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The purpose of this study was to determine the relation-

ship between self-concept and study habits among different 

subgroups of 9th grade at-risk students. The study included 

the administration of two independent measures: The Piers-

Harris Self-Concept Scale and the Survey of Study Habits and 

Attitudes. Other data were self-reported by the students. 

The five subgroups selected in this study were: 

(1) male and female, (2) white and non-white, (3) socioeco-

nomic groups determined by eligibi1ity in the Free/Reduced 

Lunch Program, (4) retained and non-retained students, and 

(5) participants and non-participants in school activities. 

Raw scores from the self-concept scale and study habits 

survey were converted into percentile scores. A correlation 

coefficient was calculated for each subgroup. The signifi-

cance of the two correlation coefficients was tested using 

Fisher's Zr transformation. Of the five hypotheses tested at 

the .05 level, all were rejected. 



Major findings of the study verify other research re-

garding characteristics of at-risk students. Also, more than 

half of the subjects had deficient study habits but only a 

small percentage (19,5V#) had signif icant ly low self-concept 

scores. In addition, at-risk students who participate in 

school activities had higher self-concept scores and study 

habits scores than non-participating at-risk students. 

It was concluded that low self-concept does not appear 

to be as significant a factor of students being at risk as 

does their poor study habits. Recommendations were made to 

encourage school districts to include self-concept and study 

habit evaluations for at-risk students and to involve more 

at-risk students in school activities. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

In 1984, Texas' 68th Legislature passed House Bill 72 

which became known as the 1984 Education Reform Bill. This 

bill initiated major reforms in public education. The 

reforms included a provision for the Texas Department of 

Community Affairs to conduct a study of school dropouts and 

submit a report to the Texas Legislature with recommenda-

tions to alleviate the dropout problem in the state. This 

study was conducted in co1laboration with the Texas Education 

Agency and involved school districts and state-level educa-

tors (Martin 1987). 

In November 1986, the first Texas Dropout Prevention and 

Recovery Conference was held in Austin, Texas. The confei— 

ence was sponsored by the Texas Department of Community 

Affairs in cooperation with the Texas Education Agency. It 

was the first conference of its kind to be sponsored by the 

state of Texas, bringing together S57 persons from education, 

business, Private Industry Councils, Service Delivery Areas, 

state agencies, and community based organizations. The per-

sons assembled had the task of reviewing the results of the 

Texas School Dropout Survey and recommending solutions for 



the dropout and at-risk population in Texas (McQueen 1986b). 

The finished report, The Texas School Dropout Survey, 

was submitted to the Texas State Legislature on 31 December 

1986. The report contained many major findings, including 

the magnitude of the dropout problem, accounting procedures 

and the use of statewide tracking surveys, existing dropout 

prevention programs, the economic impact on the state, and 

probable causes of dropping out (McQueen 1986a). 

Preceding the release of the report, there had been many 

reports describing the educational shortfalls in the state. 

In a report detailing the state's educational system, Harold 

L. Hodgkinson (1986), Senior Fellow of the American Council 

on Education, concluded that many Texas youngsters are at-

risk before they attend school because of poverty, language, 

handicapping conditions, and parents lacking an adequate edu-

cation. 

In 1987, the graduation rate in Texas was 65.1*/.. This 

rate was a full six percentage points below the national 

average of 71.1%. In addition, Texas ranked 43d among the 

nation for high school completions. In 1988, the graduation 

rate increased to 65.3'/. but fell to 44th among the 50 states 

and the District of Columbia (Waters 1989, 1990). Table I 

shows the graduation rate in Texas compared to the U.S. 

average. 



Table I —Texas and National Graduation Rate's 

Texas U. S. Average 

Year Percentage Rank Percentage 

1988 65.3 44 71 . 1 
1987 65. 1 43 71 .7 
1986 64.3 44 71.6 
1985 63.6 43 69.5 

SOURCE: Waters, C. (1989). "America's report card: We're 
still a nation at risk." The Classroom Teacher. 9, 11. 
Adapted from the 1989 State Education Performance Chart and 
Supplement, Office of Planning, Budget and Evaluation, U.S. 
Department of Education. 

In the 1989 State Education Performance Chart and Sup-

plement, U.S. Secretary of Education Laura Cavazos stated: 

I regret to have to report that this year our 
students' performance has been stagnant. The good 
news is that the schools are not worse; the bad 
news is that we also are not making progress. We 
are standing still and the problem is that it's 
been this way for three years in a row. And, 
frankly this situation scares me, and I hope it 
scares you, too (Waters 1989, 11). 

In 1987, the 69th Texas Legislature passed a bill re-

quiring all school districts to identify students who were 

at-risk of dropping out and to develop strategies and in-

tervention procedures aimed at reducing the number of drop-

outs (House Bill 1010 1987). As a result, school districts 

across Texas are developing district approved at-risk plans 

to address the problem. Continuing with the focus of at-risk 



youth and dropouts, the 70th Texas Legislature forwarded 

additional legislation to the Texas State Board of Education 

with the passage of Senate Bills 153 and 1668. The State 

Board of Education is reviewing the requirements of these 

bills for implementation in the 1990-91 school year. Senate 

Bill 152 will require each district to allocate a percentage 

of state compensatory funding to remedial and support pro-

grams for at-risk students if the district's actual dropout 

rate exceeds the state's dropout.rate goal. Senate Bill 1668 

establishes new at-risk criteria for prekindergarten through 

the sixth grade (Senate Bill 1668 1989). 

As reported in the Texas School Dropout Survey, there 

are many factors contributing to the reasons why students 

drop out of school including those associated with the stu-

dent's academic performance, the student's psychological con-

dition, the socioeconomic level of the student, and social/ 

survival reasons with no single factor the sole cause for a 

student to leave school. At-risk youth suffer from educa-

tional problems such as: (a) aliention and isolation within 

the school; <b) basic academic skill deficiencies; (c) in-

ability to focus and maintain attention, retain information, 

and follow directions; <d) lack of study skills; (e) failure 

to meet the demands of the educational system; <f) under-

achievement; (g) high absenteeism; (h) nonparticipation in 

school activities; and (i) failure to begin or complete 



assignments on time. 

The cultural problems of at-risk youth include a lack of 

parental support and understanding. Socially, the at-risk 

student lacks coping skills, problem-solving skills, intei— 

personal skills, and respect for, and ability to relate to 

authority figures. In addition, the at-risk youth suffers 

from a negative self-concept which generates other emotional 

conditions such as a diminished sense of self-worth, external 

locus of control, feelings of incompetence, sense of aliena-

tion and rejection from others, unhappiness, depression, poor 

judgement, desire for immediate gratification, withdrawal, 

nonconformity, and neglect <McLeod 1987). 

According to Turkel (1986), dropouts tend to be students 

with negative attitudes toward school, poor attendance, and 

low achievement levels. Academic performance and attitude can 

most easily be influenced by the home educational environment 

and the school setting (Dolan 1983). 

The psychological condition of the student is an impor-

tant variable in the student's academic and personal success. 

Most at-risk students exhibit low self-esteem (Sarokon 1986). 

School performance is influenced in the way students view 

themselves and in the way they think others view them (Devine 

19B7). 

Improved academic achievement is one of the most impor-

tant products of improved self-esteem (Sarokon 1986). 



Colangelo, Kelly, and Schrepfer <1987) found a relationship 

between poor academic performance and low self-concept. More-

over , it was found that students with low self-concept seem 

to be at-risk for developing numerous problems, includinq 

dropping out of school. 

In general, self-esteem underlies the motivation toward 

educational achievement. Before dropping out of school the 

at-risk student demonstrates a low self-esteem and a sense of 

having lost control of their future (Wehlage, Rutter, and 

Turnbaugh 1987b). Students exhibiting an external locus of 

control are less willing to try again when they meet failure 

(Bracey 1989b). 

Another factor influencing student performance is atti-

tude. Students' attitudes toward school and their percep-

tion of the relevance, or value, of the high school curricula 

to their future are factors generally associated with drop-

outs (Schulz, Toles, and Rice 1987). In fact, a governmental 

survey of school dropout programs revealed that 77*/. of the 

programs listed attitude change as one of their primary goals 

in decreasing the number of students dropping out of school 

(U. S. Government Accounting Office 1987). Attitude not only 

plays a major role in determining the academic success of the 

at-risk student, but the student's overall approach to the 

demands of school is critical to academic success. The 

National Center for Educational Studies found that most 



students believed their poor study habits to be a major fac-

tor in lowering the quality of their schooling (Gay 1986). 

Attitude toward school has an impact on the attendance rate 

of students enrolled in school. In a longitudinal study by 

Barrington and Hendricks, it was found that the number of ab-

sences for dropouts was higher than for graduates for all 

years, beginning in the first grade. Additionally, dropouts 

received many more failing grades than did the graduates. 

There was little difference in the overall intelligence of 

the students and the socioeconomic and educational differen-

ces of the parents were negligible. The authors suggest that 

students do not leave a system which meets their needs; and 

schools fail to meet the needs of dropouts at an early age 

(Bracey 1989c). 

Educational reforms requiring increased academic per-

formance are, at the same time, demanding higher rates in 

attendance, academic performance, and behavioral standards. 

Some critics claim that education reform is on a collision 

course with the reality of borderline students not being 

properly equipped to adjust to the new demands of reform. 

This situation often leads to driving more students out of 

school. Improving the self-concept and attitudes of the 

at-risk student is a challenge that educators will face as 

educational reform continues. To meet this challenge we must 

set high expectations. District of Columbia Superintendent 
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Floretta Dukes McKenzie observes, 

To do well in school, students must think well of 
themselves. High expectations from others are deci-
sive in developing the self-esteem . . . that leads 
to academic success. Success in school is the ulti-
mate answer to the dropout problem (Bruskin 1987, 28). 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem to be investigated in this research project 

was to determine if there is a relationship of self-concept 

to study habits within subgroups of at-risk students. 

