelihood of peer victimization and promote mental health is of utmost 

importance.  Schools are expected to create positive school climates that increase social 

well-being and academic performance of all students, preparing them to be successful 

adults.  Many schools struggle to provide these environments for all students, as 

evidenced by higher suspension rates, exclusions, and academic failures among students 

in minority groups and those students with disabilities (LaSalle et al., 2018).   

The number of students who are served by the exceptional children’s department 

for emotional disturbances is actually quite low.  According to the U.S. Department of 
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Education (2019), students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBDs) rose from 

283,000 in 1976-1977 to a high of 489,000 in 2004-2005.  Most recent statistics indicated 

a decline in the number of students who fall into this category to 354,000 in 2013-2014 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2019); however, this continues to be a small percentage 

of the total school population, contributing to only 1%.  Even though children who 

experience behavioral and emotional difficulties comprise such a small population of the 

school, these students continuously overwhelm school staff.  Principals and teachers 

spend a tremendous amount of their time dealing with students whose behaviors are 

interrupting the learning of others.  In North Carolina, the determination worksheet 

categorizes serious emotional disturbance (SED) impairments in at least one of six areas: 

(a) an inability to make educational progress that cannot be explained by intellectual, 

sensory, or health factors; (b) an inability to maintain satisfactory interpersonal 

relationships with peers and teachers; (c) inappropriate types of behaviors or feelings 

under normal circumstances; (d) a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; 

(e) a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or school 

problems; or (f) a diagnosis of schizophrenia.  The impairment also has to be 

accompanied with documentation that the condition has been exhibited over a long period 

of time and to a marked degree.  None of these descriptors give exact criterion to 

determine how long the condition has existed or what quantifies a marked degree.  This 

ambiguity in language may hinder the team’s ability to objectively decide what is 

required to determine a child’s eligibility (Gresham, 2005).  This could lead to under 

diagnosis of students, which may impede the school’s ability to properly place students 

with the appropriate attentions, treatments, and supports.   
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 The National Longitudinal Transition Study Wave 2 (Wagner & Davis, 2006) 

found the following for youth with emotional disturbance:  

• Students with emotional disturbance reported higher use of alcohol (54%), 

illegal drugs (36%), marijuana use (44%), and smoking (53%) than all other 

disability categories.   

• Youth with emotional disturbances had the highest dropout rate of any 

disability categories, with 44% leaving school without finishing.   

• Youth with emotional disturbance were the largest group to no longer live 

with parents (35%) and were the only group to show a significant increase in 

the likelihood of living in other arrangements, including criminal justice or 

mental health facilities, under legal guardianship, in foster care, or being 

homeless.   

• Youth in this category had experienced the largest increase in their rate of 

parenting, with 11% reporting they had or fathered a child.   

• One third of these youth had not found a way to become engaged in their 

community since leaving high school; for those who had, employment was the 

usual mode of engagement.  

• Approximately one in five in youth with emotional disturbances enrolled in 

any kind of postsecondary education.   

• More than three-fourths had been stopped by police other than for a traffic 

violation, 58% had been arrested at least once, and 43% had been on 

probation or parole.   

Students who are categorized as having an emotional disturbance have a much 
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lower likelihood of experiencing a satisfied life.  They are much less likely to continue 

education and have a harder time adjusting to the expectations of society and their peers.  

These students continue to struggle with the academic and social demands of school 

because of the time they are removed from the classroom.  Students with disabilities 

represent 12% of the total enrollment of schools but make up 67% of all restraints and are 

more than twice as likely to be suspended from school.  Students who are categorized as 

having EBDs have the highest risk for negative school outcomes of any disability 

(LaSalle et al., 2018).  Missed instructional time prevents students from gaining academic 

growth, which further complicates the stressors they experience and increases the “acting 

out” behaviors (Perry & Szalavitz, 2017).  These students are also the most likely to drop 

out of school and have higher retention rates, lower graduation rates, and higher rates of 

suspensions (Suh & Suh, 2007).  They have a high risk of peer rejection, negative teacher 

interaction, and isolation from their community (LaSalle et al., 2018).   

These behavioral difficulties do not end after high school but carry over into 

adulthood.  In short, students who are categorized as SED/EBD can have difficulty 

making and maintaining positive social interactions because of their inability to properly 

regulate and maintain emotions, which makes them miss out on the needed relational 

factors to help them become well-adjusted adults (Perry & Szalavitz, 2017).  In a review 

of longitudinal studies regarding students with SED/EBD, Bradley, Doolittle, and 

Bartolotta (2008) noted that there has been little improvement in academic achievement, 

social interactions, and long-term adult outcomes.  The studies followed students with 

disabilities as they moved from elementary to middle school, then from high school to 

early adulthood.  One of the studies, the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, was a 
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10-year follow-up comparison study which revealed improved results for students with 

disabilities as a whole on almost all variables, with the exception of students with EBD 

(Bradley et al., 2008).  These students showed little to no improvement.  They continued 

to have the worst academic and behavioral outcomes of any disability group.  After over 

2 decades of research and interventions, school systems are still failing to adequately 

prepare these students for postsecondary life.   

Statement of the Problem 

Educating students with special needs has been a critical issue for many years 

with both policy makers and educators.  When dealing with students who have 

emotional or behavioral disorders, these needs require extensive interventions by 

classroom teachers and other professionals.  An estimated 10-13% of school-age 

students have some type of emotional or behavioral disorder (Buchanan, Nese, & Clark, 

2016).  School personnel are not equipped to deal with the issues presented by students 

with EBD, partly due to a lack of knowledge and resources and partially due to staffing 

and budget issues.  Many schools share part-time behavior interventionists, and time is 

not adequately provided to ensure desired results.  Sometimes, the difficulty in treating 

mental health involves finding out the correct disorder to treat.  The Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders, or DSM, is the method used to analyze issues 

and create diagnoses.  The DSM was revised in 2013 and will continue to be updated 

more frequently as more research into mental disorders is conducted.  The DSM-5 

included the addition of post-traumatic stress disorder as part of emotional disorders, 

which has major implications for students who have experienced adverse childhood 

experiences, or ACES (Perry & Szalavitz, 2017).  These additions to the DSM-5 reveal 
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the multiple delineations of emotional disorders and stress the need to develop specific, 

research-based interventions to assist students with EBD to become productive citizens.  

The early identification of students with EBD helps increase the likelihood of getting 

students appropriate help as needed.  Early behavioral patterns have the best results for 

interventions.  If these behavior patterns are not corrected early on, behavioral problems 

begin to increase in intensity and severity (Bradley et al., 2008).   

Students with EBD present challenges in the classroom as well.  They typically 

display disruptive, externalizing behaviors such as aggression and noncompliance.  

These challenging behaviors may prevent them from learning as fast or as well as their 

peers.  Students with EBD have been found to adjust poorly to classroom environments 

and have low achievement scores (Garwood & Vernon-Feagans, 2017).  Unfortunately, 

students with EBD are usually aware of their academic underperformance, which may 

contribute to their behavioral problems.  In particular, reading failure is often associated 

with poor motivation, frustration, failure to comply with directions, or aggressive 

behavior to avoid completing assignments.  These behaviors require teacher attention 

and often disrupt other learners.  To further compound the problem, students at risk of 

EBD cannot receive services from the special education department under the EBD 

category until they demonstrate low academic performance (Ciullo, Ortiz, Al Otaiba, & 

Lane, 2016).   

In today’s society, schools are increasingly being asked to provide mental health 

support and behavior modification to more and more students; however, there is a 

serious shortage of teachers who are trained and qualified to teach students with 

EBD.  These students are more likely to receive a large portion of their services from 
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paraprofessionals and teachers who are not highly qualified.  In fact, the number of 

teachers hired to teach students with EBD on an emergency license is significantly 

greater than for other areas of teaching, including those of special education (Bradley et 

al., 2008).  Part of this is due to the high attrition rate of teachers of students with EBD 

as compared to the attrition rates of other special education teachers.  These high 

attrition rates may be the result of higher self-reported levels of stress and frustration 

that stem from lack of appropriate training and preparation (Bradley et al., 2008).  

Teachers of students with EBD also reported receiving minimal training and preparation 

for working with students with EBD.  Even though behavioral supports are an integral 

part of working with students with EBD, there is no significant difference between the 

preservice training for teachers of students with EBD and other special education 

teachers.  As a group, teachers of students with EBD were twice as likely to receive their 

credentials through alternative certification programs and were less likely to have a 

master’s degree (Bradley et al., 2008).  Schools are placing students who need the most 

support with unprepared and unqualified teachers.   

Teachers work to maintain control of their classroom while balancing the needs 

of all students, both regular education students and special education students (Visser, 

Cole, & Daniels, 2002); however, students with behavioral and emotional disorders can 

be the most challenging.  These students present demands ranging from poor work 

habits, lower achievement scores, poor social skills, and behaviors that can range from 

withdrawal to aggression.  Because of these demands, students with emotional disorders 

are more likely to be placed in more restrictive environments than other students with 

disabilities.  A larger percentage of students with EBD participate in general education 
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significantly less often than students with other disabilities (Bradley et al., 2008).  In 

fact, 30% of elementary school students with EBD and 32.9% of middle school students 

spend time in special education classes compared with 13.7% of elementary and 17.8% 

of middle school students with other disabilities (Bradley et al., 2008).  According to the 

36th Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (2017), 43% of students with EBD are served in mainstream 

classrooms a minimum of 80% of the day, 18% are in mainstream classrooms 40%-79% 

of the day, approximately 21% are in mainstream classrooms less than 40% of the day, 

and 13% attend separate schools.  These students are also more likely to be placed with 

other students with EBD.  Eighty-two percent of students with EBD are served in classes 

within regular school buildings, but 18% of these students are placed in separate 

facilities such as residential facilities or home and hospital environments (Bradley et al., 

2008).   

 When schools can no longer maintain appropriate discipline to ensure the safety 

of all students, the student with problem behaviors has his or her day shortened or is 

placed completely on homebound.  Students with EBD experience incidents of school 

removal due to health-risk behaviors such as substance abuse, weapon-related violence, 

or physical violence (Marsh, 2018).  In order for a student to be removed from the regular 

classroom setting, IDEA requires the following factors be taken into consideration: 

• the educational benefits available to the disabled student in a traditional 

classroom, supplemented with appropriate aids and services, in comparison to 

the educational benefits to the disabled student from a special education 

classroom; 
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• the nonacademic benefits to the disabled student from interacting with 

nondisabled students; and 

• the degree of disruption of the education of other students, resulting in the 

inability to meet the unique needs of the disabled student. 

IDEA regulations provide that in choosing the correct placement of a least restrictive 

environment, consideration is given to any potential harmful effect on the student or on 

the quality of services the student needs.  If a student with a disability has behavioral 

problems that are so disruptive in a regular classroom that the education of other students 

is significantly impaired, the needs of the disabled student cannot be met in that 

environment (Wright & Wright, 2006).  While there is a full spectrum of services that 

should be available to students along the continuum, sometimes the last resort is to place 

students on homebound; however, homebound services should only be viewed as a 

temporary placement option.   

 These homebound services are designed to give students minimal assistance for 

their subjects and typically lack the behavior therapy interventions.  In North Carolina, 

students who are enrolled in alternative learning programs (ALP) are overwhelmingly 

placed there due to behavioral issues.  Day treatment facilities are also useful in working 

with students using cognitive behavioral therapy; however, students who transition 

between school settings often experience stressors during the transition.  In a study by 

Buchanan et al. (2016), research indicated students with EBD are increasingly 

mainstreamed from day treatment schools to district schools without sufficient support 

services to guide them through the transition.  In fact, 50% of treatment schools in the 

study did not provide a designated person to follow up with the students after they were 



10 

 
 

discharged.  A part-time person filled the role in 25% of the treatment facilities.  Only 

25% of the facilities staffed the position full time.  The study also looked at the needs of 

students with EBD, parent needs and supports, and teacher needs and supports during the 

transition process from day treatment schools to regular schools.   

Three emerging themes were apparent from parent-reported student needs: (a) 

transition support, (b) feedback about behavior, and (c) social skills training (Buchanan et 

al., 2016).  During transitions, students believed they were going from a well-structured, 

supportive environment to a school with fewer supports.  The use of tangible 

reinforcements students earned and behavior-specific feedback was critical to student 

success and needed to be continued once students transitioned back into regular school.  

Parents and teachers also agreed that it was necessary to provide social skills training 

opportunities in a natural community setting that involved the use of peers (Buchanan et 

al., 2016).  Despite the need to follow up with students as they transition, too many day 

treatment schools and regular schools do not provide adequate services to these students 

to ensure their successful integration back into the regular school setting.   

Students with EBD are more likely to become costly to society in general when 

consideration is given to the functional impairment frequently experienced by sufferers 

that leads to unemployment, hospitalization, medication, and incarceration (Farrell & 

Barrett, 2007).  Between 1990 and 2009, the number of youth with EBD who had been 

arrested increased from 36% to 60%, which is a statistically significant difference when 

compared to the number for students with other disabilities (Ciullo et al., 2016).  While 

the number of students with EBD who earned a high school diploma has risen over the 

past 3 decades, these students are less likely to pursue postsecondary education.  By 
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2009, 53% of young adults with EBD had been enrolled in postsecondary education at 

some time compared to the 67.4% of the general population.  Of those enrolled, less than 

50% completed the requirements for graduation (Wagner & Newman, 2012).  This study 

also revealed a significant drop in the number of young adults with EBD who were 

employed, from 59.4% to 40.5%, and illustrated the employment instability most adults 

with EBD experience.  Young adults with EBD lag behind the general population in 

positive transition outcomes, and high rates of criminal involvement suggest more effort 

is needed to adequately prepare these students for life beyond the school setting.   

The problem of properly preparing students with EBDs for a positive and 

productive life continues to plague schools.  School personnel are more often unprepared 

to teach the required skills needed for coping skills, emotional maturity, and peer 

relations (Nickerson & Brosof, 2003).  This demand leaves teachers feeling frustrated and 

inadequate in addressing student needs.  Students who have EBDs are more likely to have 

very poor outcomes in life if schools cannot detect and intervene early on in the 

educational process with qualified, experienced teachers using research-based 

interventions.   

Purpose of the Study 

 Emotional disturbances, such as anxiety and depression, occur at alarmingly high 

rates in children and youth, are associated with a number of negative life consequences, 

and come at a tremendous cost to society (Farrell & Barrett, 2007).  Research suggests 

that students who are diagnosed with serious emotional disorders are less likely to 

graduate high school than their peers.  They experience less academic success and are 

more likely to receive disciplinary consequences that remove them from their educational 



12 

 
 

setting.  They are far more likely to be adjudicated in our criminal system than other 

students (Huzinec, 2016).  This presents a challenge to teachers and administrators 

everywhere.  In a survey conducted by the Texas Council of Administrators of Special 

Education (Huzinec, 2016), teachers rated the types of programming based on student 

disability in terms of how challenging they are to implement.  Of the responses received, 

96% of educators indicated that implementing programming for students with serious 

emotional disorders is challenging to very challenging, while only 38% thought that 

implementing programming for students with learning disabilities is challenging to very 

challenging (Huzinec, 2016).  Students who are identified as emotionally disabled also 

present challenges to communities as well.  Children who present with preadolescent 

antisocial behaviors are approximately two to three times more likely to develop 

persistent aggressive antisocial behaviors over their lifespan (Wallinius et al., 

2016).  This then becomes a cycle, further exacerbating the cost and effects on our 

communities.   

Schools struggle to identify the best way to teach students with EBD.  Research 

over the last few decades has indicated there is little improvement in student outcomes of 

students with emotional and behavioral disabilities.  Social skills curriculum and 

programs have been developed and marketed to assist teachers who already feel 

overwhelmed and underqualified, but little has been done that has proven to be successful 

over time.  Academic interventions can be difficult for general education teachers to 

implement due to the lack of planning time, the intensity required to implement with 

fidelity, and the lack of research.  The educational setting of 90% of the academic 

interventions was based in self-contained classrooms and not in the general education 
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setting (Ciullo et al., 2016).   

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the Determining 

Educational Goals and Realizing Educational Excellence (DEGREE) program in a rural 

school district in North Carolina.  Specifically, this study investigated and analyzed how 

successfully the DEGREE program meets the academic needs of students who are 

behaviorally and emotionally challenged.  It evaluated the effectiveness of how the social 

and emotional needs of students are met in regard to teaching coping skills and life skills.  

It also analyzed student perceptions of how prepared they are to enter the next transition, 

whether it be to work or to a regular setting school.  Quantifiable measures were based on 

student growth as evidenced by the Education Value-Added Assessment System 

(EVAAS) results on standardized testing and passing courses.   

In a study by Visser et al. (2002), key features identified in schools where 

inclusion is successful include: 

• effective leadership which generates direction for all staff, 

• a “critical mass” of staff committed to inclusive values, 

• senior management who are committed to the development of good quality 

teaching which matches the learning styles and abilities of pupils including 

those with EBD, and 

• a willingness and ability to access outside agencies to help develop and 

sustain inclusive practice. 

This study occurred in a rural district in North Carolina.  The system is comprised 

of 16 elementary schools, two intermediate schools, four middle schools, four traditional 

high schools, one early college high school, and one alternative school.  During the first 
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month of the 2017-2018 school year, the district had a total of 14,581 students.  There 

were 6,567 elementary students, 3,317 middle school students, and 4,697 high school 

students. There were 2,218 students who were served by the exceptional children’s 

department.  There were 121 students who had an area of disability categorized as 

emotionally disabled, which was .8% of the district’s total student population.  This was 

in line with the national norm for the number served as a percent of the total population.  

There were 7,907 students on free lunch and 643 students on reduced lunch.  

The DEGREE program was developed for students who cannot be in the regular 

school setting due to behavioral or medical issues or students who have aged out of 

school but would like to graduate from high school.  Some of the students are also there 

because their Individual Educational Program (IEP) team determined they would not be 

successful without attending the program.  The program focuses on providing students 

the academic and behavioral supports they need through direct instruction.  For students 

who attend DEGREE for behavioral reasons, the placement can be somewhat fluid.  A 

Return to School Support Plan is developed upon initial entry to DEGREE and reviewed 

monthly to determine if the student will transition back to the regular school setting.   

The DEGREE program serves students who are placed in the program due to 

behavioral, medical, or mental health and for dropout prevention.  It is located in the 

exceptional children’s wing at the district office.  At the time of the study, there were two 

elementary students, five middle school students, and 37 high school students.  Of those 

high school students, 11 were there for dropout prevention; however, the nature of the 

DEGREE program provides for fluid transition between schools, and enrollment can vary 

each month. 
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Research Questions 

1. Context: What is the context within which the DEGREE program was 

developed and implemented? 

2. Input: What types of academic and behavioral interventions are taught? 

3. Process: How are the objectives of the DEGREE program aligned with 

improving student academic and behavioral goals? 

4. Product: What is the impact of the DEGREE program regarding student 

ability to transition back into a regular school setting? 

Significance of the Study 

 The DEGREE program became formalized in 2010 as a result of an initiative of 

the newly named director of exceptional children for the district.  She was concerned 

about the number of students who were being served in the home only.  She created this 

program to allow students to receive a form of instruction other than that given in the 

home.  No formal program evaluation has been conducted in the program to determine 

the educational impact of the setting on students until this point.  The data in this study 

will be used to make decisions about maintaining and improving the program by 

identifying weaknesses and highlighting strengths.  It will also be used to help ensure a 

protocol is in place in determining when these services are needed by the school and 

ensure a more timely placement of students who are experiencing severe emotional 

distress and dysfunction in the regular school setting.  It can also be used as a decision-

making protocol to determine when and what wrap around services are needed for both 

the student and the family before, during, and after the implementation of homebound 

services.   
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 Moreover, the effects of this study could help transform the current treatment 

used by the district to improve the social and emotional outcomes for students who are 

affected by emotional and behavioral disabilities.  Early intervention could help redirect 

students in a healthy manner. 

Overview of the Methodology 

This study used the CIPP model to evaluate the DEGREE program.  The CIPP 

model of program evaluation provides a comprehensive framework for evaluating 

programs, projects, personnel, products, institutions, and evaluation systems 

(Stufflebeam, 2003).  The CIPP model evaluates the context, inputs, processes, and 

product evaluations.  This model was selected to evaluate the DEGREE program in this 

school district because it focuses on comprehensive evaluation within a larger framework 

of organizational activities.   

Context evaluation.  The context evaluation can aid users to define and assess 

goals and later reference assessed needs of targeted beneficiaries to judge a school 

program, course of instruction, counseling service, teacher evaluation system, or other 

enterprise (Stufflebeam, 2003).  It evaluates whether the program goals are adequately 

meeting the assessed needs.  The study presents the context within which the DEGREE 

program was developed and implemented.  It looks at what caused the need for the 

program and what research was used to develop the program. 

Input evaluation.  The next stage of the CIPP model is to look at the inputs to 

determine the steps needed to reach the goals.  This portion is devoted to looking at the 

design of the program.  Input evaluation assesses the alternative approaches and 

competing strategies, action plans, budgets, and options.  It examines what the program 
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can do and guides structuring decisions.  The input evaluation can aid evaluation users to 

design improvement efforts, develop defensible funding proposals, detail action plans, 

record the alternative plans that were considered, and record the basis for choosing one 

approach over the others (Stufflebeam, 2003).  For this study, the inputs are identified as 

the academic and behavioral interventions used in the DEGREE program.  This study 

analyzed the types of instructional practices used by teachers in the DEGREE program to 

address the needs of students who struggle with emotional and behavioral challenges.  

Process evaluation.  The third part of the CIPP model analyzes the process to 

determine if the intended design is measuring up to the actual design of the 

program.  This portion of the CIPP model looks at the implementation of the program.  

Process evaluations monitor, document, and assess activities; they help evaluation users 

carry out improvement efforts and maintain accountability records of their execution of 

action plans (Stufflebeam, 2003).  In this study, evaluators provided information about 

what actually occurs during a typical day at the DEGREE program.  The process of the 

study looked at the amount of time students spend on instruction weekly and the 

academic progress students make while at the DEGREE program.  It evaluated the 

motivation of the students to work their way back into a regular school setting.  The study 

evaluated the workload of the students and the methods of instruction used to engage 

students. 

 Product evaluation.  The last part of the CIPP model requires an assessment of 

the program.  This determines if the program is working or if it is not working.  Product 

evaluations monitor, document, and assess activities; they help evaluation users carry out 

improvement efforts and maintain accountability records of their execution of action 
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plans.  Product evaluations identify and assess short-term, long-term, intended, and 

unintended outcomes.  They help evaluation users maintain their focus on meeting the 

needs of students or other beneficiaries; assess and record their level of success in 

reaching and meeting the beneficiaries' targeted needs; identify intended and unintended 

side effects; and make informed decisions to continue, stop, or improve the effort 

(Stufflebeam, 2003).  The product of this study analyzed student readiness to be able to 

return to their home school and if students felt the DEGREE program was beneficial to 

their educational experience.  

Definition of Terms 

ACES.  Stressful or traumatizing events from a person’s childhood that can 

negatively affect development.  These events can include abuse, neglect, or household 

dysfunction.  These experiences have a high correlation to health problems in that 

person’s lifetime.   

ALP.  A program that serves students at any level, serves suspended or expelled 

students, serves students whose learning styles are better served in an alternative 

program, or provides individualized programs outside of a standard classroom setting in a 

caring atmosphere in which students learn the skills necessary to redirect their lives.  

DSM-5.  Used by health professionals and specialists to diagnose and classify 

mental health disorders.  The goal of the DSM is to provide concise and explicit criteria 

to assess the presentation of symptoms in clinical settings. 

DEGREE.  Program for students who cannot be in the regular school setting due 

to behavioral issues or students who have aged out of school but would like to graduate 

from high school.  Some of the students are also there because their IEP team determined 
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they would not be successful without attending the program.   

EVAAS.  A comprehensive reporting tool available for educators to evaluate 

student growth. 

Functional behavior assessment.  An assessment which involves a series of 

interviews with the parent, student, and community members as well as two observations 

to determine possible antecedents, patterns, and specific behaviors that prevent students 

from being productive in school. 

Free lunch.  A federally assisted meal program to provide nutritionally balanced, 

free lunches to students in a school setting. 

Homebound instruction.  Educational services provided to the student outside 

the school setting.  For the purpose of this study, homebound instruction may take place 

at a centralized location at the district office of the system being studied.  

IEP.  A written statement for each child with a disability that is developed, 

reviewed, implemented, and revised consistent with IDEA and state law (Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act, n.d.). 

Reduced lunch.  A federally assisted meal program to provide nutritionally 

balanced lunches at a reduced rate to students in a school setting. 

Outline of the Study 

Chapter 1 includes the introduction and statement of the problem, the statement of 

the purpose, definition of terms, research questions, assumptions, limitations, 

delimitations, significance of the study, and an overview of the methodology.  A review 

of relevant literature is presented in Chapter 2 concerning identification and prevention, 

behavioral interventions, academic interventions, appropriate settings, and teacher 
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qualifications.  The review of literature provides information on the best practices in 

teaching students with behavioral issues.  It also discusses information on how trauma 

influences learning and ways to help students cope with stressors.  In Chapter 3, the 

researcher identifies the methodology of the study by identifying the population of the 

study, the collection of data, and the outline of the research design and statistical analysis.  

Chapter 4 presents the results of the study.  Chapter 5 presents a summary of the results 

and recommendations for future implementation. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This study uses the CIPP model to evaluate the DEGREE program.  The review 

of literature for this study is organized into four categories: (a) identification and 

prevention of EBDs, (b) behavioral interventions, (c) academic interventions, and (d) 

appropriate settings and teacher qualifications. 

Identification/Prevention of EBD 

     Identification of students with EBDs can be a very tricky process.  In a study by 

Wallinius et al. (2016), many predictive factors appear early on in the development of 

aggressive antisocial behavior.  In the study, a group of males ages 18 to 25 who were 

incarcerated for violent crimes were asked to complete a survey called the Life History of 

Aggression, or LHA.  Information from the survey was analyzed to determine factors that 

were frequently common in the group.  Parenting factors such as poor parental 

monitoring, negative support, and psychological control have been associated with 

delinquent behavior in children.  Many offenders grew up in the presence of childhood 

adversities, displayed severe school adjustment problems, and developed diverse 

aggressive antisocial behaviors from an early age; and these persisted into 

adulthood.  After analyzing early predictors of aggressive antisocial behaviors, the 

researchers discovered severe school adjustment problems such as bullying behavior and 

early onset truancy to be predominant, interrelated predictors.  In fact, bullying was 

shown as a strong risk factor for developing aggressive antisocial behavior even later in 

life in a study by Kjelsberg and Friestad (2009).   

Childhood adversities played a major role as well.  These findings highlight the 

importance of school adjustment in the development of aggressive antisocial behaviors 
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and that bullying behavior needs to be taken seriously as it may indicate a more serious 

trajectory among children and adolescents with behavioral problems (Wallinius et al., 

2016).  While all of these predictors contribute to the development of these undesired 

behaviors, early detection and support can alleviate the impact of these behaviors.  

Preventive interventions should be initiated as early as during pregnancy and the early 

childhood years in families with high-risk profiles to prevent or buffer the development 

of aggressive antisocial behaviors.  Child maltreatment, especially a violent home 

environment, also needs to be considered a part of the larger intervention program in an 

attempt to break the cycle of violence because persons who have been exposed to 

interparental violence during childhood are at a higher risk of developing their own 

domestic violence and child maltreatment (Roustit et al., 2009).  

In determining predictive factors of identifying students with EBDs, race may 

play a role.  In a study done by Wiley, Brigham, Kauffman, and Bogan (2013), African-

American students are twice as likely to be identified as EBD than Caucasians.  Hispanic 

students were two-thirds as likely to be identified as Caucasian students.  The study 

looked at the disproportionate poverty, conservatism, and the disproportionate 

identification of minority students with EBDs.  African-American children were almost 

three times as likely as their Caucasian peers to live in poverty.  Hispanic children were 

over two times more likely to be living in poverty than Caucasian children.  In the Wiley 

et al. study, research found that African-American students were actually overrepresented 

in the EBD category.  The EBD risk ratios indicated that African-American students were 

over twice as likely to be identified as EBD than Caucasian students, and Hispanic 

students were approximately two-thirds as likely as Caucasian students to be identified as 
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EBD.  The researchers proposed that this disproportionate rate of identification could 

result from the biased interpretations of minority students’ behavior and achievement, 

dysfunctional interactions between schools and culturally diverse families, and 

inadequate access to quality instruction in general education.  The researchers also 

suggested that the overidentification of minority students could be due to the increased 

exposure to risk factors associated with the disability.  Hispanic students were found to 

be underidentified and underserved in special education altogether.  This is important to 

note because students with EBD who are not identified and treated appropriately often 

end up being treated as criminals in the legal system.   

Regardless of race, poverty was found to have a significant negative impact on the 

social, emotional, and behavioral development of children.  Identification of students 

with EBD may only occur when their behavior becomes extreme.  African-American 

students came closer to being identified as EBD in percentages estimated in prevalence 

studies than any other ethnic group.  In fact, the findings of this study suggest that 

Caucasian students and Hispanic students with EBD are more likely to be misidentified 

as learning disabled than African-American students (Wiley et al., 2013). 

 Socioeconomic factors have been positively correlated with the prevalence of 

emotional disorders.  Researchers have created online data mapping technology to 

indicate “synthetic estimation” of the prevalence of SEDs in youth to identify areas of 

highest need for mental health services.  A synthetic estimation method was used in 

England and Wales to develop PsyMaptic, an online tool designed to predict the 

incidence of psychotic disorders in small regions, using area demographic information 

(Green et al., 2015).  This tool uses information gathered from census data and other 
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easily accessible, free information to discern areas that may be affected or areas that may 

need more allocations of mental health resources.  Individual screening of mental health 

can be expensive and time consuming.  This tool allows policy makers to better plan for 

mental health options in targeted areas. 

While much attention is typically given to the implementation of special 

education services, very few systems are in place to prevent serious emotional disorders 

from evolving.  In the Wallinius et al. (2016) study, the offenders had received massive 

amounts of support during school years, and still had problems getting through school, 

indicating the given support was either not sufficient or not sufficiently tailored to the 

student.  Many of the participants in this study also had problems with truancy and 

incomplete schooling.  This indicates lost instructional time could be an obstacle in 

receiving the particular types of interventions these students would have needed.   

Many times, a substantial amount of time is lost before interventions ever 

occur.  Signs of EBDs can become evident in children as early as 3 years of age (Poulou, 

2015).  Disruptive behaviors such as high levels of noncompliance and aggression are 

identifiable as early as the preschool years, but not all students who display these 

behaviors will develop the disorder.  While some students may eventually overcome 

these difficulties, many students will continue to struggle their entire lives.  Schools are 

not required to implement any screening to identify students upon entry but wait until 

much later when children are referred after behaviors begin to impede the instruction of 

others.  Primary prevention means attempting to forestall probable disorders before they 

actually occur in children at risk.  This could prevent a substantial number of children at 

risk from developing disorders or lessening the impact of the disorders once they have 
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occurred.   

There is a consensus that severe emotional and behavioral difficulties occurring in 

the first 5 years of life continue or deteriorate during the school-age years and 

adolescence (Poulou, 2015).  Because of the age of onset when students with EBD first 

present symptoms, pre-K programs and programs such as Head Start are the ideal places 

to detect these problems.  Universal screening and interventions such as explicit 

instruction on social and behavioral skills as well as increasing parent involvement have 

been shown to decrease the probability of developing disorders or, at the very least, 

lessen the severity of it.  The progressive nature of emotional or behavioral problems and 

the lack of preventative programs remain serious obstacles for students who suffer from 

emotional or behavioral disorders.  In light of the growing evidence of onset of behavior 

problems as early as toddlerhood, early childhood presents a particularly important time 

to target children’s risk of behavior problems (Poulou, 2015).  It is repeatedly found that 

early problems that occur in multiple settings and relationship systems are generally more 

serious and stable over time (Kerr, Lunkenheimer, & Olson, 2007).   

Universal interventions, those which are applied to all children in a regular 

setting, may be integrated into daycares, preschools, or other early childhood 

environments and could reduce the likelihood of students developing many disorders 

(Forness et al., 2000).  With over one million children at risk for developing a behavior 

disorder in the next few years, universal screenings and interventions could make a big 

impact on the effect of the disorders and the academic success of students.  Teaching and 

learning in schools have strong social, emotional, and academic components.  Because 

relationships and emotional processes affect how and what students learn, schools and 
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families must address these aspects of the educational process (Durlak, Weissberg, 

Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011).  Many students lack social and emotional 

competencies and become less connected to school as they progress from elementary to 

middle school and from middle school to high school.  This lack of connection negatively 

affects academic performance, behavior, and health.  Schools have an important role in 

fostering not only cognitive development but also social and emotional development.  

Results from a meta-analysis study by Durlak et al. (2011) indicated that students 

demonstrated enhanced social and emotional learning skills, attitudes, and positive social 

behaviors following universal interventions incorporating a social and emotional 

curriculum.  These interventions also resulted in students demonstrating lower levels of 

emotional distress and improved academic performance.  Social and emotional learning 

programs showed an increase in pro-social behaviors, reduced externalizing and 

internalizing behaviors, and improved academic performance at all levels.  These 

interventions are not only useful for students with EBD but can also assist all students 

overall.   

Many tools are available to screen children during the early years.  When 

selecting these tools, it is important to choose measures that are accurate and feasible.  It 

should have reliable cut scores to prevent false positives and false negatives.  It should 

not be too intensive to use in regard to personnel, time, materials, and money (Lane, 

Kalberg, Lambert, Crnobori, & Bruhn, 2010).  Many tools are limited in use and are only 

developed for elementary screening, which would be best in early identification. 