Purpose of the Study 

This is a study of the self-concept and study habits of 

st —risk students. This study was conducted to determine the 

relationship of self-concept to study habits within these 

selected subgroups of at-risk students: (1) between male 

and female, (2) between white and non-white, (3) between 

socioeconomic groups, (^) between students who have been 

retained in school and those students who have never been 

retained, and (5) between students who do not participate in 

extracurricular activities, clubs, or organizations and those 

who do participate. 

In addition, the findings of this study can assist edu-

cators in developing intervention and prevention strategies 

designed to reduce the dropout rate. Moreover, this study 

can be helpful in increasing the awareness and understanding 

of at-risk youth. 



Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses was tested in conducting this 

study of at-risk students1 self-concepts and study habits: 

1. The correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of male, at-risk students is significantly different 

from the correlation between self-concept and study habits of 

female, at-risk students at the .05 level. 

2. The correlation between self—concept and study 

habits of non-white, at-risk students is significantly dif-

ferent from the correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of white, at-risk students at the .05 level. 

3. The correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of Free/Reduced Lunch Program at-risk students is 

significantly different from the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of at-risk students who do not 

qualify for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program at the .05 level. 

4. The correlation between self-concept and study ha-

bits of retained at-risk students is significantly different 

from the correlation between self-concept and study habits of 

at-risk students who have not been retained at the .05 level. 

5. The correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of at-risk students not participating in extracurricu-

lar activities, clubs, or organizations is significantly 

different from the correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of at-risk students participating in extracurricu1ar 
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activities, clubs, or organizations at the .05 level. 

Significance of the Study 

House Bill 1010 requires all school districts in Texas 

to identify students at-risk when meeting at least one of the 

following four criteria: (a) the student has been retained 

in an earlier grade; <b) the student is two or more years 

below grade level in mathematics and/or reading based on the 

results of a norm referenced achievement test; <c) the stu-

dent has failed to master any portion of the latest Texas 

Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills Examination, or (d) 

the student has failed two or more courses and will not grad-

uate on time. In addition, districts are required to develop 

annual at-risk plans which detail specific dropout prevention 

and intervention techniques designed to reduce dropout rates. 

To assist local districts in meeting the mandates of House 

Bill 1010, more information is needed regarding educational 

characteristics of at-risk students; primarily self-concept 

and study habits. Additionally, an analysis of the informa-

tion regarding study skills would be valuable in determining 

the extent to which these students possess academic survival 

skills (i.e., note taking, completing assignments, homework, 

test-taking tips) required for success in the classroom. 

With an increased understanding of the at-risk student, crea-

tive approaches can be implemented to assist each student in 

acquiring a positive se1f-concept, a more productive and 
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positive attitude towards school, arid effective study habits 

that increase the opportunity for success. 

Definition of Terms 

At-risk student is a student who meets one or more of 

the eligibility criteria set forth by House Bill 1010 and are 

at-risk of dropping out of school before earning a high school 

d iplorna. 

At-risk Plans are documents prepared by local indepen-

dent school districts in Texas that outline the districts' 

action regarding the identification of at-risk students and 

prevention and/or intervention activities designed to reduce 

the dropout rate. 

Surkburnett High Schooji is a public secondary school in 

Burkburnett, Texas, with an enrollment of between 900 to 950 

students in grades 9 through 12. 

Correlation coefficient, is a statistical technique for 

determining the relationship between two sets of scares that 

have been obtained from the same group of subjects (Mitchell, 

1986). 

Dropout is a student without a high school diploma or 

the equivalent who is absent from public schools for a period 

of 30 or more consecutive days without enrolling during that 

period at another public school or a private or parochial 

school . 

External locus of control is a psychological state 
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in which a person feels that external forces are in control 

of their behavior and destiny. 

Fisher's r to Z transformation is a statistical tech-

nique used to determine the significance of the difference 

between two correlation coefficients for independent samples. 

Free/Reduced Lunch Proaram is a federally funded pro-

gram for economically disadvantaged students whereby meals 

are served to students before school and during lunch at a 

reduced rate or at no cost to the students whose families 

meet federally approved economic criteria. 

House Bill 1010 is legislation enacted by the 69th Texas 

Legislature requiring independent school districts to develop 

and implement programs and strategies to reduce the dropout 

rate. 

Iowa Park High School is a public secondary high school 

in Iowa Park, Texas, with an enrollment of between 525 and 600 

students in grades 9 through 12. 

Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale is an 

inventory of 80 items describing the way a person feels about 

himself or herself. This scale was developed by Ellen V. 

Piers and Dale B. Harris to yield a total self-concept score 

and six cluster scores. 

Self-concept refers to the cognitive awareness people 

have about the self at any given instance in time — a 

private mental image of ourselves, a collection of beliefs 
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about the kind of person we are (Hamachek, 1988). 

Senate Bill 155 is legislation enacted by the Texas 70th 

Legislature requiring local school districts to allocate com-

pensatory education funds for remedial and support programs 

for at—risk students when a district's actual dropout rate 

exceeds the state's dropout rate goal. 

Senate Bill 1668 is legislation enacted by the Texas 

70th Legislature establishing new at—risk criteria for pre— 

kindergarten through grade six. 

Survey of Study Habits and Attitudes is a measure of 

study methods, motivation for studying, and attitudes toward 

scholastic activities. The survey was developed by William 

F. Brown and Wayne H. Holtzman. 

Texas Educational Assessment of Minimal Skills is a 

statewide minimal competency testing program mandated by 

House Bill 72. Students must master all portions of the exit 

level examination, including language arts and mathematics 

in order to receive a high school diploma. 

Texas School Dropout Survey is a report, authorized by 

House Bill 72, submitted to the 69th Texas Legislature that 

led to the formulation of House Bill 1010. 

Wichita Falls High School is a public secondary school 

in Wichita Falls, Texas, with an enrollment of between 1150 to 

1250 students in grades 9 through 18. 

Wichita Falls Hirschi High School is a public secondary 
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school in Wichita Falls, Texas, with an enrollment of between 

900 to 975 students in grades 9 through 12. 

Wichita Falls Rider High School is a public secondary 

school in Wichita Falls, Texas, with an enrollment o"f between 

2150 to 2300 students in grades 9 through 12. 

De1im i tat ions 

The following delimitations apply to this study: 

1. This study includes students meeting one or more of 

the state approved at-risk criteria and included on the 

school district's at-risk list. 

2. This study includes ninth grade at-risk students at 

Burkburnett High School. Iowa Park High School, Wichita Falls 

High School, Wichita Falls Hirschi High School, and Wichita 

Falls Rider High School. 

3. This study includes students with permission from 

their legal parent or guardian to participate in the study. 

This study includes only those students completing 

the Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale and the Survey 

of Study Habits and Attitudes. 

Basic Assumptions 

The following assumptions are made in this study. 

1. The sample includes all gender, ethnic, and socio-

economic student groups in similar proportions to the at-risk 

population of each high school represented in the study. 
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5. All students in the sample completed the Piers-Harris 

Children's Self-Concept Scale and the Survey of Study Habits 

and Attitudes in a manner that provides valid results. 

3. All additional student information in the sample was 

correctly reported by each student. 



CHAPTER II 

SYNTHESIS OF LITERATURE 

This chapter presents a summary of the literature and 

research regarding at-risk students. The chapter is divided 

into five sections focusing upon the aspects of at-risk stu-

dents: (1) at-risk students: a national priority; (2) at-

risk students: the Texas focus; <3) characteristics of at-

risk youth; (4) at-risk students and self-concept; and 

(5) at-risk students: study habits and attitudes. 

At-risk Students: A National Priority 

The problem of school dropouts, the plight of the at-

risk student, and the impact on education and economic growth 

has been well-documented in the last decade. Dropouts and 

at-risk students have achieved an unprecedented urgency at 

national, state, and local levels. The significance given to 

the issue may reflect the increasing educational needs of our 

society rather than a dramatic increase in the rate of stu-

dents dropping out of school. With the trend of a services 

and technological-based economy continuing through the 90s, 

the typical job will require the worker to possess a higher 

level of proficiency (Cardenas, Robledo, and Supik 1986). 

In the 1990s, the configuration of the world will change 

16 
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dramatically. By the turn of the century, the United States 

could well be the number three world power behind Western 

Europe and the southeastern countries headed by Japan. To 

qualify for work in the new global economy, the young person 

of £001 will need a global perspective and an intimate know-

ledge of what the world is really like outside the United 

States (Harris 1989). 

According to Lauro F. Cavazos, U. S. Secretary of Edu-

cation, 27 million citizens are functionally illiterate and 

another 40 to 60 million are marginally illiterate (Cavazos, 

1989). For the nation, the cost of dropouts is reflected in 

higher welfare expenditures, lost tax revenues, and increased 

crime and crime prevention costs. Figure I data indicates 

dropouts had lower hourly earnings than high school graduates 

not enrolled in college. The annual earnings at the differ-

ent educational levels provide an insight to the kind of 

employment associated with each level. High school graduates 

are more likely to be in jobs with varied tasks, to have in-

dependent work opportunities, and to feel the job is 

important. 
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Figure I — M e d i a n Income of Hen and Women Age P5 and Over 
(198^) 

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

1 - 3 YRS HIGH SCHOOL 
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1 - 3 YEARS COLLEGE 

4 Sc MORE YRS COLLEGE 

f///i 

SEX 
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MEN 

f///////////i 
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THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS 
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SOURCE : Ga i ner , Ul. J • (1987 ) School Dropout Programs , 
U.S. General Accounting Office, Washington D.C: Government 
Printing Office. Adapted from table 7, Current Population 
Reports, Series P—60, No. 149, Money Income and Poverty 
Status of Families and Persons in the United States; 1984-, 
Bureau of the Census, 1986. 