Universal screeners could be used to determine which children may need 

additional supports as they progress.  Two such tools include the Systematic Screening 
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for Behavior Disorders (SSBD) and the Student Risk Screening Scale (SRSS).  The 

SSBD costs less than $200 to purchase.  The first two stages of screening take less than 1 

hour to complete.  The screener focuses on both externalizing behaviors and internalizing 

behaviors.  The SRSS is available at no cost and is a mass screening tool designed to 

identify students with antisocial behavior patterns.  Teachers rate each student on seven 

items, taking approximately 10 minutes of time per class (Lane et al., 2010).  In deciding 

on which screener most accurately fits the needs of the district, one must look at the 

intent of the screener.  If the primary goal is to identify and support students with 

externalizing behavior patterns, each of these tools is accurate and appropriate (Lane et 

al., 2010).   

Universal screenings are a start, but schools must follow up on the support 

identified students may need quickly.  Severe school adjustment problems, especially 

bullying and early onset truancy, must be followed up and prevented early on.  Students 

with behavioral and emotional disorders constitute major challenges to the school system, 

but interventions cannot depend on the school system alone.  These interventions must be 

performed in cooperation with child health agencies and the social support system as well 

as in conjunction with families (Wallinius et al., 2016).  These interventions should not 

just focus on the student’s previous externalizing behavior but also what challenges lie 

ahead in tackling adulthood; for example, conforming to societal norms, taking 

responsibility for their own actions, and forming important interpersonal relationships 

(Wallinius et al., 2016).   

 Behavioral difficulties build in varying degrees and intensity as children age.  The 

first major shift in expectations for children often occurs as they enter into public 
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schools.  Their ability to respond to this new environment in which they are asked to sit 

still, refrain from talking, and do their work has implications later on in their schooling 

(Greer-Chase, Rhodes, & Kellam, 2002).  As children begin school, the quality of their 

response to each task depends on the classroom social climate the teacher creates (Greer-

Chase et al., 2002).  High levels of aggressive behavior in first-grade classrooms proved 

to be a significant risk factor for aggressive behavior later on, particularly for children 

who were already aggressive.  The reduction in classroom aggression levels proved to 

reduce the risk of highly aggressive children displaying high levels of aggression later on 

(Greer-Chase et al., 2002).  Teachers who use appropriate classroom management skills 

in the early grades may have a significant effect on reducing aggressive behaviors later 

on, if properly trained.   

 Universal preventions have shown promising results in schools.  A universal 

approach to prevention, through delivering cognitive-behavior skills within the classroom 

setting, offers a method of targeting children who may be at risk for emotional disorders.  

Furthermore, universal prevention presents a positive approach to social-emotional 

learning that focuses on building strengths in all children, by targeting known factors and 

teaching children skills to enhance these areas (Farrell & Barrett, 2007).  All students can 

benefit from learning skills to help them cope with obstacles.  

Behavioral Intervention 

One of the first issues in working with students with behavioral difficulties is 

early identification to allow for timely interventions.  Studies suggest that behaviors 

increase in intensity as students age.  Maladaptive aggressive responses such as breaking 

rules, truancy, and fighting occurring as early as first grade predict more maladaptive 
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behaviors including antisocial behavior, criminality, and intravenous drug use later in life 

(Greer-Chase et al., 2002).  Students with EBDs generally have characteristics that 

negatively impact academic performance, such as lack of motivation, poor attention to 

task, deficits in interpersonal relationship skills, attitudes about school, use of coercive 

tactics to manipulate the environment, oppositionality, and externalizing behavior 

patterns including aggressive and disruptive behavior (Vannest, Harrison, Temple-

Harvey, Ramsey, & Parker, 2011).  Research suggests that students who experience anger 

in the context of their emotional disorder have greater symptom severity than those who 

do not.  Comorbid anger is associated with a poorer prognosis and a lower quality of life 

(Cassiello-Robbins & Barlow, 2016).  Students with higher risks of anger are also more 

likely to commit a violent act.  Effective disciplinary procedures in the elementary school 

classroom may have important developmental consequences for future maladaptive 

behaviors (Greer-Chase et al., 2002).   

Despite the advances in treatment for emotional disorders, many research studies 

have been conducted that indicate most people will not receive clinical treatment or 

intervention.  Of the small percentage of people who do, many will not complete the 

treatment process, will fail to respond, or will experience recurrent difficulties despite 

treatment (Farrell & Barrett, 2007).   

The timeliness of interventions can have a major impact on effectiveness.  While 

many systems are available to screen students to determine the psychopathology of 

severe behavioral disorders, finding out how to best intervene still lacks a substantial 

body of research on which interventions are best.  Forness et al. (2000) described early 

intervention as secondary prevention, since the intervention usually takes place after 
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problems have already occurred.  Many behavior patterns emerge early on in childhood 

development and focus on types of social interaction.  Before behavioral patterns become 

well established, interventions can help develop adaptive and compensatory skills in 

children at risk (Forness et al., 2000).   

In a study by Forness et al. (2000), researchers analyzed programs that used early 

detection and intervention for primary prevention of EBDs.  The Head Start program of 

Youth Development was identified as the most effective early intervention.  Head Start 

programs offer class-wide screening to identify children who are at risk for EBD before 

they enter school.  Experience in these studies have suggested that children at risk for 

significant mental health disorders were as high as 6-10%, but actual identification in the 

EBD category for these programs was considerably less than 1%.  The data suggest that 

less than one third of Head Start children identified as high risk for EBD are identified by 

the schools by third grade.  They have shown a need for mental health or special 

education but are just not receiving it in the schools.  The Head Start program offers a 

self-determination curriculum that uses direct instruction to teach social skills, self-

management, listening, following directions, problem-solving, decision-making, and 

related social or behavioral skills that assist students in adaptive functioning and mental 

health (Forness et al., 2000).   

Traditional intervention has employed a variety of approaches, but schools 

typically use a reactive approach to behavioral issues.  These typically include self-

contained behavioral classes, behavioral support offered on a withdrawal basis (a 

resource setting), consultation, the use of itinerant behavioral staff within the regular 

class, and social skills programming.  Some conclusions can be made about the current 



31 

 
 

range of interventions used in schools.  The interventions are expensive and place 

additional demands on the time and energy of the school and staff.  The interventions are 

reactive instead of proactive because they are typically implemented after problem 

behaviors begin to emerge.  Services are usually provided to older students instead of 

younger students, even though research indicates that the aggressive behaviors are better 

treated before the age of six and treatments become less effective with increasing age 

(Forness et al., 2000).  

Another issue with intervention is finding the right program to use.  Many 

programs are available that target a specific age range and group, but the effectiveness on 

these programs varies greatly.  In developing interventions, most researchers will agree 

that these should consist of qualified and committed professionals, environmental 

supports, behavior management supports, social skill and social interaction supports, 

learning and academic supports, parental and family supports, and coordinated 

community supports (Huzinec, 2016).  These components are discussed in detail later in 

this chapter.  Many of these intervention programs only offer support in a few of these 

areas.   

In 2013, Hanover Research compiled a report identifying effective programs for 

EBDs.  In the report, key findings were outlined as listed below.   

• The effects of  “zero tolerance” policies in schools can be harmful to students 

with EBD because these policies remove already troubled and disengaged 

children from the teachers and counselors who can best help them address 

their difficulties.   

• While teacher-focused strategies have traditionally been focused on classroom 
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management, new research indicates that academically focused interventions 

may be most effective in supporting and engaging students with conduct 

disorders. 

• Tiered intervention systems such as RtI and PBIS are effective in supporting 

students with EBD. 

• Peer-assisted learning strategies, class-wide peer tutoring, and self-

management interventions are effective in increasing student engagement and 

achievement. 

In a study by Farley, Torres, Wailehua, and Cook (2012), two key evidence-based 

practices for supporting students with or at risk for EBDs were identified: peer-assisted 

learning and self-management interventions.  Both of these practices are relatively easy 

to implement across all grade levels and content areas.  Peer-assisted learning is 

discussed in more detail later on in this chapter as an academic intervention.  These 

strategies are good starting points for teachers of students with EBD to implement.  

Self-management interventions can fall into different categories, as shown in 

Figure 1. 

  



33 

 
 

Type Description 

Self-
monitoring 

Students both observe and record targeted behaviors. 

Self-evaluation A student compares his or her performance to established criteria. 

Self-
instruction 

Student-directed behavior is guided through the use of self-statements. 

Goal-setting Students select a goal and create personal guidelines for commitment 
and progress toward that goal. 

Strategy 
instruction 

Students are taught steps that will be followed independently with the 
overall purpose of solving a problem or reaching a goal. 

 

Figure 1. Student Self-Management Interventions (Hanover Research, 2013). 

 

Self-management asks students to manage, monitor, record, and/or assess their 

behavior or academic achievement.  These interventions can help students with EBD 

practice appropriate academic behavior while learning self-management skills they do not 

already possess (Farley et al., 2012).   

 Specific interventions for behavior management have seen an increase in a wide 

body of research as the number of students who are diagnosed continues to grow.  The 

Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction of the State of Washington created a 

“Best Practice Guide to Intervention” as a joint venture through its Connecting IDEAS 

Project.  This guide includes interventions for parents, teachers, and students with EBD 

according to what each can do to improve the situation.  Interventions outlined below in 

Figure 2 identify specific teaching interventions for common behavioral problems 

typically exhibited by students with severe EBD.    
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Focus Area Desired 

Behavior 
Observable 

Behavior 
Teaching Strategies 

Appropriate 

Self-

Expression 

Students 
express their 
ideas, thoughts, 
and emotions 
using non-
offensive 
language. 

Students use 
inappropriate 
language (e.g., 
swearing)  

• Clearly define offensive language. 

• Post lists of offensive and non-offensive words. 

• Send lists home to family members. 

• Establish link between self-esteem and 
language. 

• Teach about emotions. 

• Teach alternative ways to express anger. 

• Share feelings with others. 

• Role-play strong emotions. 

• Provide feedback. 

• Use journaling for self-expression. 

• Redirect attention. 

• Create incentives. 

Following 

Directions 
Child follows 
directions and 
rules, both at 
home and at 
school. 

Child refuses to 
follow directions 
given by adults. 

• Clearly define problem. 

• Develop plan. 

• Use simple directions. 

• Be consistent. 

• Know when to ignore noncompliance. 

• Directly teach compliance. 

• Empower students in positive ways.  

• Use positive reinforcement 

Honesty Students will be 
honest with 
themselves and 
others.  

Students lie at 
home, school, 
and in the 
community to 
family, peers, 
staff, and 
community 
members. 

• Clearly define problem. 

• Clearly establish rules. 

• Have specific class discussions about lying. 

• Recognize honest behavior. 

• Do not punish honesty. 

• Role-play honesty. 

• Read stories about being honest. 

• Refer to school counselor. 

Maintaining 

Boundaries 

Students keep 
appropriate 
distance from 
others and use 
touch in “okay” 
ways. 

Students touch 
others 
inappropriately. 

• Teach boundaries. 

• Respect cultural differences. 

• Recognize cultural biases. 

• Teach about personal bubbles. 

• Define boundaries as being “at arm’s length”. 

• Encourage alternatives to intrusive touching. 

• Teach alternative strategies for positive 
attention. 

• Clearly define space boundaries. 

• Use carpet squares. 

• Monitor room or seating arrangements. 

• Collaborate with parents and professionals. 

• Develop a safety plan. 

• Maintain appropriate confidentiality. 
 

(continued) 
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Focus Area Desired 

Behavior 
Observable 

Behavior 
Teaching Strategies 

Recovering 

from 

Upsetting 

Events  

Students can 
recover from 
upsetting 
events. 

Students enter 
the 
school/classroom 
exhibiting 
behaviors that 
suggest anger, 
frustration, and 
an inability to 
cope with the 
demands of the 
current 
environment. 

• Support students following upsetting events. 

• Use assistive techniques. 

• Process the event. 

• Give regular feedback. 

• Be patient with the recovery process. 

• Develop timeline of events. 

• Determine if need for professional assistance. 

• Draw conclusions. 

• Discuss recommendations with student. 

• Transition student back into classroom when 
appropriate. 

• Provide skill enhancement. 

• Address cognitive distortions. 

• Proceed with caution. 

• Take care. 

Respecting 

Other’s 

Property 

Child respects 
the property of 
others, as well 
as the child’s 
own. 

Child destroys 
property. 

• Clearly define problem. 

• Encourage self-monitoring. 

• Give verbal and nonverbal cues. 

• Promote communication and understanding. 

• Help students who are out of control. 

• Encourage restitution. 

• Coach them through apologies 

• Model respect and pride in ownership. 

Safety Child will be 
safe with others 

Child harms 
others with 
physical contact, 
such as hitting, 
biting, or 
kicking. 

• Clearly define problem. 

• Clearly establish rules. 

• Develop individual contracts 

• Use positive reinforcement. 

• Separate students. 

• Be consistent. 

• Teach and model journaling. 

• Teach relaxation. 

• Use role modeling. 

Satisfying 

Interactions 

Students 
communicate 
with adults in a 
positive 
manner. 

Students argue, 
have an 
“attitude,” or 
engage in power 
struggles. 

• Model or imitate positive communication. 

• Teach positive communication. 

• Show respectful attitude. 

• Use “parroting back” techniques. 

• Help students understand negative 
consequences of arguing. 

• Help students accept “no.” 

• Help students learn when to say “no.” 

• Use “DEARMAN” 
 
 
 
 

(continued) 
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Focus Area Desired 

Behavior 
Observable 

Behavior 
Teaching Strategies 

Staying in 

Designated 

Areas 

Students stay in 
the designated 
area (i.e., where 
they are 
expected to be). 

Students wander 
in class, walk out 
of class, or run 
away. 

• Clearly define problem. 

• Post clear rules. 

• Set clear expectations. 

• Develop contract. 

• Use consistent structure. 

• Monitor length of instruction. 

• Change seating assignments. 

• Use floor markers. 

• Change room arrangement. 

• Be flexible. 

• Provide sensory input. 

• Minimize distractions. 

• Use common language. 

• Use nonverbal cues. 

• Use positive reinforcement. 

• Remove audience. 

• Use role modeling. 

• Practice “Playground Five Drills.” 

• Encourage self-monitoring. 

• Directly address tendency to run away. 

Waiting to 

Talk 

Students raise 
their hand to 
talk. 

Students 
interrupt others 
when they are 
talking, as well 
as talking “out of 
turn,” or 
“blurting out” 
answers. 

• Clearly define problem. 

• Post clear rules. 

• Set clear expectations. 

• Encourage self-monitoring. 

• Reinforce positive efforts. 

• Change seating arrangements. 

• Ignore interruptions. 

• Use nonverbal cues. 

• Practice role modeling. 

 

Figure 2. Teaching Interventions for Students with Emotional or Behavior Disorders 
(Hanover Research, 2013). 
 

 

While this list is not exhaustive of all scenarios, it does outline several common 

issues most frequently seen in the classroom.  Explicit instruction and practice in a 

natural setting can increase student awareness of behaviors and improve outcomes.  It 

should be noted that all of the practices are dependent on the mutual collaboration of the 

student, parent, and teacher.  Having common goals and good communication between 
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all parties encourages consistency across multiple settings.  Students are taught the 

appropriate behaviors and are given alternatives to redirect attention and incentives when 

desired behaviors are exhibited.  Farley et al. (2012) noted that implementing these 

interventions for students with EBD does not guarantee improved student outcomes, but 

when these are used in conjunction with effective teaching, they can produce positive 

behavioral and academic outcomes for students with EBD.   

Research also suggests that tiered intervention systems such as PBIS are effective 

in supporting students exhibiting conditions or conduct falling into the category of 

EBD.  The Council for Exceptional Children has noted that Response to Intervention 

(RtI) and Positive Behavior Intervention and Supports (PBIS) offer the most potential for 

effectiveness when implemented simultaneously.  RtI programs involve a school-wide, 

multi-level instructional and behavioral system, screening, progress monitoring, and data-

based decision-making for instruction, movement within the multi-level system, and 

disability identification.  These supports involve identifying specific structures for 

defining student success and identifying educational needs.  RtI also monitors the 

progress of each student and has clearly defined levels of interventions for both academic 

and behavioral goals.  Once students reach those goals, students are placed in a lower 

level of intervention or are completely removed from the intervention list.  The RtI model 

is a supplement to good academic instruction, not a replacement for it (Hanover 

Research, 2013).   

PBIS is a proactive approach to prevent problem behavior by teaching all students 

the expected behaviors before problems occur.  By teaching these behaviors in the school 

setting, expectations are clearly defined and students are aware of the social expectations 
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of the school.  Students receive recognition and/or rewards for behaving appropriately in 

the school setting.  Disciplinary data are tracked to identify key areas when students are 

not behaving appropriately and changes are made as needed.  When students are aware of 

the expectations of the school and are taught how to behave, they tend to comply 

(Hanover Research, 2013).  Creating a school culture that promotes positive social 

interaction, targeted supports, and a framework of prevention such as the PBIS system 

can facilitate the delivery of proactive interventions for vulnerable student populations 

such as EBD students (LaSalle et al., 2018).   

Building a positive school climate can also be used as an intervention for students 

with EBD.  School climate is the “quality and character of school life that is based on the 

pattern of students’, parents’, and school personnel’s experiences of school life” (Marsh, 

2018, p. 384).  A positive school climate is determined by the standards, goals, ideals, 

interpersonal relationships, instructional practices, and organizational structures within a 

school and supports the individuals within the respective environment on feeling socially, 

emotionally, and physically safe.  Positive school climate has been shown to reduce 

aggression, violence, and sexual harassment and has acted as a protective factor for the 

learning and positive development of youth (Marsh, 2018).  Negative school climates 

were associated with poor student outcomes such as higher discipline issues; lower 

student academic achievement; social, emotional, and behavioral problems; and teacher 

dissatisfaction (LaSalle et al., 2018).   

Behavior management supports should also be considered when developing or 

choosing programs for children with EBD.  Traditional punitive methods of dealing with 

disruptive behaviors can sometimes increase the frequency of these behaviors, which 
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impedes student progress.  These often lead to more missed instructional time and further 

decrease the student's academic progress.  Student outcomes and increased student 

engagement have been found to increase when proactive methods of behavioral supports 

that consider individual and group components are implemented within the classroom as 

well as school wide.  These positive supports encourage students to continue operating 

within the defined behavioral expectations (Huzinec, 2016).  In working with students 

with EBD, social skill and social interaction supports and instruction are necessary. 

While many research teams have endeavored to find a “cure” for this condition, 

no one has developed a one-size-fits-all curriculum that will permanently end the deviant 

behavior.  Short-term treatment options cannot permanently offset the deficits of some 

seriously delinquent youth but can lessen the severity of it and allow students to complete 

their academic career with some degree of success.   

Several behavioral interventions exist for children and adolescents with conduct 

disorders and their focus is primarily on overt maladaptive behaviors.  These 

interventions are usually delivered within the family context; however, all family-based 

interventions are limited by the parental involvement in terms of effort and the 

socioeconomic status of the parents (Singh et al., 2007).  Cognitive-behavioral skills 

training programs have shown to be effective with aggressive adolescents, and the effects 

can be maintained over time.  In a study conducted by Singh et al. (2007), students with 

conduct disorder worked with a therapist in a single component therapy in lieu of 

expulsion from school.  The premise of the study was to determine if adolescents could 

be taught methods of self-regulation to control aggressive behavior.  The study used 

Meditation on the Soles of the Feet, a mindfulness technique that teaches participants to 
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shift attention from emotionally arousing thought, event, or situation to an emotionally 

neutral part of the body, the feet.  This redirection of attention provided participants 

greater awareness of the present moment and allowed them to avoid a verbally or 

physically aggressive response.  This intervention yielded positive outcomes and the 

participants in the study were able to control their acts of aggression for the remainder of 

their schooling.  The data from the study suggest that when adolescents choose to change 

their behavior, they can self-regulate their aggressive behavior for as long as they wish 

(Singh et al., 2007).   

An easy intervention for behavior management in schools is based around student 

choice.  In a study by Morgan (2006), the promise of preference and choice-making 

decreased problem behavior and increased both appropriate behavior and productivity; 

however, the effects of choice-making seemed to vary depending on whether the 

student’s problem behavior was maintained by escape or attention.  Student interest and 

student choice were also shown to have a positive effect on improvement rates in a study 

by Vannest et al. (2011).  In the study, researchers analyzed academic interventions for 

students with EBDs and the effect size for each.  The review focused on 16 different 

types of interventions used with students with EBD and calculated the individual and 

mean improvement rate differences.  When students were provided the opportunity to 

select their reinforcers and tasks based on a list the teacher created that incorporates the 

student’s interest, there was an increase in task completion and accuracy.   

Environmental supports in the classroom are also important in selecting the right 

program.  Students perform better when they know what to expect.  Based on this 

information, students should be well versed in the behavioral expectations of the 
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class.  PBIS schools easily address this by having a behavioral matrix posted around the 

school.  These behavioral expectations also need to be reinforced with consistent rule 

monitoring that provides feedback and positive corrective actions.  Schedules and 

routines are important to students with EBD.  Inconsistency gives students miscues on 

what is expected and when.  Students need an appropriate physical environment that 

provides a suitably designed space for learning and social activities.  Other positively 

correlated components of the environmental supports include developmentally 

appropriate schedules and transition activities, appropriate classroom materials, 

elimination of high traffic classroom and school areas, and seating arrangements based on 

individual student needs (Huzinec, 2016).   

Regardless of which intervention is used, teachers must readily accept and 

implement the intervention with fidelity.  In a study done by State, Harrison, Kern, and 

Lewis (2017), teachers were less likely to implement individualized interventions and 

reported a lack of time as the main reason these interventions were not implemented, 

despite seeing the positive results that followed after the interventions were 

implemented.  Teachers are more likely to implement interventions that are less time 

consuming and user friendly and not likely to implement interventions perceived as very 

demanding.  Teachers never cited lack of resources as the reason why interventions were 

not feasible.  When teachers reported “other” reasons for not implementing interventions, 

they often indicated the intervention did not agree with their personal philosophies, such 

as using praise for something students are required to do.  Teacher perceptions and 

attitudes sometimes impede the implementation of interventions, especially as students 

grow older and progress through school (State et al., 2017).   
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Academic Intervention 

While much attention has been given to working with students to overcome their 

behavioral problems, very few studies have been conducted to address the academic gaps 

and the effectiveness of interventions for the EBD population.  The majority of the 

research has assessed the behavioral outcomes instead of the academic outcomes (Pierce, 

Reid, & Epstein, 2004).  

When students can be academically successful, behavioral interventions can 

decrease.  Many of the research studies prior to 1996 overlooked the impact of academic 

interventions as a dependent variable.  In fact, less than 20% of the studies looked at the 

impact of academic performance at all (Hodge, Riccomini, Buford, & Herbst, 

2006).  Research suggests that most students with serious emotional disorders are at least 

one grade level behind and academic performance remains well below the national 

average (Hodge et al., 2006).  In a study by Nelson, Benner, Lane, and Smith (2004), 

students with EBD experienced large academic deficits in all content areas, and their 

disability had a pervasive influence on academic achievement.  This further adds stress to 

the student who is struggling with emotional issues.  The academic achievement levels of 

students in the study remained stable in reading and written language, but deficits in math 

began to broaden over time.  Part of this could be explained by the students not being 

offered higher level math classes due to the externalizing behavioral problems associated 

with EBD (Nelson et al., 2004).   

 Many times, EBD students require much attention in the classroom to manage the 

disruptive behaviors that limit the amount of time for instruction; however, the 

importance of learning to read cannot be emphasized enough.  Students who do not read 
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by third grade continue to have reading difficulties in high school and adulthood (Rivera 

Al-Otaiba, & Koorland, 2006).  Special education teachers are called upon to coordinate 

communication with parents, develop and monitor the student IEPs and Behavior 

Intervention Plans, and contribute to the academic instruction for students.  In a study by 

Farmer et al. (2016), researchers outlined a conceptual rationale and framework for 

refocusing the role of special educators for students with EBD as that of intervention 

specialists who have expertise across the interrelated domains of academic, behavioral, 

emotional, and social functioning.  According to the study, in order to effectively 

intensify interventions for students with EBD and to provide the necessary levels of 

intervention support, schools need to have all of these roles filled in a consistent and 

coordinated manner.  As a result, the need for schools to implement an intervention 

specialist to work directly with children and an intervention specialist coordinator to 

provide support both within the school and the community was identified.  The 

intervention specialist should be someone who has expertise in adaptive behaviors, a 

strong conceptual understanding of the constraints and dynamic systems theory, and the 

capacity to collect data and use the information to adapt and intensify interventions as 

necessary (Farmer et al., 2016).   

An effective practice in academic interventions for students with EBD is peer 

tutoring.  Research evidence strongly supports the use of peers for improving academic 

achievement, time on task, and behavior of students, specifically with students who are 

EBD (Farley et al., 2012).  Peer assistance involves students of mixed ability to support 

each other through the learning process.  Peer tutoring provides opportunities for students 

to be the learner and the teacher.  Students receive one-on-one instruction, repeated 
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practice, and immediate feedback, which improve the academic outcomes for 

students.  This intervention can be used across all grade levels and within any content 

area and requires minimal restructuring of the teachers’ lessons.  Farley et al. (2012) 

recommended the following guidelines for teacher implementation: 

1. Group students into pairs using assessments from previous assignments and 

adjust high-low pairings. 

2. Sessions should last for 10 minutes with each student serving 10 minutes as 

tutor and as teacher. 

3. Repeat three times weekly. 

4. Model and practice with students as the first step to implementation. 

5. The procedure for the tutoring begins after students read a section of text. 

6. The tutors read teacher-provided questions to assess the student’s 

understanding of the reading. 

7. Tutors have the answers and provide positive feedback for correct 

answers.  When incorrect answers are given, the tutor models the correct 

answers and asks the question again to give the learner the opportunity to 

answer correctly. 

8. Students switch roles and repeat after 10 minutes. 

9. The teacher circulates around the room and randomly awards points for 

student responses and appropriate interactions. 

10. End-of-unit test scores are used to group points, and winners are announced 

and reinforced the following week.   

    Another useful strategy for improving academic outcomes for students with EBD 



45 

 
 

is self-monitoring of performance (SMP).  In a study by Rafferty and Raimondi (2009), 

students with EBD used SMP to track their academic performance in math, which was 

defined by the number of problems the target student completed correctly.  During the 

study, the teacher and student discussed the importance of practicing math problems.  

Next, the student was taught how to correct his or her worksheet using a key at the end of 

the work period.  The student was taught how to count the number of problems he or she 

completely correctly and graph it on a chart that listed the number of math problems on 

the y-axis.  Finally, the student was asked to perform and verbally explain each step 

involved in the SMP procedures until mastery was achieved.  As a result, SMP was 

shown to be an effective intervention in producing higher levels of academic productivity 

and accuracy (Rafferty & Raimondi, 2009).  Another interesting result was that all of the 

students in the study preferred using SMP to track their performance and responded 

positively to its use.  The target students in the study all produced higher levels of 

accuracy and productivity using SMP and showed an increase in on-task behavior 

(Rafferty & Raimondi, 2009).  Teachers can enable students to self-regulate their 

behaviors, which results in higher levels of self-efficacy, motivation, and school 

achievement (Zimmerman, 2002).   

 One problem with assessing the efficacy of math and reading interventions 

involves the method of delivery.  In a review of literature on reading instruction by 

Rivera et al. (2006), 11 different reading interventions were reviewed to determine the 

effectiveness of these models on students with EBD.  All of the investigations reported 

positive effects of reading interventions, but it was impossible to compare the 

effectiveness of the interventions due to the delivery method, the measurement used to 
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track improvement, the frequency of the interventions used, and the settings in which the 

interventions occurred.  A similar review was conducted by Hodge et al. (2006) 

comparing math interventions.  Similar problems arose from those studies and reviewers 

were unable to determine the direct effect on student mathematical performance; 

however, it is important to note that all of the interventions had a positive effect on 

student academic performance.  The implications for this indicate that whatever teachers 

use as an intervention will have a positive effect on student achievement.  Finding the 

right one that fits the budget and that teachers can buy in to will be the biggest indication 

of what works for students.   

Appropriate School Setting/Teacher Traits/Qualifications 

A primary underlying reason for problematic behavior in youth is the lack of 

adequate, sustained relationships with caring and concerned adult mentors during late 

childhood through the adolescent years (Demaray & Malecki, 2002).  The extent to 

which students perceive support from others appears to be an important indicator of both 

internalizing and externalizing behavior problems.  As students perceive less social 

support, they engage in more problem behaviors (Mihalas, Morse, Allsopp, & Alvarez 

McHatton, 2009).  In a study by Cothran, Kulinna, and Garrahy (2003), students from a 

variety of backgrounds were interviewed about behavior management.  Three themes 

emerged as important by students: (a) relationships, (b) care, and (c) respect.  Many 

students who have experienced abuse and rejection in their lives want to feel cared for 

and like having that care communicated to them by an adult.  Students with EBD noted 

that even though they rejected their teachers, they still wanted to personally know their 

teacher and their teacher to know them.  Students are willing to engage in successful 
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school behaviors and even strive for high levels of achievement when there is a level of 

trust, respect, and communication between the student and the teacher (Mihalas et al., 

2009).  For students who lack close adult role models of successful school and life 

behaviors, teachers become the primary adult who influences behavioral values and 

routines, in fact, more so than parents (Mihalas et al., 2009).  

One of the deciding factors in whether a program will work or not ultimately 

depends on the professionals who implement it.  Qualified and committed professionals 

who are well versed in the most effective pedagogy of general and special education also 

need specific skills related to instruction of students with EBD.  These professionals need 

to have extensive knowledge and skills in assessment, evaluation, content, behavioral 

support practices, and social skills instruction methods and know how to work well with 

families, other educators, and professionals (Huzinec, 2016).  Intervention systems have 

been in place for years; but to maximize intervention, special education teachers need to 

be trained as specialists in the area of interventions for students with EBD (Farmer et al., 

2016).  These direct service providers should have specific training targeted at adapting 

and intensifying instruction for students with emotional behavioral disorders.   

In a study by Simpson, Peterson, and Smith (2011), researchers sought to identify 

a model of research-based effective practices for teaching students with EBDs.  While 

authorities in the field of EBD agree that positive educational outcomes are the result of 

the appropriate use of effective methods and strategies, few have offered conclusive 

evidence on what is most effective.  The researchers offered elements that they 

considered essential for every educational program for students with EBD.  These 

elements serve as basic building blocks of an effective program.  Seven essential 
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components to programs serving students with EBD were identified. 

• Qualified and Committed Professionals – These educators need to be well 

versed in the basic foundations of general and special education pedagogy 

along with specialized skills related to the instruction of students with EBD.  

This specific skill set includes knowledge and skills in assessment and 

evaluation, content curricula, behavioral support practices, and social skills 

instruction methods as well as a predisposition to work effectively with 

family, other educators, and professionals. 

• Environmental Supports – The authors identify 10 classroom conditions which 

should be in place to facilitate instruction: established behavioral expectations, 

consistent rule monitoring, feedback and positive corrective actions, schedules 

and routines, appropriate physical environment, suitably designed space for 

learning and social activities, developmentally appropriate schedules and 

transition activities, appropriate classroom materials, elimination of high-

traffic classroom and school areas and other predictable disruptions, and 

seating arrangements based on individual students needs. 

• Behavior Management Supports – Traditional methods of punitive 

disciplinary actions have been found to exacerbate the disruptive behaviors 

exhibited by students with EBD.  Proactive methods that consider both group 

and individualized behavioral supports integrated within a system of school-

wide and classroom-level supports have been found to be more effective in 

facilitating improved student outcomes and student engagement. 

• Social Skill and Social Interaction Supports – Aligned with the positive 
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behavioral management and support, the authors suggest the implementation 

of social skills instruction.  Based on the educational research, they 

recommend that social skill curriculum include general social skills training 

with additional focus on social skill acquisition deficits, social performance 

deficits, and the appropriateness of responses.  The diverse nature of the issues 

that need to be addressed requires the use of a range of social instructional 

methods including direct skill instruction, coaching, peer development, and 

support programs including cognitive-based and problem-solving-oriented 

methods. 

• Learning and Academic Supports – The authors recommend that academic 

supports include carefully regulated instructional time, individualized 

academic content instruction, instruction matched to individual learning style 

and primary modality, precise and clear pursuit of specific instructional 

targets, assessment and progress monitoring, and the establishment of a 

positive and reinforcing learning environment characterized by appropriate 

academic expectations.  It is also suggested that a tiered approach be used to 

set up individualized academic plans which then should be integrated with 

similar behavioral supports. 

• Parental and Family Involvement – This area is one of the most difficult 

components to establish.  Universally, school efforts to facilitate parental 

involvement for any group of students have not often met with success.  The 

authors suggest that by first focusing on what the parents might need, like 

emotional support, coping skill training, and stress reduction training, 
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educators are more likely to engage parents. 

• Coordinated Community Support – Students with EBD require services and 

supports which go beyond the scope of what schools can provide; however, 

schools can work to help coordinate services.  Youth with EBD and their 

families require community-based education and information resources: 

affordable support, counseling, crisis intervention services, agency-based 

protection and advocacy services from people who understand youth with 

EBD, community recreation activities willing to accommodate special need 

youth, childcare services, respite care, and economic and social support 

programs and agencies that can act as a gateway to other state and federal 

supports. 

While these elements are essential to an effective program, Simpson et al. (2011) 

highlighted the key component of any program is qualified and committed professionals.  