Nationally, slightly less than three-quarters of all 18 

and 19 year-olds have completed high school. Table II shows 

the completion rates from 1974 to 1985 using Bureau of the 

Census and Center for Statistic data. During the twelve year 

period, the annual completion rate was relatively uniform 

with a range of 72 V» to 74. b*A (Bureau of the Census data) and 

a range of 71.9'/. to 75.7V. (Center for Statistics data). 
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Table II —High School Completion Rates 

Percent completing high school 

Year 
Bureau of 
the Census 1 

Center for 
Statistics2 

1974 73.4 75.7 
1975 73.7 74.7 
1976 73. 1 75. 1 
1977 72.9 74.7 
1978 73.5 73.7 
1979 72.8 72.6 
1980 73.7 71 .9 
1981 72.5 72. 1 
1982 72.0 72.8 
1983 72.7 73.9 
1984 73.3 " 74. 1 
1985 74.6 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 
Current Population Reports, Series P-20.School Enrollment— 
Social and Economic Characteristics of Students: October 
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 
Statistics. The Condition of Education and Digest of 
Education Statistics. 

- Not available 
1 
Proportion of 18-and 19-year-olds who have completed high 

schoo1 . 
2 

Public high school graduates as a proportion of public 
school 9th graders three years earlier. 

High school completion rates have improved since 1982. 

In fact, completion rates have increased substantially since 

World War II (Pallas 1987). Not only has there been an in-

crease in the number of students graduating from high school 

within the past decade and since the period following World 
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War II, there have been significant increases in the gradua-

tion rate since the turn of the century. In 1900, only 6% of 

the appropriate age group graduated from high school for a 

94*% dropout rate. In the 1920s, only half of our young peo-

ple even entered high school. Of the half entering high 

school, only half of those students received a diploma for a 

25% completion rate or a 75% dropout rate. In 1950, the 

dropout rate was 41%, In 1989, the estimates ranged from 14% 

to 27% (Woodring 1989). Additionally, figures from the 1980 

Census revealed that graduation rates for black students have 

risen steadily since 1973. For Hispanics, the broad trend 

indicates a steady increase of graduation rates from 1972 to 

1984. Dropout rates may have risen sharply in some places 

simply because the proportion of mimor i ty students has in-

creased, rather than because minorities are dropping out in 

dramatically higher numbers (Ralph 1989). 

Figure II displays the dropout rates by race during 

the period 1979 to 1982. During that period, the dropout 

rate increased for blacks and Hispanics then leveled off to 

35% for Hispanics and 23% for blacks. White student dropouts 

decreased slightly to 15% in 1979 to 12% in 1982. 
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Figure II —-Dropout Rates for Selected Age Groupings (1979 to 
19BS). 

S-? 20 

1 8 YRS 19 Y R S 2 0 Y R S 

AGE GROUP 
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SOURCE: National Longitudinal Surveys of Labor Market 
Experience, adapted from table 6.6 in Pathways to the 
Future, Vol. IV, A Report on the National Longitudinal 
Surveys of Youth Labor Market Experience in 1985. Center 
far Human Resource Research, Ohio State University, 
Revised April 1984. 

Pallas (1987) reports that dropout rates vary consider-

ably across schools, communities, and population groups. In 

1983, The U.S. Department of Education reported: (a) stu-

dents in urban areas are more likely to drop out than those 

in rural and suburban areas; <b) students in public schools 

drop out more than those in Catholic schools; (c) blacks and 

Hispanics are more likely to drop out than whites; (d) males 
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are more likely to leave school before completing school than 

•females; and (e) students from lower socioeconomic back-

grounds are more likely to drop out than their socioeconomic 

counterparts (Hahn 1987). In addition, the March 1990 issue 

of Women's Educational Equity Act Publishing Center Digest, 

estimates well over two million girls and women between the 

ages of 14 and 24 are high school dropouts (Posner 1990). 

Regionally, the Southwest suffers the highest dropout 

rate (21*/.), while the rate in the Northeast is at 18'/., 11'/. in 

the Southeast, and a low of 9'/, in the Northwest. In the Mid-

w e st» where student bodies are more homogeneous and where 

there are smaller classes, the dropout rate is below nine 

percent (Hahn 1987). 

Table III provides dropout rate information for 1980 

high school sophomores by sex and selected background charac-

teristics. According to the table, males drop out at a 

higher rate than do females. American Indians and Alaskan 

natives drop out at a rate much higher than their ethnic 

counterparts. Low-income students dropout at a rate three 

times that of high-income students. Urban students drop out 

at a rate that is 50*/. higher than do students living in rural 

areas. Students living in the Western portion of the U.S. 

have a 47'/, higher rate than students living in the Northeast-

e r n portion of the country. In addition, dropouts are more 

prevalent in public education at a rate that is 530'/, higher 
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than students in Catholic schools. Students enrolled in a 

vocational/technical curriculum are almost four times as 

likely to drop out of school than students pursuing an aca-

demic track. 

Table III —Dropout Rates for 1980 High School Sophomores 

Background characteristics 
Percentage dropout rate 
Total Male Female 

All students 

Race/ethnicity 
American Indian/Alaskan native 
Hispanic 
Black 
Wh i te 
As i an 

Socioeconomic status 
High 
Middle 
Low 
Unknown 

Community type 
Urban 
Suburban 
Rural 

Geographic region 
Nor theast 
North Central 
South 
West 

School type 
Pub lie 
Cathol ic 
Other private 

13.6 

29.2 
18.0 
17.0 
15.a 
3. 1 

5.2 
9.0 

17.4 
31 .6 

18, 
11 

9 
8 

12.8 

1 1 . 
1 2 , 
15. 

3 
0 
2 

16 .6 

14.5 
2.3 

14.7 

27.2 
18.1 
20.3 
13.0 
3.5 

7.0 
9.6 

17.6 
32.3 

20.8 
12.5 
13.6 

13. 
1 2 , 
16 . 
17, 

15. 
3, 

4 
2 
4 
0 

5 
2 

12.6 

31 .8 
18.0 
14. 1 
11.5 
2.7 

3.2 
8.3 

17. 1 
30.9 

17.0 
11.0 
1 2 . 0 

9.0 
11.7 
14.0 
16.3 

13.6 
1 .6 
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Table III —Continued. 

Background characteristics Percentage dropout rate 
Total Male Female 

High school program 
Academic 
General 
Vocat ional/technica1 

4.0 
12.9 
15.1 

4.5 
12.7 
16.9 

3.6 
13.0 
13.2 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics (1983), High School Dropouts; Des-
criptive Information from High School and Beyond, NCES 83-
221 b. 

- Estimates not presented because of small sample size and 
high nonresponse in the base-year sample. 

Even though more students are completing their education 

than ever before, a problem still exists in our schools. The 

National Board of Inquiry into Schools reports at least eight 

million young people out of the 40 million in our public 

schools are not given adequate attention. Many schools in 

effect push out students who might be failing, who are 

ready to drop out, or who are disruptive in some way. In 

fact, a variety of teaching and disciplinary actions, such as 

suspension, discourage at risk students from attending schools 

(Gay 1986). It is estimated by the year 2000, one-third of 

our children will be at-risk (Cavazos 1989). 

The loss of income among non-completers is another fac-

tor magnifying the problems associated with students leaving 

school early. The United States Government Accounting Office 

(1986) estimated the median income in 1984 for men and women 
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age twenty five and over was approximately $19,000 per year, 

compared to an annual income of $13,000 for those who did not 

complete high school (see Figure I). 

Dropouts have an unemployment rate more than double that 

of high school graduates and constitute a substantial percen-

tage of the long-term unemployed. High school dropouts earn, 

on the average, only 70'/. of what graduates earn. Those who 

drop out before high school earn only 4-0 percent of what 

graduates earn. Female dropouts suffer a double disadvantage 

in a job market where the struggle for women's equity is far 

from complete. A female dropout earns, on the average, only 

50 cents for every dollar earned by a man with the same level 

of education (Posner 1990). 

At-risk Students: The Texas Focus 

Texas has experienced a change in the composition of its 

labor force, from petroleum and agriculture to a technologi-

cal and service oriented economy. The Texas Department of 

Community Affairs projected in 1986 that the state's economy 

would continue to grow at a rate of E1.8% through 1990, while 

technological intensive occupations would grow by 32'/. during 

the same period. 

In 1986, The Texas School Dropout Survey Project revealed 

the following major findings: (a) the dropout rate for 1985-

1986 was 33*/»; (b) three out of 10 Texas dropouts had completed 

fewer than nine years of school when they dropped out; <c) the 
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dropout rate among females ranged from a low of 26'/. for whites 

to 4-3 V, for Hispanics; (d) dropout rates differed markedly for 

the three major ethnic groups, 27V. for whites, 3V/. for blacks, 

and 45% for Hispanics; (e) Hispanic youth, ages 16 to 19, were 

twice as likely to leave school prior to completion of their 

education as their white counterparts; and (f) the dropout 

problem in Texas costs $17.12 billion each year in foregone 

income, lost tax revenues, welfare costs, crime and incarcera-

tion costs, unemployment insurance and placement, and adult 

training and education (Cardenas et. al. 1986). 

Table IV shows the projected loss of personal earnings 

and loss of state taxes due to the projected attrition rate 

among 1982-83 9th grade students. According to this data, an 

estimated 86,000 9th graders would drop out of school before 

completion at a cost of $16,893 billion. 
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Table IV Projected Total Earnings and Tax Losses to Texas. 

Sex 

Estimated Individual 
Number of Lost Earnings 
Dropouts (Adjusted) 

Total Lost 
Earnings 

Male 45,344 $241,630 $10,955 billion 

Fema1e 40,656 $146,893 $ 5.938 billion 

Total gross earnings lost: $16.893 billion 

Approximate loss of tax 
revenues assuming all taxes 
represent 30 percent of 
i ncome: $ 5.068 billion 

Estimated net lost earnings 
(1ess taxes): $11.825 billion 

TOTAL LOST EARNINGS AND 
TAXES: $16,893 billion 

SOURCE: Cardenas, J. A., et. a 1. Texas School Dropout 
Survey Project; A Summary of Findings. Intercu1tura 1 
Development Research Association, Center for the Prevention 
and Recovery of Dropouts, 1986, Table 2.1. 

It is estimated that of the 60,000 junior high and high 

school students enrolled in the Dallas Independent School 

District, as many as 5,000 will drop out before completing a 

high school education. Further, one-third of Dallas resi-

dents lack a high school education. In Dallas schools, one 

of every twelve students in the seventh to twelfth grades is 

expected to drop out. In Texas, one of every three students 

drops out before earning a high school diploma (Quintanilla 

1989). 
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Texas State. Senator Gonzalo Barrientos, co-chair of the 

Joint Special Interim Committee of High School Dropouts, in-

dicated that "90% of the people in our prisons never finished 

school and about 70'/. of the people on welfare never finished 

school" in the committee's meeting held on January 10, 1989. 

(Mauro 1989, 169). In the same meeting, State Representative 

Ernestine Glossbrenner, co-chair of the committee, added that 

the dropout rate is not "just a school problem . . . but a 

parental problem . . . and a community problem" (Bender 1989, 

31 ) . 

Texas has the largest per capita prison population of any 

state in the nation today. According to the Texas Department 

of Commerce, the state's population will grow from the present 

17 million to 29 million by the year 2025. As the prison pop-

ulation continues to grow, we must address the number of youth 

leaving school each year. Many of these former students enter 

the criminal culture and ultimately are condemned to crowded 

state prisons. Comparisons indicate that it cost $1^,600 per 

year to keep an inmate in prison while it costs only $3,600 a 

year to keep a child in school (Mauro 1988). 

Characteristics of At-risk Youth 

There are many reasons students decide to leave school 

before receiving a high school diploma. Pallas (1987) in-

dicated poor academic performance to be the best predictor of 

potential dropouts. Likewise, Andrew Hahn (1989, 258) agrees 
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by stating, "the most common reason for leaving school is 

poor academic performance." However, according to Hahn, 

"many dropouts who give the reason for leaving school as 

'poor grades' may really mean 'school wasn't for me'." 

Pallas states that delinquent, rebellious, or truant students 

drop out of school at a higher rate than other students. 

Pallas states that the reasons can be grouped into three 

categories: academic performance, social adjustment, and 

early transition into adulthood (teenage pregnancy, contri-

buting to the family income, employment, and marriage). Some 

students entering the labor force early have little knowledge 

of the impact a job will have on their school performance. 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress reports that 

student employment does not take a toll on the student's pen— 

formance and attendance until the working hours become more 

than 25 hours per week (Mihalik 1990). 

Retention, an educational practice that has been the 

focus of many studies, has an influence on the student's de-

cision to drop out. In a study conducted in one school dis-

trict in Cincinnati, Ohio, up to 80*/. of the dropouts had been 

retained at least once while 16*/. of the dropouts had been re-

tained two or more times. The study further determined the 

probability of graduating decreased to 41'/. for students who 

were retained once and less than 19*/. for students retained 

twice. Three retentions made it virtually certain the 
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student would riot graduate since a small percentage of grad-

uates (.1%) were three years overage at graduation. The same 

study also found retention in grades 9-12 appeared to have a 

stronger influence on dropping out than retention at the ele-

mentary school level. In the area of academic performance, 

course grades were a much better predictor of students at-

risk than achievement test scores. Poor attendance, it was 

found, was a good short-term predictor of course failure and 

leaving school (Gastright 1989). 

A study conducted in the Chicago Public Schools found 

two factors were used to predict a high school's dropout 

rate. The number of overage students and the number of 

entering freshmen reading below grade level were found to 

provide a reliable projection of the number of dropouts each 

school year (Gruskin and Campbell 1987). 

In addition to schoo1-re1ated problems, most dropouts 

and at-risk students have encountered, the myriad of social, 

economic, and environmental factors are continually exerting 

force on the youth to leave school. Gruskin and Campbell 

<1987, 5) stated "poverty is the most overwhelming demo-

graphic predictor of who will drop out." Further, they 

concluded "when socioeconomic factors are controlled, the 

differences across racial, ethnic, geographic, and other dem-

ographic lines blur." Orr (1987) adds that students least 

prepared economically and educationally are the most likelv 
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to drop out. Further, 22 percent of students from low-income 

families, but only 7 percent of those from high-income fami-

lies;, drop out of school. 

Gerald W. Bracey, Director of Research and Evaluation, 

Cherry Creek School District of Englewood, Colorado, found 

that mobility from one school district to another affected 

the rate of school completion. Also, graduation rates were 

as high as 95% for non-movers; for students moving once the 

rate was 68%; for those who had moved twice, 56%; and for 

those moving three times, only 30%. Additionally, the 

effects of moving were strongest between grades seven and 

nine. During those years, the graduation rate was at 72% for 

non-movers but 32% for those moving to another school during 

that period. By comparing the frequency of moving with test 

scores, Bracey found that students in the ninth stanine, who 

had routinely transferred more than twice, dropped out before 

graduation. This study concluded stability to be a very im-

portant factor in the educational process, even more impor-

tant than reading or math achievement test scores. It was 

fur the* recommended for educators and parents to reconsider 

the wisdom of transfers and provide more care to students who 

do transfer (Bracey 1989). 

As the Texas Legislature investigates creative solutions 

to the state s educational funding dilemma, one of the propo-

sals is to allow parents to choose schools within their own 
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district for their children to attend. A recent study con-

ducted by Moore and Davenport (19B9) suggests that choice op-

tions operate to the detriment of at-risk students. Further, 

they conclude that options of choice in high schools can ben-

efit students at-risk only if there are careful controls. 

Dropouts and at-risk students are influenced by a number 

of external factors having a critical effect on students re-

maining in and completing high school. How much of a part 

each factor plays is unclear and usually depends on the in-

dividual student since every situation is different. A key 

ingredient in solving the problem of dropouts and at-risk 

students is for educators to be aware of the kinds of exter-

nal forces leading most at—risk students from being in school 

to being out of school; for many of the external forces are 

controllable and therefore may lead to developing effective 

prevention strategies. 

Table V shows a number of reasons for dropping out of 

school given by sophomore students in 1980. As evidenced in 

the table, there were many reasons given by male students 

that were schoo1-re1ated whereas the female students indica-

ted the reasons to be family-related. Males reported employ-

ment reasons at a rate 145'/. more than the female dropouts. 
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Table V —Reasons for Dropping Out 

Reasons Male Female 

Percentage 

Schoo1-re 1ated: 
Expelled or suspended 13 5 
Had poor grades 36 30 
School was not for me 35 31 
School ground too dangerous 3 2 
Did not get into desired 

program 8 5 
Could not get along with 

teachers 21 10 

Family related: 
Married or planned to marry 7 31 
Was pregnant - 33 
Had to support family 14- u, 

Peer-re 1ated: 
Friends were dropping out 7 2 
Could not get along with 

students 5 6 

Health-related: 
Illness or disability 5 7 

Other: 
Offered job and chose to work 27 11 
Wanted to enter military 7 1 
Moved too far from school 2 5 
Wanted to travel 7 7 

SOURCE: Gainer, W. J. School Dropout Programs. U.S. Gen-
eral Accounting Office (Washington, D.C.: Government Print-
ing Office, 1987, 1 -4-) , adapted from a table from Table 8, 
High School Dropouts: A National Concern, by Samuel S. 
Peng, National Center for Education Statistics, March 1985. 

Sample: A total of 2,289 dropouts from among more than 
30,000 sophomores in 1980 from 1,150 high schools in the 
United States. Some students reported more than one reason. 
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At-risk Students and Self-Concept 

Self-concept is the sum of who we know ourselves to be 

when we privately reflect on our behaviors, successes, fail-

ures, and strengths. The way we feel about ourselves is in-

fluenced by the amount of power and influence we successfully 

exert over events and people (Bradshaw 1983). According to 

Bradshaw, there are four sources of self-concept: (a) evi-

dence of increasing personal power, control, and influence 

over events significant to us as individuals, (b) visible 

achievement and accomplishment of goals and objectives, par-

ticularly goals we have established for ourselves, (c) a 

clear sense of being valued and cared about as a worthwhile 

human being, and <d) opportunities and permission to behave 

in ways congruent with deeply held value and belief systems. 

Self-concept is at least potentially available from any or 

all of these sources according to Bradshaw. 

There are many definitions of self-concept. In fact, 

the term self-concept is used interchangeably with other 

terms to describe the way a person feels or perceives himself 

or herself to be. Terms used interchangeably are self-image 

self-esteem, and self-respect. Most authors, in describing 

self-perception, chose the term self-esteem instead of self-

concept. William James described self-esteem by stating, 

"the greater the person's success in achieving whatever it is 

that they desire, the higher the self-esteem" (James 1910, 
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310). According to James, self—esteem can be increased not 

only by further successes but also by diminishing our aspira-

tions and ambitions, or lowering our standards in some way. 

A similar definition, is proposed by Arthur Cohen: "Self-

esteem, then, may be defined as the degree of correspondence 

between an individual's ideal and actual concepts of himself" 

(Cohen 1968, 383). Sigmund Freud used the term self—regard 

to describe self-esteem when he stated, 

Part of the self-regard is primary, the residue of 
childish narcissim; another part arises out of such 
omnipotence as experience corroborates <the fulfill-
ment of the ego-ideal), while a third part proceeds 
f<-om gratification of object-libido (Freud 1957, p. 
1S1 ) . 

Freud's follower Otto Fenichel defined self-esteem as the de-

gree to which an individual feels he is fulfilling all his 

desires (Fenichel 1945). Psychoanalyst Edith Jacobson des-

cribed self-esteem as the degree to which actual self-image 

matches ideal self-image (Jacobson 1964). Another author, 

Stanley Coopersmith, sees self-esteem as a personal judgement 

of worthiness expressed in the attitudes the individual holds 

towards himself (Coopersmith 1957). Howard Kaplan states 

that self-esteem is the need of persons to maximize the ex-

perience of positive se1f-attitudes or self-feelings and to 

minimize the experience of negative self-attitudes or self-

feelings (Kaplan 1976). 