Every element of the model connects to an appropriately trained and committed 

professional. 

Teaching students with EBD can be emotionally and mentally draining for 

teachers.  Cancio, Albrecht, and Johns (2014) found that the attrition rate of teachers of 

students with EBD is the highest among all disability categories, but these students are 

the ones who need highly qualified teachers the most.  According to the U.S. Department 

of Education (2016), many states reported shortages in the field of teachers working with 

students with EBD.  Quality teachers develop strategies all the time in their classrooms to 

help manage and support their students (Mihalas et al., 2009).  Principals and 

administrative support are critical in retaining qualified teachers who work with students 
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with EBD.  Teachers who have demonstrated longevity in the field typically indicate that 

they have a supportive administrator and supportive work environment (Cancio et al., 

2014).  Once quality teachers are found, administrators need to ensure they remain in the 

classroom.  The consistency of quality teachers and the establishment of positive 

relationships with students can significantly affect educational outcomes.  These teachers 

need to implement consistent expectations and work with general education teachers to 

ensure appropriate emphasis is placed on expectations regarding self-control and positive 

social skill development as well as academic performance (Mihalas et al., 2009).   

 Last, students with EBD need to be around age-appropriate peers to practice 

positive behavioral expectations.  Students will not develop appropriate social 

relationships if not given a chance to develop those with coaching and support.  In a 

study by Powers, Bierman, and Coffman (2016), students who were placed in restrictive 

educational placements (REPs) in secondary school due to their disruptive behavior were 

harmed behaviorally and educationally by these placements.  The study also indicated 

that students placed in REPs showed lower levels of school attendance and lower levels 

of academic performance.  The likelihood of high school noncompletion was 48% for 

mainstreamed students versus 62% for students in secondary REPs.  Students who are 

placed in REPs primarily for behavioral reasons had worse grades, poorer attendance, and 

lower graduation rates than their learning disabled peers Powers et al., 2016).  

Concentrated efforts are needed to improve school-based interventions for this 

challenging student population.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the impact the DEGREE program has 

regarding student ability to transition back to the regular school setting.  This study 

occurred in a rural district in North Carolina.  The system is comprised of 16 elementary 

schools, two intermediate schools, four middle schools, four traditional high schools, one 

early college high school, and one alternative school.  During the first month of the 2017-

2018 school year, the district had a total of 14,581 students.  There were 6,567 

elementary students, 3,317 middle school students, and 4,697 high school students.  

During this study, there were 2,218 students who were served by the exceptional 

children’s department.  There were 121 students who had an area of disability categorized 

as emotionally disabled, which was .8% of the district’s total student population.  This 

was in line with the national norm for the number served as a percent of the total 

population, which is 1%.  There were 7,907 students on free lunch and 643 students on 

reduced lunch.  

The DEGREE program serves students who are placed in the program due to 

mental health issues such as EBDs and for dropout prevention.  It is located in the 

exceptional children’s wing at the district office.  Currently, there are two elementary 

students, five middle school students, and 37 high school students.  Of those high school 

students, 11 are there for dropout prevention; however, the program is designed to allow 

students to move to and from the program as needed, which means enrollment is varied 

and fluid. 

This study used Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP model to guide the research 

questions.  Chapter 3 is organized by the four research questions that are aligned with the 
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context, input, process, and product of the CIPP model of program evaluation.  This 

chapter includes the research design of the study, a description of the participants, the 

methodology procedures that were used to answer each research question, the rationale 

and display of the data, the assumptions, and a summary statement of the methodology.   

Research Design 

 The need to use a data and evaluation system is clear in the school improvement 

process.  The recommended school improvement planning process of the North Carolina 

Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI) uses a three-stage cycle modeled after the 

four-phase Plan-Do-Check-Act model.  This process allows school staff to assess the 

current state of the school, create and implement plans based on data, and monitor and 

make adjustments to the plan based on the outcomes and impact of the objectives (North 

Carolina School Improvement Planning Guide, 2016).  This process indicates the value of 

school evaluation at all levels of schools.  This process aligns with Stufflebeam’s (2003) 

CIPP model of (a) what needs to be done, (b) how should it be done, (c) is it being done, 

and (d) did the project succeed (Zhang et al., 2011)?  The four research questions of this 

study were 

1. Context: What is the context within which the DEGREE program was 

developed and implemented? 

2. Input: What types of academic and behavioral interventions are taught? 

3. Process: How are the objectives of the DEGREE program aligned with 

improving student academic and behavioral goals? 

4. Product: What is the impact of the DEGREE program regarding student 

ability to transition back into a regular school setting?  
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The CIPP model was the most appropriate evaluation method for this study.  It 

provided the framework to examine the original need for the program and to determine 

what guided instruction at DEGREE and evaluated the impact of the DEGREE program 

on students who attend.  This framework allowed stakeholders to voice their perceptions 

of the impact the DEGREE program makes on students as they transition into the next 

school setting.  

CIPP Concept Research Questions Data Sources Methods 

Context What is the context 
within which the 
DEGREE program 
was developed and 
implemented? 
 

Program Director 
of DEGREE 
  
Director of 
Exceptional 
Children 

Interview the Director of Exceptional 
Children in the school district studied. 

Input What types of 
academic and 
behavioral 
interventions are 
taught? 

School Staff 
Members 
  
Parents of 
students in the 
DEGREE 
program 

Observation of academic and 
behavioral instruction at the DEGREE 
program 
  
Questionnaire sent to school staff 
members 
  
Questionnaire sent to parents of 
students who have been in the 
DEGREE program 

Process How are the objectives 
of the DEGREE 
program aligned with 
improving student 
academic and 
behavioral goals? 

School Staff 
Members 
  
EVAAS Growth 
Data 
  
Number of 
Courses Passed 
 
Number of 
Incidents 

Interview group held with school staff 
members at the DEGREE program 
  
Interview group held with the parents 
of students in the DEGREE program 
 
Compare projected EVAAS 
percentiles with actual percentiles 
 
Evaluate student transcripts for 
evidence of academic success 

Product What is the impact of 
the DEGREE program 
regarding student 
ability to transition 
back into a regular 
school setting? 

School staff 
members and 
parents 
 
Data reviewed 
from existing 
sources of 
information. 

Questionnaire sent to school 
administrators and teachers of 
students who have transitions back to 
regular schools. 
 
Interview group with parents of 
students who have completed the 
requirements and returned to the 
regular school setting or graduated. 

 

Figure 3. Overview of CIPP Methods.  
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Participants 

 The participants included in the impact of this study consisted of the students who 

were placed at the DEGREE program due to behaviors related to EBDs and for dropout 

prevention.  Principals, parents, and teachers of these students participated in this study to 

discuss the impact the program has made on the participants of DEGREE. 

Context 

    The context evaluation presented an overview of the context of the DEGREE 

instructional program by looking at the history and purpose for implementing this 

program.  This question looked at the reasoning behind developing this model of program 

for this school district.  The question looked at discovering the problem that initiated the 

DEGREE program and what were the targeted populations originally intended.   

This question was answered by interviewing the current director of exception 

children in the school district studied to provide background on why this program model 

was chosen.  The director, who created the program, provided background information on 

why the DEGREE program was established.  The director provided information on how 

the need arose for this program and who the intended participants were.  The researcher 

asked questions that focused specifically on the needs assessed at the time the school 

district decided to implement the program.  

The researcher also interviewed the current program manager of the DEGREE 

program to determine if the program still focused on the originally targeted population. 

Input 

         The research evaluation question to be addressed for input was, “What types of 
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academic and behavioral interventions are taught at the DEGREE program?”  This 

question was aimed at determining the current program capabilities and interventions 

being reinforced by the DEGREE program.  The researcher sought to identify key 

practices teachers employ in addressing academic and behavioral problems of students 

while at the DEGREE program and which of these practices teachers and parents believe 

are most useful in assisting students as they transition to the next step, whether that be 

returning to a regular school setting or graduating from high school.  

         This question was answered through observations conducted at the DEGREE 

program as well as staff questionnaires and parent interviews.  Google forms, a part of 

the online Google tools available for use in the district studied, was used to conduct the 

questionnaires.  During observations, the researcher noted each time one of the 

behavioral interventions were taught or reinforced during instruction at the DEGREE 

program.  This was compared to the types of behavioral interventions listed in Chapter 2 

in Figure 2.   

The researcher also analyzed the training teachers at the program have had that 

prepare them for teaching students who experience EBDs, as well as their years of 

experience.  The questionnaire gathered information on the number of years the staff has 

had in education; the number of years the staff has worked with the DEGREE program, 

and what relevant training the staff has had on working with students with EBD.  

Process    

The third part of the CIPP model analyzes the process to determine if the intended 

design is measuring up to the actual design of the program.  This portion of the CIPP 

model looked at the implementation of the program.  Process evaluations monitor, 
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document, and assess activities; they help evaluation users carry out improvement efforts 

and maintain accountability records of their execution of action plans (Stufflebeam, 

2003).  In this study, evaluators provided information about what actually occurs during a 

typical day at the DEGREE program.  The process of the study looked at the amount of 

time students spend on instruction weekly and at the student Return to School Placement 

plans to transition back to the regular school setting.  The researcher analyzed if students 

were able to successfully make academic progress while at the DEGREE program.  The 

study analyzed the academic grades and work completed by students at the DEGREE 

program and compared those with previous scores and workload completion.  The 

researcher looked at academic growth using trends from EVAAS testing data from 

previous standardized tests to determine if growth was made in those subjects taken while 

at the DEGREE program.  The researcher also used interview groups with school staff 

members to discuss the academic and behavioral interventions they routinely use and 

discuss how those interventions are implemented in the regular school setting.   

Product    

The last part of the CIPP model requires an assessment of the program.  This 

determines the degree to which the program is working.  Product evaluations monitor, 

document, and assess activities; they help evaluation users carry out improvement efforts 

and maintain accountability records of their execution of action plans.  Product 

evaluations identify and assess short-term, long-term, intended, and unintended 

outcomes.  They help evaluation users maintain their focus on meeting the needs of 

students or other beneficiaries; assess and record their level of success in reaching and 

meeting the beneficiaries' targeted needs; identify intended and unintended side effects; 
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and make informed decisions to continue, stop, or improve the effort (Stufflebeam, 

2003).  The product evaluation looked at the impact the DEGREE program has had on 

student educational experiences.  This was done by interviewing principals of students 

who have transitioned back to the regular school setting and interviewing parents of 

students who have attended the DEGREE program.  The researcher held interviews with 

parents of students in the DEGREE program to gain a broader vision on parent 

perceptions of how students are impacted by the DEGREE program, both academically 

and behaviorally. 

Interviews 

 Interview groups are predominantly beneficial when a researcher intends to find 

out the people’s understanding and experiences about issues and reasons behind their 

particular pattern of thinking (Dilshad & Latif, 2013).  The use of purposeful, whole 

population sampling is best when the sampling size is a relatively small number of 

people.  Before any surveys were sent to anyone, the researcher obtained permission from 

the district superintendent and the university’s Institutional Review Board.  

As a part of this study, the researcher sent questionnaires to each staff member at 

the DEGREE program who was directly responsible for teaching students.  This use of 

purposeful, total-population sampling revealed a comprehensive view of how teachers 

felt about the impact DEGREE has had on student ability to transition back into the 

regular school setting, as well as gathered information about the types of experiences and 

trainings that may be helpful in teaching students with EBD.  The teacher questionnaire 

was validated by a group of teaching experts who were not participating in this study.  

This expert group also provided feedback on any changes that needed to be made to the 
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questionnaire to enhance clarity and to improve the quality of answers that teachers were 

able to provide.   

As part of the questionnaire, teachers were asked if they would be willing to 

participate in an interview to further discuss their thoughts about the DEGREE program.  

The interviews with staff were conducted with all willing participants after questionnaires 

were answered and retrieved electronically through Google forms.   

The same purposeful, whole-population sampling was employed to send 

questionnaires to all of the parents of the students who were attending the DEGREE 

program.  These surveys were sent both electronically and in paper form to allow parents 

to participate even if they did not have access to technology.  The questionnaires also 

asked parents if they were willing to participate in a focus group to further discuss their 

thoughts and experiences on the DEGREE program.  The interviews with parents were 

conducted with all willing participants after questionnaires were answered and retrieved 

either electronically or on paper versions.  Questionnaires revealed common themes that 

emerged and guided the interview questions.   

 Maximum variation sampling was used to send questionnaires to principals of 

students who have transitioned back to a regular school setting after attending the 

DEGREE program.  Questionnaires were sent to two middle school principals and all 

four high school principals who had students who returned to their respective schools 

after attending the DEGREE program.  These questionnaires were validated by an expert 

group of principals and assistant principals who were not participating in this study but 

also had students who transitioned back to the regular school setting.  These experts 

offered suggestions to the questions to address topics that needed further clarification and 
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insight.  This type of sampling provided greater insight in looking at the Return to School 

Placement Plans and the success of the transition from a wide range of age groups and 

school levels.   

Display of Data 

  The researcher evaluated the impact the DEGREE program had on students who 

were attending or have attended the program in the selected school district of the study.  

The purpose of this evaluation was to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the 

program in order to determine if changes needed to be made in the implementation of the 

academic and behavioral interventions that are taught to students.  The data were used to 

analyze the purpose and the goals of the DEGREE program and how those goals impact 

students.  The qualitative data collected through the surveys were analyzed by viewing 

the data collected and categorizing the information by themes. 

Observational data were coded by the frequency, duration, and timing of the 

academic and behavioral interventions and presented in narratives that discussed what 

type of intervention occurred, the targeted behavior or academic deficit addressed, and 

the duration of the intervention.  The data collected during the observations were used to 

answer the input evaluation. 

  Data were collected on students who participated in the DEGREE program from 

the previous year.  The results were collected and disaggregated to determine which 

subjects were taught to which students at the DEGREE program.  The researcher 

compared individual student academic growth in each of those subjects using EVAAS 

data and determined if academic growth was achieved.  This information was presented 

in a chart that breaks down the results of each subject and grade level taught at the 
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DEGREE program into three sections: (a) did not meet growth, (b) met growth, and (c) 

exceeded growth.  The test results for each subject were not broken down into subjects by 

measuring grade-level proficiency or college and career readiness standards because the 

focus of this study was to look at academic growth, not proficiency.   

Analysis of Data 

  The researcher presented an analysis of the data that was displayed by following 

the CIPP model and broken down by each question to address the context (C), the input 

(I), the process (P), and the product (P).  Information from the interview with the director 

of exceptional children and the current director of the DEGREE program addressed the 

context of the DEGREE program by identifying what purpose the DEGREE program 

served and what needs the program addressed.   

  The input data were determined by analyzing the data from the observation and 

the responses from the survey to determine the types of academic and behavioral 

interventions that are taught at the DEGREE program.  This information was compared 

with the information presented in Figure 2 to determine if the interventions taught by 

DEGREE are aligned with those recommended by the research presented.  It also 

compared teacher perspectives of what interventions are taught with the parent 

perceptions of what interventions are taught.  The researcher presented data from both 

groups to look at the similarities and differences in what is taught, what is perceived as 

important by both groups, and what research indicates is best practice.   

  The process data looked at how the objectives of the DEGREE program are 

aligned with improving student academic and behavioral goals.  The researcher analyzed 

data collected from emerging themes in the interviews to compare the DEGREE 
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program’s intended purpose with parent perceptions of the purpose of the DEGREE 

program.  The researcher also looked at the quantitative data to determine the 

improvement or regression made in the academic goals by analyzing the student growth 

as evidenced using EVAAS in each subject that was taught at the DEGREE program.  

  The product data looked at data that correlate with the preparation of students, 

both academically and behaviorally, as they transition back to a regular school setting.  

The researcher collected evidence to establish baseline behavior management and 

compare that to post-transition behavior management by comparing the frequency and 

severity of incidents before, during, and after DEGREE participation.  The researcher 

also looked at class averages, the number of courses passed, and transcripts to determine 

if the students were able to successfully transition back to a regular school setting and 

make the necessary progress to be academically and behaviorally ready to graduate. 

Summary of Methodology 

  The purpose of this program evaluation was to determine the impact the DEGREE 

program has on students as they transition back to the regular school setting.  The data 

collected from this study are displayed in a narrative in Chapter 4.  Each research 

question and data collected to answer each question are listed in Chapter 4.  Charts are 

included to identify academic and behavioral interventions used at the DEGREE program 

and the frequency with which they are taught.  Exiting behavioral and academic progress 

was tracked and compared with entering behavioral and academic status to determine the 

quantitative impact on students. 
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Chapter 4: Results and Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to explore a rural school district’s DEGREE 

program through parent and staff member perspectives using Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP 

model of program evaluation.  During the spring 2019 semester, an interview with the 

executive director of exceptional children, teacher questionnaire data, school transcript 

data, and data from teacher and parent interviews provided information for answering the 

following research questions: 

1. Context: What is the context within which the DEGREE program was 

developed and implemented? 

2. Input: What types of academic and behavioral interventions are taught? 

3. Process: How are the objectives of the DEGREE program aligned with 

improving student academic and behavioral goals? 

4. Product: What is the impact of the DEGREE program regarding student 

ability to transition back into a regular school setting?  

The framework for presenting the findings includes a narrative summary of the student 

population and the findings from the questionnaires collected and the interviews 

conducted.  This chapter is divided into the following five sections: (a) context, (b) input, 

(c) process, (d) product, and (e) summary. 

Context 

 The research evaluation question for context was, “What is the context within 

which the DEGREE program was developed and implemented?”  This question sought to 

explore the district’s reasoning for developing and implementing the DEGREE program.  

This research question was answered by interviewing the executive director of 
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exceptional children in the school district studied to provide background information on 

what necessitated the program, as outlined in Appendix A.  The researcher asked a series 

of five questions to guide the interview.  Other questions were added as the interview 

evolved to address specific areas of the DEGREE program.   

 The DEGREE program was established shortly after the director took office 10 

years ago.  She noted that many students with behavior and mental health issues were 

placed on homebound, being served in the home, and were left there.  These students 

quickly became “out of sight and out of mind.”  They were the forgotten population and 

the district was not doing anything to assist them with their emotional and behavioral 

challenges.  They were taken out of the school setting and were being offered minimal 

services in their homes.  The researcher asked the director what role she played in 

designing and implementing the DEGREE program.  The director responded by saying, 

An office beside my office came open and I asked for that office and looked at the 

amount of money that we were spending and determined that I could hire an EC 

teacher and a regular ed teacher and bring them in and actually bring the kids in 

for some instructional time there in that area, in that office, and I felt like that was 

a much better way to serve these students.  Because we could teach, we had an 

opportunity to get them acclimated to an instructional setting, had an opportunity 

to interact with peers, we had an opportunity to teach them replacement skills in 

an instructional environment, we could get them connected to school people, and 

so we started that way.  

This information showed that the director had some foresight into what would become an 

area of concern for the state.  Each year, more students were being placed on a modified 



65 

 
 

schedule or on homebound instruction for behavioral issues.  In 2008, the department of 

public instruction issued a document called “Guiding Practices” which created a specific 

procedure for assigning homebound instruction to students.  Assigning homebound 

services is still an issue when students with EBDs are disciplined.  A survey conducted 

by a special education group in spring 2017 revealed that most students on homebound 

received 0-3 hours of educational instruction per week, and a significant number of 

students stayed on homebound for over 75 days, with many others on homebound for 

over 150 of the 180 days in the school year (Thome & Fogg, 2019).  The director created 

a program that would offer students the ability to remain in school and get the academic 

and behavioral supports needed to be more successful. 

 One of the interview questions was focused on discovering what research went 

into the development of the program.  The director responded by saying,   

Well, we didn't really research.  I mean, the idea grew from the fact that we had 

kids at home who I felt needed to be on a campus, receiving instruction, and we 

didn't have a protocol for giving them back to their home school.  So it was 

certainly best practice and certainly more legally sound according to IDEA to do 

it in a different way and that's kind of how we went about it. 

The director saw a need and had enough experience to recognize there were better ways 

to fully assist students than to send them home.  In asking about her vision in developing 

DEGREE, she responded by indicating that her vision was to provide an opportunity to 

get more kids back to their home school and in a more expedited process.  She wanted the 

students to maintain a relationship with their home school so they would not just be out 

of sight and out of mind.  She wanted to provide relevant behavioral examples of how 
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kids needed to interact with the world and not just serve them at home but allow them to 

be in a program that would give them some skill replacement so they actually could do 

better when they got back to their home school.  She also wanted an intervention from the 

transition from homebound to school.  Students were not equipped to make the full 

transition without some type of intervention.  She also wanted the opportunity to really 

build some relationships with those kids.  These relationships are very important in 

connecting with kids with EBDs.   

Input 

 The research evaluation question for input was, “What types of academic and 

behavioral interventions are taught?”  This question was aimed at discovering what types 

of skills were being taught to students that would prepare them for postsecondary life.  

This question was answered through interviews, questionnaires, observations, and 

analysis of student achievement data.   

Curriculum continues to be an important factor in the education of any student, 

but when addressing students with behavioral problems, this is crucial.  With most 

students who are diagnosed with EBDs, life after high school is rarely successful.  

Learning these basic skills can allow students to become better prepared to be successful 

in their jobs.  In the DEGREE program, curriculum has experienced some changes over 

the last 10 years.  When asked about the curriculum used, the director responded, 

Well, we initially started getting work for the home schools, and there were 

multiple problems with that, besides just the getting the work, and getting it 

complete, and sending it back, and working with teachers and helping them 

understand the modification that's needed, and things like that.  That was just an 
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issue, and was for several years until we finally sat down across departments with 

elementary and secondary ed and looked at … what curriculum could we use at 

the elementary level that would ensure those kids got the skills they needed and 

would assist with their transition back.  And we did the same for middle school.  

And then for high school, we developed in-house courses that are online.  So once 

we did all that [the superintendent] talked with principals about how we were 

going to grade things, how the work would be completed, and that kind of thing.  

That has worked really well for the last 2 or 3 years. 

The implementation of a standard curriculum has helped ease some of the frustration 

experienced between the home school and the DEGREE program.  Previously, teachers 

were sending unrealistic amounts of work to be completed in the 1 hour of time students 

received for a subject.  The teachers at the DEGREE program were having difficulty 

figuring out how to grade the work and send work back to the home school.  Teachers at 

the home schools experienced anxiety about the lack of preparation these students were 

getting with such little work completed and were frustrated that these scores were 

included in their end of year EVAAS growth.  The teachers at DEGREE were frustrated 

that the amount of work was overwhelming for students who were only coming in for 1 

hour of instruction in that subject.  The DEGREE teachers were also from a mixed 

background of skill levels and subject area proficiency.  They were having difficulties 

deciding what was possible to complete and what was not possible to finish.  Now the 

teachers at DEGREE assign the work, grade it, and relay that information to the home 

school.  As the curriculum continues to be refined, the staff follows guidelines to 

encourage students to improve their academic performance. 
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 Observations of the program structure indicate that students each have a crate that 

contains all of their assignments.  The crate contains folders for each subject area they are 

assigned.  Typically, these include math, English/language arts (ELA), science, and social 

studies.  Students who are assigned to DEGREE for all of their classes have some 

elective classes as well in order to satisfy graduation requirements.  Some students work 

on the computer, while others work with paper and pencils.  Some students prefer to 

work independently, and others work with a teacher.  There are only a few students in 

each room at one time.  Throughout the observation, the maximum number of students in 

a room at one time was six.  The room allows for students to spread out.  During the 

observation, students who chose to work independently are monitored by the lead teacher 

and she frequently keeps them focused and engaged in their work.  Positive 

reinforcement varies from teacher to teacher.   

The experience levels and backgrounds of the teachers at DEGREE are notable.  

While there are only six teachers who work with students at DEGREE, there are multiple 

areas of licensure covered.  Most of the staff have more than one certification.  The 

following are the areas of licensure and number of certifications that the six teachers of 

DEGREE possess, as noted by human resources: 

Academically Gifted: Three  
 
Behaviorally/Emotionally Disabled: One  
 
Early Childhood: One 
 
EC English/ELA: One 
 
EC Math: One 
 
EC Science: One 
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EC Social Studies: One 
 
Elementary Education: Five 
 
Learning Disabled: One 
 
Math 9-12: One 
 
Middle Grades Language Arts: One 
 
Middle Grades Social Studies: One 
 
Principal: Two 
 
Reading: One 
 
Special Education: General Curriculum: One 
 
Special Education: Adapted Curriculum: One 
 

The staff tends to be made up of experienced educators.  According to the staff survey 

outlined in Appendix B, 50% of the staff have more than 30 years of experience, 25% 

have 10-19 years, and 25% have 20-30 years of experience.  Seventy-five percent of the 

staff surveyed have worked with DEGREE for more than 5 years.  Most of their work is 

with students in Grades 9-12 (75%).  The majority of the time is spent teaching all 

academic areas (75%) with only 25% of the teachers indicating they teach behavioral and 

academic skills.   

The main classroom has students working on multiple subjects.  The ELA 

assignment that was observed in the main classroom had a student listening to a passage 

that was read by the teacher.  There was limited privacy in the room, as other students 

were working individually or with another teacher in the room.  The ELA teacher 

activated prior knowledge by asking probing questions to the student about having 

experienced similar feelings, doing the activities mentioned in the passage, and relating 
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information to current events.  The teacher provided positive feedback at an average rate 

of once every 72 seconds.  The student worked consistently and had a high rate of time 

on task since the ELA teacher was devoting all of her attention to the one student.  The 

student was able to answer recall and inference questions with accuracy.  The teacher 

worked with the student to explain and paraphrase the meaning of the passage for the 

student.  The student was asked to provide another title for the passage and was able to do 

so.  Evaluation level questions were not asked.  The reading passages were limited to 

short, simple passages.  The teacher has established a very respectful, caring relationship 

with this student and with others.  Many of the students enter the classroom to seek her 

out for physical affection.  She hugs them and asks them questions related to school and 

home.  She provides positive feedback and encouragement when one student confides in 

her that a friend of his was trying to get him to smoke marijuana, but he refused.  It is 

obvious these students gravitate toward this teacher and respect her. 

On another side of the room, another teacher checks on a student’s progress as he 

is working on an elective class in which he is asked to fill in blanks on a worksheet by 

looking at the PowerPoint of notes provided.  The teacher redirects his attention to the 

screen when he gets off task.  During one incident, she asks him about where he is living 

and how things are going.  There is a brief interaction when she discusses the benefits of 

moving away from his past troubles.  Another student becomes involved in the 

conversation.  She asks how things were going in his regular school.  He relays 

information about a recent incident with a teacher.  The DEGREE teacher speaks with 

him about more of the details; however, she did not take the opportunity to discuss other 

ways he could have handled the situation.  This teacher encourages students to continue 
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working and provides positive feedback at an average rate of once every 38 minutes.   

 Part of the observations conducted by the researcher was done in the exceptional 

children’s classroom.  In this classroom, students work on their academic goals listed on 

their IEP.  This classroom is staffed with a teacher and a tutor.  During this observation, 

the teacher arrived 8 minutes late for class, while the tutor got students settled and 

monitored bathroom breaks.  Most of the assignments in this setting are self-paced.  A 

new student arrived on the day of the observation.  During the time allotted for this class, 

the teacher spent most of the class pulling up the student’s IEP to determine what goals 

are needed.  The teacher expressed frustration that she had no idea a new student would 

be joining the class on this day.  Behavioral interventions taught during this time include 

following expectations of the class and ensuring students stay focused on their work.   

 After the first exceptional children’s class was finished, a second class came in 

consisting of two students.  The teacher asks one of the students to sum up anything she 

remembers from the last time they were reading.  The teacher asks her questions about 

the passage.  How were the Blacks denied rights?  The teacher points out some lines from 

the text to discuss it.  The reading material is a supplementary workbook for English 

learner students.  The teacher reads most of the passage and asks the student to read the 

last few lines.  The teacher provides positive feedback when the student corrects herself.  

The student’s IEP goal asks her to read a passage and answer comprehension questions 

with 80% accuracy in two of three trials.  The teacher prompts the student on words she 

does not know.  The teacher has the student read a long passage without stopping until 

the end of the passage.  The teacher then directs the student by saying,  

The metaphor that compares African Americans to Americans to prepare their 
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rights.  Let’s look at the threshold.  When you go into a building, you are wanting 

to come in out of the elements and into the house where you are sheltered and 

loved.  What is a metaphor? 

The student responds appropriately.  The teacher continues to explain the literary 

elements.  The student expresses concern about the use of the word “Negro” in the text.  

The teacher states that the literature sometimes can be offensive, but sometimes it is a 

reflection of the generational views of the time period in which it was written.  

 After completing observations in the main classroom and the exceptional 

children’s classroom, the researcher noted differences in the expectations and culture of 

the two classrooms.  The main classroom focused on the academic achievement of the 

work and ignored many of the inappropriate behaviors typically corrected in class.  The 

teachers in the main classroom did not respond to the use of profanity in the classroom 

and did not redirect student attention during this time.  In the exceptional children’s 

classroom, the teacher continued to prompt students to follow the expectations of the 

classroom.  She asks two students to get to work.  She reminds one student to raise his 

hand for permission to speak.  She whispers in one student’s ear when he gets disruptive.  

She reviews the posted classroom expectations.  She reinforces her expectations to one of 

the students and reminds that student that she expects him to set an example in that 

classroom.  It is interesting to note that none of these interventions seem to have had any 

effect on student behaviors and these behaviors continued until the end of the hour of 

time allotted to work on these IEP goals.   

When interviewing the exceptional children’s teacher and the tutor using 

questions outlined in Appendix C, the exceptional children’s teacher confirmed that no 
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time was given to teaching social and emotional skills explicitly.  They both expressed 

frustration that there are no programs available to them to teach social and emotional 

skills or behaviors.  They expressed a genuine desire to find a program that would assist 

students in understanding and complying with societal expectations by explicitly teaching 

appropriate responses.  In the interview, the exceptional children’s teacher noted that the 

DEGREE program only employs the exceptional children’s teacher on a part-time basis.  

The exceptional children’s teacher is shared with another program that is housed in the 

same building but is not associated with DEGREE.  There is not a clear social skills 

curriculum that is used to teach DEGREE students, even though many of them have 

behavioral goals in their IEP.  Many of the social skills goals are not being met.  The 

teacher did reference a social skills book that is occasionally used in the classroom for 

small lessons; however, the teacher had to look for the book on the shelf to pull it out.  

She noted that the students who are housed in jail sometimes get these lessons, but they 

are not regularly implemented in the DEGREE program.   

The DEGREE program has experienced some changes from the original plan.  

While it originally started just for homebound students, it now serves students with 504 

plans and students who are on a modified day and as a dropout prevention program.  

Some students only go to the DEGREE program for short-term interventions.  It is now 

made up of multiple classrooms and several teachers.  According to the director, the 

DEGREE program has become an ingrained part of the system and continues to get better 

every year.  

 In discussing the program with the lead teacher, she stated that no day is the same 

in the building.  She has to be careful about which students she schedules to come in and 
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when they come in because of the personalities of the students and their individual 

situation.  Her main focus is keeping the students calm and mentally stable. 

Today may be a good day but when they come back for their next session it may 

be a completely different thing.  The first thing that I do try to tell them is science, 

math, reading, that stuff comes second.  I need you stable first.  I need you in a 

clear mind, a good mindset.  It really is just about the relationships and they all 

come in and some of them will talk to you, some of them it takes a while.  The 

little kid I have in there now, [Ty?], he won't speak much.  He doesn't say much at 

all and I have to be very careful about who I put with him because he's a runner 

and he's self-harm.  So that's another part of making my whole schedule is who 

can be around who.  So there's not very many right now.  There's a couple of more 

that will come in at 12:00 and it usually comes up [in here?] about 12:30-ish.  So 

there's not much of a time that it's a little crowded in there and he does okay.  I 

don't know, it's just different for each kid.  It depends on their needs and where 

they're coming from.  Nine times out of 10, I deal directly with the student cause 

the parents don't care. 

Process 

 The research evaluation question for process was, “How are the objectives of the 

DEGREE program aligned with improving student academic and behavioral goals?”  

This question sought to explore the impact of the DEGREE program in allowing students 

to gain the skills needed to achieve academic growth and improve social and emotional 

skills so students will become prepared to enter the workplace successfully and improve 

postsecondary outcomes.   
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 The instructional hours at the DEGREE program correlate to the amount of time 

students in North Carolina are required to have when transitioned to a homebound 

setting.  Typically, students are given 1 hour of instruction per week for each of their 

classes.  Time to work on IEP goals is incorporated into the allotted time.  The time spent 

on academics at DEGREE is approximately 20% of the allotted time per week at a 

traditional school.  The curriculum is severely shortened and students generally do not 

make up any additional time completing assignments at home.  Due to the shortened 

amount of time, students do not get the full curriculum of any subject taught.  This 

impacts academic performance negatively.   

In evaluating the effectiveness of the DEGREE program, the researcher looked at 

the purpose of the program from the perspective of parents and teachers.  When surveyed, 

teachers unanimously responded that the purpose of the DEGREE program was to keep 

at-risk students on track to graduate.  No teacher responded that the purpose of DEGREE 

was to prepare students for academic success, to allow students to learn social and 

emotional skills to assist students in transitioning back to a regular school setting, or to 

provide a safe environment for students with behavioral issues.  According to teachers, 

the main mission of DEGREE is to keep students on track to graduate.  This varies 

greatly from the parent perspective of the purpose of DEGREE.  According to the results 

from the parent survey displayed in Appendix D, 57% of parents indicated the primary 

purpose of DEGREE was to provide a safe environment for students with behavioral 

issues, 14% indicated the purpose was to prepare students for academic success, and 28% 

listed the purpose was to allow students to learn social-emotional-behavioral skills that 

will assist in transitioning to a school setting.  No parent responded that the primary 
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purpose of DEGREE was to keep at-risk students on track to graduate, even though the 

majority of the parents surveyed (71%) had students who were in Grades 9-12.  None of 

the parents indicated that their child was taught any emotional or behavioral skills.  