This sampling of self-esteem is enough to reveal the 

common thread a sense of personal worth. However, persons 
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may have a high self-esteem in one aspect of their lives and 

a low self-esteem in another aspect. Having a high self-

esteem is what life is all about. High self-esteem is the 

basis for a goad personality and effective social function-

ing. High self-esteem is mental health. High self-esteem is 

happiness. As Briggs states in Your Child's Self-Esteem. 

"self-esteem is the mainspring that slates every child for 

success or failure as a human being" (Briggs 1975, 24-). 

From an emotional and behavioral standpoint, youths at-

risk are usually identified by the outward signs of distress 

and failure, such as alcohol and drug abuse, unwed pregnancy, 

attempted suicide, crime and delinquency, and truancy from 

school (Ralph 1989). From these outward signs, we can 

develop a somewhat d ifferent view of the dropout and at—r i sk 

student. The view reveals that the students' low expectation 

of receiving either good schooling or good grades often ac-

counts for their leaving school. Before dropping out, the 

at-risk students demonstrate low self-esteem and a sense of 

having lost control of their futures. They perceive that 

teachers do not show much interest in them and feel that the 

school's disciplinary system is neither very effective nor 

fair (Wehlage, Rutter, and Turnbaugh 1986). Most at-risk 

students view school as a threatening place and are distrust-

ful of adults and will avoid school if at all possible 

(Conrath 1986). According to Barber and McClellan (1987), 
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the classic dropout exhibits a poor attitude towards school, 

is likely failing arid behind in academic progress, and is 

probably male. This prevailing attitude and lack of confi-

dence in academic tasks reinforce the at-risk student's per-

ception of self. 

Student self-esteem is seen today as the most important 

variable in the academic and personal success of students. 

In fact, several state assessment programs include student 

self-esteem as an important student goal among the academic 

goals (Sarokon 1986). In 1987, Santrock outlined several 

indicators of a negative self-concept including: (a) putting 

down others by teasing, name calling, or gossiping; (b) giv-

ing excuses for failures; <c) bragging excessively about 

abilities, achievements, skills, or appearance; (d) verbally 

putting self down; <e) speaking too loudly; <f) failing to 

express views or opinions, especially when asked; and 

(g) assuming a submissive stance. 

Central to the notion of improving a student's self-

esteem is the understanding of the condition called locus of 

control. Bracey (1989), from examining a study conducted by 

Beverly Payne and David Payne in the January, 19B9, issue of 

Psychology in the Schools, concluded that, in general, stu-

dents tend to move toward more internal control as they get 

older, which is consistent with other experiments. This 

feeling of "not being in control" often leads the at-risk 



38 

youth to experience "feelings of helplessness and hopeless-

ness. An ambivalent attitude towards education and learn-

ing often becomes the prevailing perception of the at-risk 

youth. In time, the students drop out of school because 

they feel they cannot get along in their school. They feel 

alienated and see themselves as being on the other side of 

the fence (DeBlois 1989). 

Even gifted students, because of their personal high 

expectations, can have an overly demanding image of self. 

Because of special interests not always relevant to peers, 

bright students may have the feeling of alienation. Among 

the highly gifted there is a greater tendancy to suffer from 

emotional instability when a discrepancy occurs between ideal 

self-aspirations, unrealistic goals and low self-esteem. For 

these gifted young persons who are at high risk and lack nec-

essary coping skills, suicide or some self-inflicted injury 

may be the only escape from their internal feeling of hope-

lessness, depression, and inner disintegration. Educators 

and guidance counselors generally are unaware that gifted 

adolescents are often unsure of their personal identities or 

ability to interact properly with others (Leroux 1986). 

Numerous investigators have observed a positive correla-

tion between self-concept and achievement. Lecky <1945) was 

one of the first investigators to relate self—concept to 

school achievement. Brookover (1964) noted a significant 
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relationship between self-concept of ability and grade point 

average. Bruck and Bodwin (1962) and Shaw and Alves (1963), 

also found a positive relationship between self-concept and 

education problems. Katz (1967b, 1976) in studies of black 

elementary school children, observed academically unsuccess-

ful boys were more critical and less positive in overall 

self-evaluations than academically successful boys. Katz 

concluded students who feel they will not perform adequately 

have internalized the negative expectations they think others 

have of them. These studies confirm a positive relationship 

between self-concept and achievement. Children who come to 

school lacking in confidence and, in reality, are capable 

cognitively, often reveal their feelings of inadequacy bv 

being defensive, anxious, and unwilling to try new activi-

ties. This should be a danger signal to educators, because 

these behaviors could lead to academic and social failure, 

regardless of the true ability of the child (Samuels 1977). 

Sarokon (1986) found administrators can take steps to 

improve self-esteem among their students. The first step is 

to make the improvement of student self-esteem a priority of 

other administrators and of the faculty and staff. At the 

same time, the administrators can emphasize the importance of 

positive staff attitudes. To improve student self-esteem the 

administrator can establish programs to improve communication 

within the school, to encourage participation within the 
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extracurricular activities, and to create positive relation-

ships among the participants. A study conducted by Barrett 

and Connon (1986) revealed that certain personality types 

have a direct relationship to participation in school activi-

ties and student achievement. To improve academic achieve-

ment, the authors recommended an examination of the types of 

activities offered by the school. Educators should recognize 

participation in activities often leads to increased achieve-

ment. As academic achievement improves, the likelihood of an 

improved attitude and self-image also increases. In schools 

that practice building self-esteem, the goals are to provide 

positive relationships among students and staff, which result 

in increased student motivation, self-esteem, achievement, 

and success <Grossnickle 1986). 

At-risk Students; Study Habits and Attitudes 

Thinking of human existence as a continuum ranging from 

good to bad, at-riskness shows up on only one-half of that 

continuum. The negative end of the continuum tends in the 

direction of maladjustment, unhappiness, low self-esteem, low 

achievement, and antisocial behavior. At-riskness begins at 

the middle of the continuum and extends to antisocial or even 

death oriented behavior. It covers problems ranging from 

discouragement over failing to completing homework assign-

ments, assignments, through missing classes and using drugs, 
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all the way to drug addiction, depression, and suicide 

(Frymier and Gansneder 1989). 

Indeed, the classic dropout exhibits a poor attitude 

toward school and is likely failing and behind in academic 

progress (Barber and McClellan 1987). In a survey of school 

dropout programs across the nation, the U.S. General Account-

ing Office (1987) found most local school administrators 

indicating one of the primary objectives of their programs is 

to improve student attitude toward school. 

In a study concerning the motivation to learn, it was 

found students are willing to learn through (a) hope for 

success, out of the need for academic achievement and competi-

tion; (b> fear of failure, out of the need for success but 

with doubts from external motivation; or (c) personal inter-

est, out of the need for some vocational or career gain. 

Some students, however, are non-motivated. With these non-

achieving students, progess is minimal and the learning is 

difficult (Serma 1989). 

Atkinson (1964) and Atkinson and Feather (1966) proposed 

there is a tendency to succeed or not to succeed resulting 

from the positive or negative effects of several factors: 

fear of failure, perceived probability of success, the incen-

tive value of the task, and intrinsic positive motives. Epps 

(1970) felt the fear of failure and the perceived probability 

of success were related to self-esteem, since low self-esteem 
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may be symptomatic of both fear-of-failure tendencies and 

perceived low probability of success in a valued domain. The 

fear of failure-oriented person would avoid competition and 

evaluation for failure would be very painful. 

A student with low self-esteem would be less confident, 

would approach new tasks cautiously, and would be likely to be 

less persistent in meeting academic demands (Samuels 1977), 

Katahn (1966) found students with high ability performing 

better when they were anxious, while those with average or 

below average scores performed worse. 

At-risk students enter the educational setting with a 

lower self-concept than the average student. Additiona11y, 

the at-risk student is ill-equipped with the proper study 

habits and attitudes to effectively manage the learning 

environment to insure adequate success. As a result, perfor-

mance is mediocre at best. Programs designed to increase the 

at-risk student's academic skills, along with developing 

effective study habits and attitudes, can provide an oppor-

tunity for academic success. 

Schulz, Toles, and Rice, <1987) recommend dropout pre-

vention policies to include provisions to increase a student 

reading achievement before entry into high school without re-

tention and promoting the entry of students into high school 

at an earlier age. Pallas <1987) suggests early identifica-

tion of potential dropouts, services to at-risk youngsters in 
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the early grades, and more flexible high school programs to 

decrease the dropout rate. Flexible dropout programs include 

combining school with work experience or childbearing and 

programs allowing more flexible use of time, perhaps by 

lengthening the stay in high school in order to graduate. 

Absenteeism is another factor which identifies the at-

risk student and is a characteristic of many dropouts. Each 

school day, 2,500,000 students are absent from school. It is 

common for many secondary students to miss twenty to ninety 

days of school in an academic year. Absenteeism has been 

found to increase as students progress through high school 

and in the first three years of high school, girls have 

higher rates of absenteeism than boys. Further, it was found 

students in a college preparatory curriculum are present more 

often than students in vocational, general, or business pro-

grams. In addition, students enrolled in a variety of cur-

ricular activities will generally be in attendance more often 

than students who are nonparticipants (Rood 1989). 

Successful dropout programs begin with realistic expec-

tations. Students with better academic skills probably cope 

better in school, are less likely to drop out, and are more 

committed to learning. Simply improving academic skills will 

not eliminate the dropout problem. Invoking penalties 

without changing the compulsory attendance laws or improving 

the schooling offered is a misguided approach. Punitive 
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measures to lower high school dropout rates make no sense. 

Most of the dropout prevention programs intended to keep 

youth in school will result in nothing but a meaningless 

diploma (Ralph 1989). 

In summary, the magnitude of the dropout problem in the 

state of Texas and across the nation has been well documen-

ted. Additionally, there have been many studies conducted to 

determine the reasons why students drop out of school. In 

reaction to the problem, many creative approaches have been 

developed for early identification of potential dropouts, for 

early intervention, and for dropout prevention. In a major-

ity of the research, attention has focused on the self-

concept and attitude of the at-risk youth. Improving the 

self-concept of the at-risk youth while providing necessary 

coping skills for school success appears to be important in-

gredients to be included in an effective dropout intervention 

and prevention program. 