During parent interviews, questions were asked as outlined in Appendix E.  One parent 

commented on the lack of academic preparation for students.  She believed DEGREE did 

not prepare students academically.  She stated that she believed her child was not 

sufficiently prepared to pass a GED exam or graduate with what should be the priority of 

the DEGREE program.  In the teacher interview, a teacher mentioned that DEGREE only 

offers a small hope of getting a diploma.  She stated that she was not really sure 

DEGREE had any impact on students reaching their academic and behavioral goals.  She 

believed it had no impact on behavior at all because many of the students had already 

reached what they consider rock bottom and had involvement with juvenile justice.   

 The school district in which DEGREE operates has a total of 29 schools.  Of those 

29 schools, 23 schools were on the Targeted Support and Improvement List for 2018-

2019 for not meeting academic growth for students with disabilities for 3 consecutive 

years.  The student with disabilities subgroup has been a challenge for many schools in 

North Carolina for many years due to lack of academic growth.  The students at 

DEGREE follow this same trend.  In looking at overall academic growth, students at the 

DEGREE program have quite the varied past in regard to testing.  Many of the students 

do not have enough testing history and data in EVAAS to make an accurate projection.  

EVAAS, developed by William Sanders, has been in place since the late 1980s.  This 

model uses a statistical formula to calculate the academic growth of students each year 

and can be used to predict future testing results with accuracy for any student who has at 
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least 3 years of testing data.  North Carolina started using EVAAS as part of the North 

Carolina Educator Evaluation System to evaluate teacher effectiveness during the 2011-

2012 school year.  Individual teacher growth, as well as school growth, is determined by 

this system each year.  In looking at the academic growth of the students who are 

enrolled in the DEGREE program, seven students tested for middle school ELA.  Figure 

4 illustrates each student’s projected percentile and their actual percentile. 

 

Figure 4. Middle School ELA Projected versus Actual Percentile. 

 

None of the students scored at or above the projected percentile for ELA.  Every 

student severely underperformed on the ELA test based on previous testing history.  This 

indicated that none of the students in the middle school ELA classes at DEGREE met 

academic growth.  At the high school level, there were seven students who participated in 

the English II End of Course (EOC) test.  Figure 5 indicates their projected percentiles 

compared to their actual percentiles on the North Carolina English II EOC test.   
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Figure 5. English II Projected versus Actual Percentiles. 

 

Of the seven students, three did not have enough previous testing history to make 

a statistically accurate projection using the EVAAS model.  Three students did not meet 

or exceed their projected percentiles.  Only one student scored above the projected 

percentile; however, in looking at the entire proficiency of this group, EVAAS would 

determine that the entire ELA testing group actually regressed in their academic 

performance by scoring statistically lower than their projected percentiles.  

In analyzing the student performance of DEGREE students in the science 

classroom, similar results emerged.  There were four students who participated in the 

middle school North Carolina Final Exam for seventh grade.  Projections for these 

students are not available, but the average percentile for these students was 8%.  Three 

students scored at the seventh percentile and one student scored at the 11th percentile, 

indicating that these students performed significantly lower than the average student in 

North Carolina.  In biology, results were very similar.  Figure 6 illustrates a comparison 

of the projected percentiles to the actual percentiles of student achievement in biology. 
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Figure 6. Biology Projected versus Actual Percentiles. 

 

Only one student scored better than his or her projected score.  Two students did 

not have enough testing history to make a statistically accurate projection of percentile on 

the biology test.  Three students scored significantly lower than their projected 

percentiles.  This significant underperformance also indicates that academic growth is not 

being met in the DEGREE program.  Due to the re-norming of the math test and changes 

to the math curriculum, math scores are not available for the 2018-2019 school year. 

 Another factor in student performance is the communication between the school 

and the home.  Research indicates that parents who are actively involved with the school 

and communicate regularly with parents have students who are more successful 

academically.  When surveyed, 75% of teachers believed they did not regularly 

communicate with parents.  Teacher interviews revealed that one obstacle in 

communicating with parents was the lack of stability regarding telephone numbers.  

Many parents are frequently changing their telephone numbers and are not 
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communicating with the program when those numbers are changed.  Teacher survey 

responses also indicate that parents are not supportive of what teachers are trying to teach 

to students.  During teacher interviews, teachers indicated that the unwillingness of 

parents to communicate with the schools may be a result of the frustration parents felt 

with the school system in general since most of the school-to-home communication may 

have been due to behavioral concerns and corrective actions.   

   From the parent perspective, there is a slight difference of opinion in terms of 

communication.  According to the parent survey, 66.7% of parents believed they had 

regular communication with the teachers from the DEGREE program; however, during 

the parent interviews, all parents indicated that no academic or behavioral interventions 

were discussed with the teachers at DEGREE.  Goals were reviewed as part of the IEP 

meeting, but no interventions were ever given by teachers to parents to assist with 

interventions at home to support academics or achievement.  

Product 

 The research evaluation question for the product was, “What is the impact of the 

DEGREE program regarding student ability to transition back into a regular school 

setting?”  This question sought to explore the perspective of principals, parents, and 

teachers on the impact the DEGREE program has had on student educational experiences 

and on student readiness to transition back to a regular school setting or into 

postsecondary plans.   

In looking at the teacher survey, only 50% of teachers responded that the 

DEGREE program prepares students to be successful; however, 75% of teachers 

responded affirmatively that the DEGREE program was beneficial to students with 
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emotional and behavioral difficulties.  Parent survey data indicated that 83% of parents 

believed their child benefitted from the DEGREE program, but only half of the parents 

surveyed believed the DEGREE program helps motivate their child to return to the 

regular school setting.  The teacher survey results indicated that 100% of teachers did not 

believe students were motivated to return to a regular school setting.   

In looking at the data from students at the DEGREE program, the desire to return 

to school is not evident, as 43% had a student who has been at DEGREE for 1-4 years 

and 14% indicated that their student had been to DEGREE multiple times in their 

educational experience.  Forty-three percent of parents had a student at DEGREE who 

was in his or her first year.  

When interviewing teachers, many commented on students not being socially or 

emotionally capable of returning to their home schools.  Teachers reported that some 

students believed they had destroyed any chance of going back to their home schools and 

believed the relationships they made in those schools had been severed by their behavior.  

The teachers commented on the students feeling hopeless and overwhelmed in the regular 

school setting.  When asked about the amount of instructional time given to each subject, 

teachers responded that the students at DEGREE could not handle any more time 

dedicated to instruction.   

When interviewing principals about students who have returned to their home 

school after attending DEGREE, responses varied.  At the high school level, very few 

students transition back.  One school principal could not recall any students who 

transitioned back during his tenure.  He stated that many of the students who attend 

DEGREE finish out high school while still attending DEGREE.  One principal stated that 
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she could only recall one student in the past 5 years who returned to the school.  That 

student was not able to transition back to a full day but was able to graduate while 

splitting his time between DEGREE and the home school.  The student started out 

returning to school for one class.  His return to school plan was updated every 4 weeks 

and his goals had to be modified to allow him the opportunity to return to the school for 

two classes because he did not meet the initial goals to allow him to add more classes.  

He was never able to return to the school on a full schedule.  Behavior problems were 

still an issue for the student.  According to the principal, some days he behaved, but other 

days he just refused to go to class.  When asked about the benefits of the DEGREE 

program, the principal responded that the student would not have been able to graduate 

high school without the program.  She believed the student did see the benefit of the 

program in allowing the student to graduate from high school but did not see academic or 

behavioral growth from the program. 

In interviewing parents, common themes emerged from the information gained.  

These themes were smaller class sizes, the focus on requirements for graduating, and the 

environment in which students learn.  Parents believe their students are getting more 

focused instruction due to the smaller class sizes.  They stated that teachers have more 

time to address individual concerns and spend more time getting to know the students; 

however, parents also noted a lack of communication with the home schools and the 

DEGREE program.  One parent stated that her child did the same assignment three times.  

Her daughter failed a marketing class because the teacher at the home school did not 

submit grades for the work she did while at DEGREE.  The parent also suggested a 

smaller class set up at the home school to assist the students with transitioning back to the 
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home school instead of trying to mainstream them with the larger class sizes.   

Parents appreciate the focus on meeting the requirements for graduation and not 

having to complete classes they believe will not help their student be successful in life 

after high school.  Multiple parents referred to the lack of attention given to the academic 

progress for students and believed that the majority of the curriculum should be based on 

basic skills that are needed for life.  One parent referenced that her child would graduate 

but would probably not be able to pass a basic GED test.  She believed he had spent too 

much time on work that was not academically demanding.  She believed her two 

children, who both went through DEGREE, regressed academically while attending.   

Two parents expressed the benefits of the positive culture their child experiences 

while at DEGREE.  Parents stated that relationships with the staff were very important 

and directly linked to the progress their child made at DEGREE.  The staff also believe 

relationships are very important in working with students at DEGREE.  The 

establishment and maintenance of relationships were evident as priorities in the 

observations of interactions with students.  Parents indicated that the environment was 

much less stressful on students and there was less negative social interaction with peers 

than in traditional school settings.   

Summary 

 This study used a qualitative approach to explore a rural school district’s 

DEGREE program through parent and staff member perspectives and student EVAAS 

data using Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP model of program evaluation.  Interviews, 

questionnaire data, and student academic data provided information to answer the 

following research questions: 
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1. Context: What is the context within which the DEGREE program was 

developed and implemented? 

2. Input: What types of academic and behavioral interventions are taught? 

3. Process: How are the objectives of the DEGREE program aligned with 

improving student academic and behavioral goals? 

4. Product: What is the impact of the DEGREE program regarding student 

ability to transition back into a regular school setting?  

As referenced in Chapter 3 of this study, a separate means for gathering data was 

used to answer each research question.  Through analyzing the data, the following 

common perspectives emerged: 

• Parents believe that students benefit overall from being in the DEGREE 

program. 

• Parents and school staff members believe that relationships have a significant 

impact on student achievement and behavior. 

• Parents and school staff members believe that the DEGREE program provides 

students with EBD an opportunity to graduate from high school. 

• Parents and staff members have different perspectives on the purpose of the 

DEGREE program. 

• Parents and staff believe the DEGREE program does not teach behavioral 

interventions. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

  
 Students who are categorized with EBDs have the highest risk for negative school 

outcomes of any disability (LaSalle et al., 2018).  These students are more likely to drop 

out of high school and have higher retention rates, lower graduation rates, and higher 

rates of suspensions (Suh & Suh, 2007).  They have a more difficult time in making and 

maintaining positive social interactions and are less likely to become well-adjusted adults 

(Perry & Szalavitz, 2017).  This study sought to evaluate the perspectives of the 

effectiveness of a rural North Carolina’s school district’s DEGREE program.  This 

program is aimed at assisting students who are placed in the homebound setting due to 

severe emotional and behavioral issues.  The school system serves these students by 

placing them in a smaller school setting with very few other students in order to get them 

to remain in a school-like setting while meeting their academic and behavioral goals.   

 This study used the CIPP model of program evaluation to evaluate the DEGREE 

program.  The CIPP model of program evaluation is a comprehensive framework for 

guiding formative and summative evaluations of projects, programs, personnel, products, 

institutions, and systems (Stufflebeam, 2003).  This model was selected to evaluate the 

DEGREE program in this school district because it focuses on the comprehensiveness in 

evaluation within a larger framework of organizational activities (Stufflebeam, 2003).  

Parent and staff member perception data were collected using questionnaires and 

personal interviews.  The data collected from this study were provided to the district to 

guide further exploration of the effectiveness of the program and implications for the 

future.   

  



86 

 
 

Summary of Results 

 Data analysis in Chapter 4 was completed to answer the four research questions 

aligned with the CIPP model of program evaluation.  Through qualitative research, the 

researcher was able to examine parent and school staff member perspectives on the 

DEGREE program in the school district studied.  By using parent and teacher 

questionnaires and interviews with parents, teachers, administrators, and the director of 

special education, the researcher collected qualitative data to analyze stakeholder 

perspectives of the purpose and impact of the DEGREE program on student behavioral 

and academic achievement.  Information gained from the surveys was summarized and 

placed in chart form in Chapter 4.  Interview data were collected and analyzed for 

common themes that emerged.  Data from the interviews were displayed in narrative 

form in Chapter 4. 

 Context evaluation.  The context of the study assesses the needs, assets, and 

problems within a defined environment (Stufflebeam, 2003).  It evaluates the program’s 

ability to meet the goals initially identified by the needs of the educational community.  

This program evaluation answered the following research question regarding the context 

analysis by interviewing the director of special education for the school district studied: 

“What is the context in which the DEGREE program was developed and implemented?”   

 Based on data from the interview with the director of special education in the 

school district studied, the DEGREE program was implemented to assist students who 

were placed on homebound due to emotional and behavioral issues.  These students were 

being taken out of the school setting and offered minimal services in their homes.  The 

program was aimed at assisting these students with their emotional and behavioral 
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challenges by getting them acclimated to an instructional setting, giving them an 

opportunity to interact with their peers, and teaching them replacement skills in an 

instructional environment.  Students could begin to feel a connection with school people, 

enabling these students to return to their home school in a more expedited manner.   

 Input evaluation.  Input evaluation assesses alternate approaches, completing 

action plans, staffing plans, and budgets to meet the targeted needs and achieve goals 

(Stufflebeam, 2003).  It helps identify the program’s strategies and compares those 

strategies to research to provide structure for decision-making.  This program evaluation 

answered the following research question regarding the input analysis by collecting data 

from observations, parent surveys, and teacher surveys: “What types of academic and 

behavioral interventions are taught at the DEGREE program?” 

 Based on data from school staff interviews, teachers believe that there are no 

behavioral interventions explicitly taught in the DEGREE program.  Parent interviews 

and surveys indicated that no academic or behavioral interventions were communicated 

to the home and the parents did not believe academics are a top priority in the program.  

A common curriculum has been established, but the lack of communication between the 

home school and the DEGREE program impedes student ability to make academic gains.   

 Process evaluation.  Process evaluation focuses on the running of the program 

and if the teaching and learning processes achieve the desired results (Aziz, Mahmood, & 

Rehman, 2018).  The process evaluation measures the extent to which actions and 

methods are implemented and help evaluation users carry out improvement efforts and 

maintain accountability records of their execution of action plans (Stufflebeam, 2003).  

This question was answered by analyzing EVAAS data and through parent and staff 
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interviews and surveys, “How are the objectives of the DEGREE program aligned with 

improving student academic and behavioral goals?”    

 Based on data from teacher surveys, the primary purpose of DEGREE is to ensure 

students stay on track to graduate.  This perspective differs from that of parents.  Based 

on data from parent surveys, the majority of parents believe the primary purpose of 

DEGREE is to provide a safe environment for students with behavioral issues.  

Interviews allowed parents to express their concern for the lack of academic preparation 

that was given to students to succeed beyond the DEGREE program.  One parent also 

expressed her student would not have graduated without the program.   

Based on data from parent interviews, parents do believe the DEGREE program 

has benefitted their students; however, no parent has had communication from the 

program concerning academic or behavioral interventions that can be used outside the 

DEGREE program.   

Based on data from EVAAS using student projected achievement scores versus 

their actual scores, students did not make academic progress while at DEGREE.  In 

parent interviews, one parent cited the regression of her student’s grade point average and 

did not believe enough emphasis was placed on academics. 

 Product evaluation.  Product evaluations help determine the general 

effectiveness of the program.  They assist staff in determining outcomes and in keeping a 

focus on the purpose of the program in meeting the needs of students.  This program 

evaluation answered the following research question regarding the product by 

interviewing principals, teachers, and parents: “What is the impact of the DEGREE 

program regarding student ability to transition back into a regular school setting?” 
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 Based on data from principal interviews, very few students ever transition back to 

their home school setting.  None of the principals interviewed has had a student who was 

able to make a full transition back to the home school.  Only one principal could recall a 

student who had transitioned back, but the student graduated while splitting time between 

DEGREE and the home school. 

Based on data from teacher surveys, teachers believed students were not 

motivated to return to their regular school setting.  Teacher interviews revealed that 

teachers did not believe students would be able to transition back to the demands of the 

regular school setting.  Teachers believed that students would completely give up any 

hope of graduating if they did not have the flexibility the DEGREE program offers.  

Teachers at DEGREE believed that students with EBDs benefit from being in the 

DEGREE program. 

 Based on data from parent surveys, parents were equally divided on their 

perspectives of the motivation DEGREE provides for their students to return to the 

regular school setting.  During parent interviews, two of the parents revealed that they 

believed DEGREE was a better placement for their student due to the emphasis on 

relationships and the smaller class sizes.   

 The following statements were used in Chapter 4 to summarize the overall results 

of the data analysis: 

• Parents believe that students benefit from being in the DEGREE program. 

• Parents and school staff members believe that relationships have a significant 

impact on student achievement and behavior. 

• Parents and school staff members believe that the DEGREE program provides 
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students with EBD an opportunity to graduate from high school. 

• Parents and staff members have different perspectives on the purpose of the 

DEGREE program. 

• Parents and staff believe the DEGREE program does not teach behavioral 

interventions. 

Discussion of Findings 

 During data analysis, the impact of the DEGREE program on students was the 

common theme analyzed.  The director of exceptional children noted that her original 

purpose for the DEGREE program was to bring students who had been placed on 

homebound due to behavior and mental health issues on a school campus to get them 

acclimated to an instructional setting, to allow them an opportunity to interact with peers, 

to teach them replacement behavioral skills that would assist them in positive peer 

interactions, and allow them to connect to school people in an instructional environment.   

 In observing the processes at DEGREE, students are on campus and interacting 

with their peers in a positive manner.  The instructional setting is apparent, but the 

behaviors that would have resulted in office referrals are sometimes overlooked in this 

setting.  Using inappropriate language is one of these.  The researcher noted during the 

observations that one student blurted out profanity, but the teachers did not reprimand the 

student.  This did not cause a major disruption, so the lesson for the day continued.  

While this would have been an excellent time to teach a replacement behavior in the 

moment, the teacher disregarded the action; however, this did have a positive effect on 

the connection students make with the teachers at DEGREE.  Through all of the parent 

and teacher interviews, the importance of establishing positive relationships with adults 
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continued to be of extreme importance to all stakeholders.  Based on a study by Roorda, 

Koomen, Spilt, and Oort (2011), positive relationships had a larger effect size on higher 

grades than lower grades.  This reinforces the idea that at the secondary level, positive 

student-teacher relationships play a key role in student motivation and achievement.  In 

the DEGREE setting, teachers make a concentrated effort to reaffirm student 

achievement with positive interactions and encouragement.  The Roorda et al. study also 

found that teaching experience had a significant effect on the association between 

positive relationships and student achievement.  The more experience a teacher has, the 

more of an impact they have on student achievement.  The DEGREE program employs 

veteran teachers with a variety of backgrounds.  Many of the teachers have multiple 

licensure areas and have more than 30 years of experience.  Based on observations of the 

DEGREE program, teachers have established positive relationships with students and are 

aware of the triggers for each student’s behavior.  Their experience allows them to 

analyze the effect of the type and severity of the behaviors and adjust feedback 

accordingly.  In this regard, the DEGREE program has the right teachers in place to 

develop and sustain positive relationships with students.   

 Another goal the director of exceptional children had when developing DEGREE 

was to get more students back into their home school and to maintain the relationship 

with their home school to prepare them for success when they return.  Based on the data 

analyzed from parent and teacher interviews, the connection between the home school 

and the DEGREE program needs to be improved.  Parents believe that the teachers from 

the home school have little to no communication with the DEGREE program or with the 

student.  There is a lack of communication between schools once students transition from 
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their home school to the DEGREE program.  There is also very little support from the 

DEGREE program to the home school once students transition back, if they ever reach 

the point where they can transition; however, very few students at the high school level 

ever transition back to the home school full time.   

 Based on data from EVAAS on student performance, the majority of students do 

not make academic gain while at DEGREE; however, students do make enough progress 

in class completion to earn credits toward high school graduation.  This is essential in 

helping students prepare for postsecondary life.  According to the U.S. Census Bureau 

(Breslow, 2012), a high school dropout earns $10,386 less per year than a high school 

graduate.  This has a significant impact on the earning potential of these students.   

 Based on the data analyzed from teacher and parent surveys, most stakeholders 

believe the DEGREE program benefits students.  This benefit may be viewed as 

employability by gaining a high school diploma, the ability to create and sustain positive 

relationships with caring adults, or the ability to learn to get along with others.  

Regardless of how the benefit is designed, the DEGREE program does allow students to 

stay on track to graduate high school. 

Implications for Practice 

 In analyzing research on students with EBDs, four common themes emerged.  

These themes were based on early identification and intervention, learning and academic 

supports, community and family involvement, and qualified and committed professionals.   

Recommendation 1–Early Screener and Universal Preventions 

 While this system strives to be inclusive of students with EBD, these students 

have behaviors that impede the learning of others.  IDEA requires the IEP team to take 
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into consideration the available educational benefits of the disabled student in a 

traditional classroom, the nonacademic benefits of the disabled child from interacting 

with nondisabled students, and the degree of disruption of the education of other students 

when placing a student with behaviors on homebound.  If a student with a disability has 

behavioral problems that are so disruptive in a regular education setting as to impede the 

learning of others, the needs of the child cannot be met in that environment (Wright & 

Wright, 2006).  Research suggests that severe emotional and behavioral difficulties that 

occur during the first 5 years of life continue to deteriorate during the school-age years. 

(Poulou, 2015).  Interventions such as explicit instruction on social and behavioral skills 

have been shown to decrease the probability of developing disorders or lessening the 

severity of them (Poulou, 2015).  In a study by Buchanan et al. (2016), parents of 

students with EBD reported a need for students to have transitional support, feedback 

about behavior, and social skills training; however, this continues to be overlooked in 

many school settings.  Early identification and intervention of aggressive behaviors in the 

classroom decrease the risk of high levels of aggression later on (Greer-Chase et al., 

2002).  Implementing a universal prevention presents a positive approach to social and 

emotional learning that builds strengths and can benefit all students (Farrell & Barrett, 

2007).    

 Based on data gained through an interview with the director of exceptional 

children, students have had a multitude of behavioral programs used to teach social skills; 

however, there has not been a concentrated effort to identify students early on and find 

specific triggers to cater to their specific needs.  Training should occur throughout the 

elementary schools to focus on core behaviors to allow teachers to quickly recognize and 
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intervene on behavioral issues.  Results from a meta-analysis study by Durlak et al. 

(2011) indicated that students demonstrated enhanced social and emotional learning 

skills, attitudes, and positive social behaviors following universal interventions 

incorporating a social and emotional curriculum.  Determining the best behavioral 

intervention is impossible to quantify due to the variations in delivery methods, the 

frequency of interventions used, and the settings in which they occur; however, research 

indicates that all interventions do show a positive effect on student academic performance 

(Hodge et al., 2006).  The CHAMPS behavior model by Sprick (2009) is a useful model 

to easily build a structure to allow students to be successful both academically and 

behaviorally.  This model builds on the STOIC principles: 

 S–Structure your classroom for success 

 T–Teach expectations 

 O–Observe student behavior 

 I–Interact positively 

 C–Correct Fluently 

There is an emphasis built into the model on creating a ratio of three positive interactions 

to every one corrective interaction.  This will also help teachers establish better 

relationships with students, which has a positive effect on student achievement.   

Recommendation 2–Learning and Academic Supports 

 Research indicates that students with EBD experience large academic deficits in 

all content areas and their disorders have a pervasive influence on academic achievement.  

Student performance on reading and writing continues to be at least one grade level 

behind, and deficits in math begin to broaden over time (Nelson et al., 2004).  Based on 
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the EVAAS data that were analyzed, students are not making sufficient academic 

progress.  Students need to be exposed to strategies that would assist them in reading and 

math.  Due to the time constraints of students being on campus for the DEGREE 

program, many of these interventions are not practiced and implemented routinely.  

Extending the amount of time students attend the DEGREE program would be beneficial 

so students could get a more focused intervention, both in the regular classroom and in 

the exceptional children’s classroom.  If a full-time exceptional children’s teacher was 

added to the staff, students could be given time to practice their social and emotional 

skills and receive explicit instruction targeted to their specific behavior triggers.  

Exceptional children’s teachers would be able to complete an updated functional 

behavior assessment on each student when they enter the DEGREE program and create a 

targeted behavior plan tailored to each student’s independent needs.   

Recommendation 3–Increased Communication between Home School, Parents, and 

Teachers 

 

 A primary underlying reason for problematic behavior in youth is the lack of 

adequate, sustained relationships with caring and concerned adult mentors during late 

childhood through the adolescent years (Demaray & Malecki, 2002).  As students 

perceive less social support, they engage in more problem behaviors.  Students are 

willing to engage in successful school behaviors and even strive for high levels of 

achievement when there is a level of trust, respect, and communication between the 

student and the teacher (Mihalas et al., 2009).  Based on teacher and parent interviews, 

the level of communication between home schools and the DEGREE program needs to 

be increased.  One parent (Parent A Interview) stated that her son bonded very well with 

a few of the teachers at DEGREE and that made all of the difference for him.  Another 
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parent stated that her daughter had originally enjoyed going to DEGREE but had a 

significant decrease in motivation.  After a discussion with her child and some of the 

teachers at DEGREE, her daughter expressed an issue with one of the teachers who had 

not turned in her work to the home school.  This negative interaction made the student 

not want to return to school at all.  In referencing this incident, the parent stated that 

“There’s a lot more to be done like communication from the school to the student, 

between the DEGREE program and the school” (Parent B Interview).  The parent wanted 

to stay current on what the student was completing in the DEGREE program, but since 

work generally does not come home with the student, the parent had no way of checking 

on the student’s academic progress.  This parent also stated that she had never seen a 

progress report come home for her student and expressed the need for better 

communication between the home school, the teachers at DEGREE, and the student’s 

parents.  She suggested students should have an advocate to assist in the communication 

connection.  

Recommendation 4–Ongoing Program Evaluation 

 This program evaluation was the first systematic evaluation of the DEGREE 

program.  In order to establish the effectiveness of any program, procedures must be in 

place to collect and analyze data and evaluate interventions.  Currently, there is not a 

system in place to readily disaggregate data or denote students who are receiving their 

instruction for DEGREE.  Using a special code to indicate which of these students are 

receiving their instruction from the teachers at DEGREE would allow for easier 

opportunities to analyze student performance data to see if and when academic growth 

could occur.  It would also allow the district to see how many of the students who are 
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attending DEGREE are able to graduate within 4 years of entering high school.   

 Another area in need of continuous monitoring is the interventions used with 

students.  Teachers should implement academic interventions with fidelity so students 

could make academic progress on a regular basis.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study intended to evaluate the effectiveness of the DEGREE program to 

assist students who have behavioral and emotional disorders.  This study was limited to 

the perceptions of parents, principals, and teachers at DEGREE.  As data were analyzed, 

further research ideas became apparent.  Of the four school zones, one school zone has 

considerably more placements than the other three.  One area for future research is to 

include a study on the types, frequency, and behaviors that originally place students at the 

DEGREE program.  The researcher could analyze the behavior interventions used at the 

home school to determine the consistency of placement from one school zone to the next.  

Early interventions could be targeted more heavily in those zones to prevent escalating 

behaviors and reduce the number of students whose behavior prevents them from 

attending their home school. 

 Another area for research is to complete a longitudinal study to track students 

who are predisposed to a diagnosis of EBD or are identified through an early screener.  

After implementing a social skills curriculum and teaching the students appropriate 

behavior interventions, the researcher could determine the effectiveness of a social skills 

curriculum to determine if it plays a significant role in reducing negative behaviors and 

increasing student postsecondary success. 

 Another research idea is to study the effectiveness of the DEGREE program 
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through the student’s perspective.  This study is limited to the parent and teacher 

perspectives, but the student perspective of the impact DEGREE makes on them would 

be an interesting study.  

Limitations 

 One limitation of this study arose from issues of confidentiality of student 

information and availability of data.  There are only 43 students currently being served 

through this program.  Of those students, many do not have enough consistent testing 

data to make a statistically accurate prediction on student performance.  The district does 

not have a system in place to indicate student enrollment at DEGREE, and all 

information is incorporated into the home school’s cumulative data.  This required the 

disaggregation of data by a district office staff member, which is time consuming.   

Another limitation is the lack of information that is captured on students after they 

graduate.  Currently, the information is only required to be collected every 5 years by 

NCDPI.  

 Another limitation is the availability and willingness of parents to complete the 

questionnaire.  Each student was given a questionnaire to take home and have returned.  

While all parents were sent the survey, their participation was strictly voluntary.  Very 

few surveys were returned.  The district assisted the researcher in mailing copies of the 

survey and a self-addressed, stamped envelope to student residences.  Only seven parents 

of the 43 responded to the survey.  Only three parents agreed to be interviewed for the 

study.  

Delimitations 

 The students included in this study were limited to those students who were 
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attending the DEGREE program due to mental health issues such as EBD or drop-out 

prevention.  Students placed on homebound due to medical reasons were not included in 

this study.   

Summary 

 This study used a qualitative approach to study the DEGREE program, a program 

implemented to assist students who were on homebound placements, through parent and 

staff surveys, interviews, and student test score data using Stufflebeam’s (2003) CIPP 

model of program evaluation.  The DEGREE program that was studied is a rural North 

Carolina school district’s on-site program that allows students an opportunity to attend a 

school-like setting when they cannot effectively participate in a regular school setting due 

to behavioral issues.  The program is effective in keeping students with EBDs on track 

for graduation.  Students are able to create and maintain positive connections with 

teachers in the program and are more motivated to complete the requirements needed to 

graduate.  Very few students who attend DEGREE at the secondary level are able to 

make the full transition back to their regular home school; however, some students are 

able to make partial transitions back and be successful.  Parents praise the program and 

believe the DEGREE program has had an overall benefit to their student.  Overall, the 

program is effective in meeting the original purpose of the program. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions – Director of Special Education 
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1. What is your title and position? 

2. What role did you play in the designing / implementation of the DEGREE 

program? 

3. What research was completed to determine the model for the program? 

4. What elements of the DEGREE were implemented to specifically address the 

findings of that research? 

5. What was your vision for the DEGREE program during the designing phase? 

6. How has the DEGREE program fit into your original vision? 
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12/11/2018 Teacher Survey

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1TFw9YLBXjLh067YJMghpiIWeZpLdaLP3anVjeCcxPLg/edit 1/3

Teacher Survey

1. How many years of experience do you have in education?

Mark only one oval.

 1-5

 6-10 years

 10-20 years

 20-29 years

 30 or more years

2. As a teacher at DEGREE, I work primarily with the following grade levels:

Mark only one oval.

 K-4

 5-8

 9-12

 All

3. I have worked with the DEGREE program:

Mark only one oval.

 First year

 2-4 years

 5 or more years

4. At the DEGREE program, I primarily teach:

Mark only one oval.

 Math

 Science

 English/Language Arts

 Social Studies

 Behavior Interventions/Social Skills

 All academic classes taught at DEGREE
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Appendix C 

Teacher Interview Questions 
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1. Describe your experience working with students at the DEGREE program. 

2. How do you feel the DEGREE program impacts students in reaching their 

behavioral and academic goals? 

3. How receptive do you feel parents of students at the DEGREE program are? 

4. How frequently do you discuss the behavioral and academic goals and 

interventions with parents of students at the DEGREE program? 

5. What do you feel was the most impactful training and/or preparation you have 

had to prepare to teach students at the DEGREE program? 

6. What additional training, skills, resources, interventions, or supports do you feel 

are needed for teachers at the DEGREE program? 

7. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Parent Survey 
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12/11/2018 Parent Survey

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/16aPuRJ2P4t9e4spK0fH8NDbQbOtZB9vmcxlrZHyTRiM/edit 1/2

Parent Survey

1. My child who attends the DEGREE program is in the following grade span:

Mark only one oval.

 K-4

 5-8

 9-12

2. My child has been in the DEGREE program:

Mark only one oval.

 Less than one

 One to four years

 5 or more years

 Multiple times

3. At the DEGREE program, my child is primarily taught:

Mark only one oval.

 Math

 Science

 English/Language Arts

 Social Studies

 Behavior Interventions/Social Skills

 All academic classes that are taught at DEGREE

4. The primary purpose of the DEGREE program is (Choose one):

Mark only one oval.

 To prepare students for academic success.

 To allow students to learn behavioral skills to be mainstreamed with regular education

teachers.

 To isolate students who pose a threat to other students.

 To keep at-risk students on track to graduate.

5. Overall, do you feel your child has benefitted from attending the DEGREE program.

Mark only one oval.

 Yes

 No
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Appendix E 

Parent Interview Questions 
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1. Describe your experience having a student in the DEGREE program. 

2. How do you feel the DEGREE program prepares students for their academic and 

behavioral goals? 

3. What do the regular schools need to do to support student transition? 

4. What do teachers at DEGREE need to do support students as they transition to 

and from the DEGREE program? 

5. Did teachers at the DEGREE program discuss with you the behavioral and 

academic goals specific to your student? 

6. Did teachers at the DEGREE program discuss with you any strategies or 

interventions that could be helpful at home? 

7. What additional resources, interventions, or supports do you believe need to be 

added to the DEGREE program to help your student be successful? 

8. Overall, do you feel the DEGREE program was beneficial to your student? 

9. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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