CHAPTER 11 I 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

This study used a correlational research design with two 

dependent variables: self-concept and study habits of at-risk 

students. Subgroups in the sample included: <1) male and 

female at-risk students; <2) ethnic groups classified as 

white and non-white; (3) socioeconomic groups classified as 

at-risk students qualifying for the free/reduced lunch pro-

gram and at-risk students not qualifying for the free/reduced 

lunch program; <4) at-risk students retained in an earlier 

grade and at-risk students never retained; and, (5) at-risk 

students participating in extracurricular activities, clubs, 

or organizations and at-risk students not participating in 

extracurricular activities, clubs, or organizations. 

The dependent variables were measured by the Piers-

Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale and the Survey of Study 

Habits and Attitudes. A correlation coefficient was calcula-

ted to determine the relationship between the two dependent 

variables. Fisher's r to 2 transformation technique was 

applied to determine the level of significance between the 

subgroups. 

45 
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I instrument at ion 

The instruments used in this study were the Piers-Harris 

Children's Self-Concept Scale, "The Way I Feel About Myself," 

by Ellen V. Piers and Dale B. Harris and the Survey of Study 

Habits and Attitudes by William F. Brown and Wayne H. Holtz-

man. The Piers—Harris scale is an inventory of 80 declara-

tive statements. The statements are written on a third grade 

level, are answered with a "yes" or "no," and can be admin-

istered to students in grades 4 through 12. The self-concept 

scale yields a total score and six cluster scores including: 

(a) behavior; (b) intellectual and school status; (c) physi-

cal appearance and attributes; <d) anxiety; <e) popularity; 

and (f) happiness and satisfaction. The total raw score can 

be converted to percentiles, stanines, and T-scores. The 

scale is untimed with students completing the test in 10-15 

minutes. 

When this scale was developed in 1969, several tests 

were used to determine the extent of its reliability and va-

lidity. The Kuder-Richardson Formula 21 yielded coefficients 

ranging from .78 to .93 and the Spearman-Brown odd-even form-

ula, applied to half of the sample in grades 6 and 10, 

yielded coefficients of .90 and .87 for each grade, respec-

tively. A four month test-retest on half of the sample in 

grade 3, 6, and 10 resulted in coefficients of .72, .71, and 

.72, respectively. A two and four month test-retest on 244 
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fifth grade students resulted in a coefficient of .77 (Piers 

1969). 

More recently, studies have expanded on the original 

study in 1969, and have revealed the test-retest range from 

.48 to .96 with a mean of .73. Internal consistency coeffi-

cients range from .88 to .93 for the total score and a range 

of .73 to .81 on the cluster scores (Mitchell 1985). 

When the scale was first developed, attempts were made 

to address content validity by including items in all areas 

of interest and concern to children. However, during the 

item analysis, the non—discriminating items were deleted. 

Although it is not relevant whether a child's perception of 

his self-concept corresponds to that of others, correlations 

with teacher and peer ratings ranged from non-significant to 

.49. Mayer measured validity using the Lipsitt Children's 

Self-Concept, and the result was a coefficient of .68 at the 

.01 level (Piers 1969). Two other types of validity checks 

considered are the relevant moderator variables of ethnicity, 

age, grade, and invalid responses due to random biases. 

Other validity studies explore the relationship between the 

Piers-Harris and other self-concept, behavior, and personal-

ity scales, and the intercorrelation coefficients ranged from 

.SI to .59 (Mitchell 1985). The Piers—Harris is regarded as 

the most valid instrument for assessing children's self-

concept. It is highly recommended for classroom screening, 
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for clinical assessment, and for research (Chiu 1988). 

The Survey of Study Habits and Attitudes was developed 

in 1953 to: <a) identify students with study habits and 

attitudes different from students earning high grades; (b) to 

aid in understanding students with academic difficulties; and 

(c) to provide a basis for helping such students improve 

their study habits and attitudes and thus more fully realize 

their best potentialities. The survey is a useful predictor 

of academic achievement and can be used as a screening in-

strument to discover students who may need immediate atten-

tion. Diagnostica11y, the survey can assist the student 

with a systematic process of identifying feelings and prac-

tices regarding study habits. As a teaching aid, the survey 

can be used in how—to—study courses to underline the impor-

tance of effective study techniques and the role of motiva-

tion in academic success. Additionally, the survey can be 

used in research investigations of the educational and/or 

counseli ng process. 

The high school edition of the survey, Form H, for use 

in grades 7-18, is an inventory of 100 items. Students are 

required to answer each item using one of five choices; 

<r) rarely (0% to 15%), (s) sometimes (16% to 35%), (f) fre-

quently (36% to 65%), (g) generally (66% to 85%), or (a) al-

most always (86% to 100%). The results are used to compute 

four subscales: Delay Avoidance, Work Methods, Teacher 
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Approval, and Education Acceptance. The subscales can be 

summed to obtain scores on Study Habits, Study Attitudes, and 

the overall scale. Study Orientation. All subscale scores 

and the overall score can be converted into a percentile 

score. Students usually can "finish the untimed survey in 10-

15 minutes. 

Form H has been validated in a large number of junior 

and senior high schools throughout the nation. The criterion 

used in most of these studies was the one semester grade 

point average in the core subjects: English, science, social 

studies, language, and mathematics. 

In the fall of 1964, the survey was administered to 

3,371 students in central Texas. Correlations between the 

survey and student grades were statistically significant, 

ranging from .31 to .05 with a mean of .55. During the fall 

of 1965, the survey was administered to representative 

samples of junior and senior high school students in six 

states. The correlation between the survey total score, 

Study Orientation, and grade point average were statisti-

cally significant and positive for all schools and grade 

levels. The mean correlations ranged from .48 for Grade 12 

to .55 for Grade 7. 

The internal consistency measure of the survey was com-

puted by using the Kuder-Richardson Formula 8 for estimating 

test reliability from the variance of total scores and the 
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sum of the item variances. Two hundred ninth-graders in San 

Marcos High School were given the survey with an interval of 

four weeks between sessions. The test—retest reliablity 

coefficients were .95, .93, .93, and .94, respectively, for 

the Delay Avoidance, Work Methods, Teacher Approval, and Edu-

cation Acceptance scales, and .95 for the total score, Study 

Orientation. These studies indicate the four subscale scores 

are sufficiently stable through time to justify their use in 

predicting future behavior or in assessing the degree of 

change in study habits and attitudes after counseling (Brown 

and Holtzman 1967). 

Sample 

The population for this study was at-risk ninth grade 

students in Texas. A sample of ninth grade, at-risk students 

from Burkburnett High School, Iowa Park High School, and 

three Wichita Falls High Schools (Hirschi, Rider, Wichita 

Falls) were used in this study. Table VI provides a summary 

of the participants involved in the studv: 
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Table VI —Ninth Grade At-risk Students Participating in 
the Study. 

High School # of 9th-grade 
At-risk Students 

Burkburnett 32 
Hirschi (Wichita Falls) 15 
Iowa Park 
Rider (Wichita Falls) 24 
Wichita Falls High 31 

Total 118 

The sample included these subgroups: male and female 

students, white and non-white ethnic groups, students from 

low socioeconmic levels as evidenced by their eligibility for 

the Free/Reduced Lunch Program; students participating in 

extracurricular activities, clubs, or organizations as well 

as those not participating; and students retained in an 

ear 1ier grade. 

Procedure 

Counselors at each school provided a list of at-risk 

students from the ninth grade using the established state 

criteria for identifying at-risk students. Local optional 

criteria such as truancy, excessive absences, or behavioral 

problems were not used in the identification of the sample. 

A letter was sent to the parents/guardians of the stu-

dents outlining the study (see Appendix A) and seeking their 
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permission for their children to participate. In addition, 

students received a notice prior to the testing session (see 

Appendix B)-. 

On the day of the testing session, counselors assembled 

the students in a classroom where the students completed the 

Student Questionnaire (see Appendix C) and were administered 

the Pier-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale and the Survey 

of Study Habits and Attitudes. All activities were completed 

within one hour. Test groups ranged from 15 to SO students. 

Every precaution was taken to optimize the validity of the 

results through the use of standardized admini-stration pro-

cedures outlined in the test manuals. The students were 

given an explanation of the purpose of the activity before 

proceeding with the session. The students were not given an 

indication of being at-risk, or being singled out because 

they were different from other students. Each test required 

complete honesty from the student and every safeguard was 

used to achieve a positive test environment. 

Statistical Treatment 

After calculating the percentile scores from the results 

of the two independent measures, a correlation coefficient 

was obtained for each subgroup. The coefficients were then 

tranformed to Z scores using Fisher's r to 2 transformation. 

The significance of the difference between the two correla-

tions were determined at the .05 level of significance. 



CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The data collected for this study were obtained from 

ninth grade at—risk students in five North Texas high schools 

located in Wichita County, Texas. A total of 118 freshmen 

students participated in the study which included a question-

naire completed by the participants and the completion of two 

instruments: The Piers-Harris Children's Self-Concept Scale 

and the Survey of Study Habits and Attitudes. Demographic 

data were obtained with the use of a 7-item questionnaire 

completed by the students at the beginning of each session. 

Most students completed the self-concept scale and study 

habits survey in approximately <̂ 0 minutes. Students who did 

not complete the instruments within the class period were 

allowed to continue until completion. The raw scores ob-

tained from the instruments were converted into percentiles 

using the conversion tables contained in the test manuals. 

Profile of Students by High Schools 

Table VII contains student demographic data and percen-

tile scores from each high school represented in the study. 

As expected from the information presented in Chapter Two, 

most of the participants in this study were male <63.6%). 

53 



54 

White participants represented 56.8'/. of the sample. Seventy-

four students in the sample had been retained in an earlier 

grade. Of the 74 retained students, 19 were? retained in the 

first grade, while 16 students were retained more than once 

(see Tables XI and XII for specific data regarding retained 

students). 

Over forty-seven percent (47.5*/.) of the sample reported 

to be qualified for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program. The sam-

ple also contained 39 students (33.1*/.) who indicated partici-

pation in school clubs, organizations, or activities. 

The mean percentile score of the Piers-Harris scale 

ranged from a low of 50.06 at Burkburnett High School to a 

high of 65.93 at Hirschi High School of Wichita Falls. The 

mean percentile score of the total sample was measured at 

X = 55.23. The study habits survey mean ranged from 21.94 at 

Wichita Falls High School to 33.67 at Hirschi High School. 

The mean percentile for study habits was measured at 

X = 28.08. 

The mean of each high school in the study was at or 

above the 50th percentile on the self-concept scale. Accord-

ing to the Piers-Harris Manual, revised 1984, a study of stu-

dents conducted by Beck, Roblee, and Hanson (1982) achieved a 

mean of 54.02. In the same study, a sample of learninq dis-

abled students yielded a mean of 50.95. In a study conducted 

by Yauman (1980), a sample of regular education students 
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produced a mean of" 60.5 while another sample of students 

enrolled in a tutorial program yielded a mean of 49.8 (Piers 

1984). The means achieved at the high schools were within 

the range of means of special populations described by Piers, 

Table VII — 9 t h Grade At-risk Students by High School 

Burkburnett Hirschi Iowa Park Rider WF High Total 

n in Study 32 15 16 24 31 118 

Gender 

male 19 12 u ^ 7 5 

female 13 3 2 13 17 43 

Ethnicity 

white 25 5 13 10 14 67 
non-white 7 10 3 14 17 51 

Academic 

retained 5 14 10 22 23 74 

Economic 
F/R Lunch 

Program 5 12 8 13 18 56 

Active in 
clubs, etc 19 

24.5 22.7 24.3 24.1 21.7 

39 

Average 
a 9 e 1^-8 15.3 15.5 15.1 15.2 15.1 

Piers-
Harris 

Mean '/.lie 50.1 65.9 54.1 62.1 50.6 55.2 
27.1 24.4 28.6 26.6 24.8 26.9 

SSHA* 

Mean */.ile 32.8 33.7 29.3 25.5 21.9 28.1 

23.9 

* Survey of Study Habits and Attitud es 
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Analysis of Sample by Age 

Table VIII displays a comparison of the? sample subjects 

by age grouping. Since the sample consisted of 9th grade 

students, the age groupings selected were: (1) students 

16 years and above at the time of testing and (2) students 

below the age of 16 at the time of testing. The age of the 

9th grade at-risk students in this sample ranged from 14 

years to 17 years with X = 15.1 years. The mean score of the 

older group on both the self-concept scale and the study 

habits survey was below that of the younger group. It was 

found that the older group consisted primarily of males 

(86.B'/.) and of white students (76.3%) compared to that of the 

younger group (males, 52.5*/. and whites 47.5%). A large per-

centage of the older group reported to be eligible for the 

Free/Reduced Lunch Program (68.4*/.) while only 37.5*/. of the 

younger group reported to be eligible for the program. In 

addition, only a small percentage of the older group was pai— 

ticipating in clubs or activities IR3.1V,) while a somewhat 

lai ger portion of the younger group reported participation in 

school activities (37.57.). The most significant difference 

was in the number of retained students of the two groups. In 

the older group, 92.1'/. had been retained, while in the 

younger group 48.8'/. had been retained. This data suggest 

that the older 9th grade students were white males who had 

been retained and who were economically disadvantaged. Due 
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to their age, they were too old or ineligible for competitive 

athletics or not interested in participating with younger 

students. The data suggests the non-white male and female 

students had dropped out and were no longer attending school. 

Table VIII 9th Grade At—risk Students by Age 

Age Grouping 
16 and 
Above Below 16 Total 

0 38 80 118 

Gender 
male 33 42 75 
female 5 38 43 

Ethnici ty 
wh i te 29 38 67 
non-white 9 42 51 

Academic 
retained 35 39 74 

Economic 
R/F Lunch 

Program 26 30 56 

Active in 

clubs, etc. 9 30 39 

Mean 
P i ers-Harri s 
Kile 49.93 56.88 55.23 
SD 26.59 26.90 26.99 
Mean 
SSHA 
'/• i 1 e 24.96 29.04 28.08 
SD 21.93 24.45 23.90 
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Analysis of Sample by Gender 

Of the 118 students taking part in the study, 63.6'/. were 

male. Table IX provides a comparison of the? study sample by 

gender. Male students were approximately six months older 

than their female counterparts at the time the study was con-

ducted. There were 50'/. more white male students in the 

sample than non-white males; 4-5-30 respectively. The most 

significant data was the mean scores earned by the male stu-

dents on the self-concept scale as compared to the mean 

scores of the female students on the same measure. Males, on 

the average, were almost a full 12 percentile points above 

the females. However, female students had slightly higher 

study habit mean scores than those of the male students. In 

contrast, female students scored below the norm on the self-

concept scale, X = 4-7.56. 

Table IX — 9 t h Grade At-risk Students by Gender 

Male Female Total 

0 75 43 118 

Mean Age 15.25 14.83 15.10 

Ethni c i ty 
white 22 67 
non-white 30 21 51 
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Table IX —Continued 

Male Fema1e Total 

Academic 
retained 50 24 74 

Economic 
R/F Lunch 
Program 33 23 56 

Active in 
clubs, etc. 27 12 39 

Piers-Harris 
Mean '/.ile 
SD 

59.63 
24.23 

47.56 
26.70 

55.23 
26.99 

SSHA 
Mean '/.ile 
SD 

26.03 
23.04 

31 .65 
24.91 

28.08 
23.90 

Analysis of Sample by Ethnicity 

This study contained 56.6*/. white students and 43. EY. non-

white students. There was very little difference in the mean 

ages of the white/non-white students. There were twice as 

many white females (22) as there were non-white females (11). 

Seventy percent of the white students had been retained; 

whereas, 52.9'/. of the non-white students had been retained. 

The most significant difference between the two groups was 

their economic status. Only 32. BY. of the white students in-

dicated eligibility for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program as 

compared to 66.77. of the non-white students. From this data. 
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it would appear that the non-white, at—risk student is more 

likely to be economically disadvantaged than the white, at-

risk student. Of" the 67 white students in the sample, 

approximately one-third <34.3'/*> indicated participation in a 

club, organization, or activity. A similar proportion of the 

non—white students (31.4%) indicated being participants. 

A difference existed in the mean scores obtained on the self-

concept scale by the two groups. White at—risk students 

scored at the 50.15 percentile while the non-white students 

scored at the 61.9 percentile. A similar difference occur-

red on the study habits survey with the mean score for whites 

more than 5 percentile points lower than the non-white stu-

dents (25.67 to 31.24 respectfully). 

Table X 9th Grade At-risk Students by Ethnicit y 

White Non-white Total 

D 67 51 118 

Mean Age 15.11 15.07 15.10 

Gender 
male 45 30 75 
female 22 gl 43 

Economi c 
F/R Lunch 

Program 22 34 56 

Active in 
clubs, etc. 23 16 39 



Table X --Continued 

White Non-white Total 

61 

Piers-Harri s 
Mean */.ile 
SD 

SSHA 
Mean %ile 
SD 

50. 15 
56.66 

25.67 
22.99 

61 .9 
25.95 

31 .24 
24 .69 

55.23 
26.99 

28.08 
23.90 

Analysis of" Sample by Academic History 

Of the 118 students in this study, •62.7V. (74) had been 

retained in an earlier grade. Of the 74 retained students, 

22 had been retained either in kindergarten or the first 

grade. Thirteen students were retained in the second grade 

with the remaining 39 students retained from the third to the 

eighth grade with most retentions occuring at the fourth 

grade (9) and the seventh grade (10). It was found that 15 

students had been retained more than once. Of these multiple 

retentions, one student had been retained on three different 

occasions; 2nd, 6th, and 7th grades. Table XI presents an 

analysis of at-risk students who were retained. There was 

very little difference in the means of the self-concept scale 

and the study habits survey. The single retention students 

self—concept scale mean was slightly higher than the multiple 

retention students while the study habits mean produced very 

little difference. There was a larger proportion of non-

white students in the multiple retention group (50*/.) than in 
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the single retention group <32.8*/.). Only two of the multiple 

retention students participated in clubs and activities while 

26 of the 58 (44. Q'A) of the single retention students partic-

ipated in school activities. 

Table XI — 9 t h Grade Retained At-risk Students 

Single Multiple 
Retentions Retentions Total 

D 58 Ida 74 

Mean Age 15.34 15.25 15.32 

Gender 

male 39 ll 50 
female 19 5 24 

Ethnic i ty 
white 39 8 47 
non-white 19 8 27 

Economic 
R/F Lunch 

Program 36 8 44 

Active in 

Clubs, etc. 26 2 28 

Piers-Harris 

Mean Kile 57.72 53.56 55.23 

SSHA 
Mean Xile 27.10 27.75 28.08 

Table XII provides a comparison of at-risk students who 

were retained and those who were not retained. The mean age 

was higher for students who had been retained. There was not 
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a significant difference however due to the grade classifi-

cation policies at the different schools. Of the 74 retained 

students, 59.5% were eligible for the Reduced/Free Lunch Pro-

gram. A high percentage of students (71.8%) reported part-

icipating in activities. Retained students had a slightly 

higher mean score on the self-concept scale but a slightly 

lower mean score on the study habits survey. From this data, 

it appears that a relationship between self-concept and study 

habits of at-risk students does not exist due to retention. 

Early retentions and multiple retentions appeared to have the 

most effect on the mean scores. 

Table XII 9th Grade At—risk Students by Retention 

Non-
Retentions Retentions Total 

D 74 44 118 

Mean Age 15.32 14.72 15.10 

Gender 

male 50 25 75 
female 24 19 43 

Ethnic i ty 
white 47 27 74 
non-white 20 24 44 

Economic 
F/R Lunch 
Program 44 12 56 
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Table XII —Continued 

Retentions Retentions Total 

Active in 
Clubs, etc. 28 n 39 

Piers-Harris 

Mean '/.ile 56.83 52.55 55.53 
S D 27.94 25.08 26.99 

Mean 
SSHA 

' / i l e 27.24 29.48 28.08 
S D 23.92 23.78 23.90 

Analysis of Sample by Economic Status 

Table XIII provides a comparison of 9th grade at-risk 

students with respect to their economic status as indicated 

by their eligibility for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program. 

Approx imately half (47.5'/») of the students reported their 

eligibility for the program on the student questionnaire. 

Students eligible for the program were slightly older (15.7 

years) than ineligible students (15.03 years). Proportion-

ately, more females were classified economically disadvan-

taged (53.5*/.) than were males (44%). Also, there were a 

larger number of non-white students eligible for the program 

(67.9*/.) than the white students (32.1*/.). Of the 56 eligible 

students, 75*/. had been retained in an earlier grade. There 

were no significant differences in the means of these stu-

dents on the self—concept scale or the study habits survey. 
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Table XIII — •9th Grade At-Risk Students by Eligibility for 
Free/Reduced Lunch Program 

Eligible Not Eligible 
F/R Lunch F/R Lunch Total 

n 56 62 118 

Mean Age 15.7 15.03 15.1 

Gender 
ma le 33 42 75 
female 23 20 43 

Ethnic i ty 
wh i te 18 49 67 
non-wh i te 38 13 51 

Academic 
retained 42 32 74 

Active in 
Clubs, etc. 24 15 39 

Piers-Harr is 
Mean '/, ile 55.98 54.55 55.23 
SD 27.89 26. 12 26.99 

SSHA 
Mean '/.ile 28.13 28.03 28.08 
SD 23.98 23.82 23.90 

Analysis of Sample by Participation in Clubs. 
Organizations, and Activities 

Table XIV provides a comparison of students who reported 

participation in a school club, organization, or acitivity. 

Of the 39 students involved in an activity at school, 36*/. of 

the male students and 27.9 percent of the female students 

were engaged in an activity. It was found that an almost 
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equal proportion of whites (34.3*/.) and non-whites (31.4*/.) re-

ported participating in some kind of activity. The mean 

self-concept percentlile was found to be 57.33 for partici-

pants and 54.19 for non-participants. The mean study skills 

percentile revealed a larger difference for the participants, 

33.51 and S5.39 for the non-participants. 

Table XIV 9th Grade At—risk Students by Participation in 
Clubs, Organizations, or Activities 

School Status 

Participation Non-participation Total 

0 

Mean Age 

Gender 
male 
female 

Ethnic i ty 
wh i te 
non-whi te 

Academic 
retained 

Economic 
R/F Lunch 
Program 

P i ers-Harr i s 
Mean */. ile 
SD 

SSHA 
Mean '/.ile 
SD 

39 

15.02 

27 
12 

23 
16 

18 

15 

59.09 
27.66 

34.76 
24.32 

79 

15. 13 

48 
31 

44 
35 

56 

41 

54. 19 
26.89 

25.39 
23.30 

118 

15. 1 

75 
43 

67 
51 

74 

56 

55.23 
26.99 

28.08 
23.90 
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Table XV provides a summary of the mean percenti1e 

scores of the Piers-Harris Self-Concept Scale and the Survey 

of Study Skills and Attitudes by different subgroups. The 

subgroups having the greatest degree of deviation from the 

mean percentile score of 55.23 for the self-concept scale was 

the above 16 years group (49.93), the female group (47.56) 

and the non-white subgroup (61.9). The subgroup showing the 

greatest degree of deviation from the mean percentile score 

of 28.076 for the study skills survey was the subgroup par-

ticipating in school activities with a mean percentile score 

of 34.76. According to the Piers-Harris Manual (1984). a 

.percentile score of below one standard deviation is 

considered ssignificant. In this study, 23 students scored 

at or below one standard deviation. 

The Survey of Study Habits and Attitudes Manual (Form H) 

indicates that one standard deviation from the mean would be 

at the 20th percentile. Sixty-two students of the 118 scored 

at or below one standard deviation from the norm mean. 

According to this study, the majority '(81.5*/.) of at-risk 

students possess a self-concept within the normal range, but 

a little more than half (52.5'/.) of at-risk students have 

significant problems with regard to effective study habits 

and attitudes. 



Table XV —Mean Percentile Scores of 9th Grade At-risk 
Students by Subgroups 

68 

Mean Percentile Scores 

Subgroups n Piers-Harris SSHA 

16 years and Above 38 49.93 24.96 
Below 16 80 56.88 29.04 

Male 75 59.63 26.03 
Female 43 47.56 31 .65 

Wh i te 67 50.15 25.67 
Non-white 51 61 .90 31 .24 

Retained 74 56.82 27.24 
Non-retained 44 52.55 29.48 

F/R Lunch 56 55.98 28. 13 
Non-F/R Lunch 68 54.55 28.03 

Part i c ipants 39 59.09 34.76 
Non-par ticipants 79 54. 19 25.39 

Total n 118 mean 55.23 mean 28.08 

Hypothesis I - Male/Female Subgroups 

Hypothesis I stated that the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of male, at-risk students will be 

significantly different from the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of female, at-risk students at the 

.05 level. Table XVI shows the correlation coefficients 

between self-concept and study habits of the at-risk subgroup 

of male and female students. Using Fisher's Z to r tranfoi— 

mation, the correlations were converted into 2 scores. The 
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transformations yielded 2 scores of .298 for male students 

and .484 for female students. Using these values of Z the 

difference between the correlations was found to be 1.1404. 

Since a value of 1.98 was required for significance at the 

.05 level, the hypothesis was rejected. 

Table XVI —Significance of Difference Between Male and Female 
At—risk Students Using Fisher's r to 2 Transformation 

r 
self-concept 

and 
study habits 2r 

Male (n=75) .2888 .298 

Female <n=43) .4388 .484 

.484 - .298 
2 = — = 1.1404 

1/(75-3) + 1/(43-3) 

Hypothesis II — White/Non—White Subgroups 

Hypothesis II stated that the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of non—white, at—risk students will 

be significantly different from the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of white, at—risk students at the 

.05 level. Table XVII shows the correlation coefficients 

between self-concept and study habits of white and non-white 

students. Using Fisher's 2 t o r transformation, the Z value 

was found to be .5656. Since a value of 1.98 is required for 
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significance at the .05 level, the hypothesis was rejected, 

Table XVII —Significance of Difference Between White and 
Non—white At—risk Students Using Fisher's r to 2 

Transformation 

r 
self-concept 

and 
study habits 2r 

White (n=67) .3461 .361 

Non-white <n-51) .2478 .253 

.361 - .253 
Z= _ _ := . 5 6 5 6 

1/< 67-3) + 1/(51-3) 

Hypothesis III — Economic Subgroups 

Hypothesis III stated that the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of Free/Reduced Lunch Program at-

risk students would be significantly different from the cor-

relation between self-concept and study habits of at-risk 

students who do not qualify for the Free/Reduced Lunch 

Program at the .05 level. Table XVIII shows the correlation 

data and the 2 transformation values. The 2 value was 

calculated at .4333. Since a value of 1.98 is required for 

significance at the .05 level, the hypothesis was rejected. 
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Table XVIII —Significance of Difference Between Reduced/Free 
Lunch and Non-Reduced/Free Lunch At-risk Students Usinq 

Fisher's r to Z Transformation 

r 
se1f-concept 

and 
study habits Zr 

Reduced 

Free/Lunch <n=56) .2809 .£89 

Non-Reduced 
Free/Lunch < n=62) .3544 .371 

.371 - .332 
= .4333 

1/< 56-3) + 1/< 62-3) 

Hypothesis IV — Retained/Non—Retained Students 

Hypothesis IV stated that the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of retained at-risk students will be 

significantly different from the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of at-risk students who have not 

been retained measured at the .05 level. Table XIX shows 

the correlations and the Z to r transformation values with 

the final calculation of the 2 value at .8106. Since a value 

of 1.98 is required for significance at the .05 level, the 

hypothesis was rejected. 
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Table XIX Significance of Difference Between Retained and 
Non—retained At—risk Students Using Fisher's r to Z 

Transformation 

r 
self-concept 

and 
study habits Zr 

Retained (n=74) .B771 .285 

Non-retained (n=44) .4098 .436 

.436 - .285 
Z = — = .8106 

1/(74-3) = 1/(44-3) 

Hypothesis V - Participants/Non-Participants 

Hypothesis V stated that the correlation of self-concept 

and study habits of at—risk students not participating in ex-

tracurricular activities, clubs, or organizations will be 

significantly different from the correlation between self-

concept and study habits of at-risk students participating in 

extracurricular activities, clubs, or organizations measured 

at the .05 level. Table XX shows the correlations between 

self-concept and study habits of this subgroup of at-risk 

students. The calculation of the Z-value yielded a differ-

ence of 1.299. Since a value of 1.98 is required for signi-

ficance at the .uS level, the hypothesis was rejected. 
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Table XX Significance of Difference Between Participative 
and Non—participative At—risk Students Using Fisher's r to Z 

Transformat ion 

r 
self-concep t 

and 
study skills Zr 

Participants (n=39) .4545 .491 

Non-participants (n=79) .5238 .228 

.491 - .228 
2 = — — = 1.299 

1/(39-3) + 1/(79-3) 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to determine the relation-

ship of self-concept to study habits within five subgroups 

of at-risk students: (1) male and female at-risk students, 

(2) white and non-white at-risk students, (3) socioeconomic 

groups of at-risk students determined by Free/Reduced Lunch 

Program eligibility, (*+) at—risk students who have been re-

tained in an earlier grade and at-risk students who have 

never been retained in school, and (5) at-risk students who 

participate in school activities and at-risk students who do 

not participate in school activities. 

A comprehensive review of related literature focused on 

these aspects of at—risk students: (1) at—risk students, a 

national priority; <2) at-risk students, the Texas focus; 

(3) characteristics of at-risk youth; (4) at-risk students 

and self-concept; and (5) at-risk youth, study habits and 

att i tudes. 

This study was limited to 9th grade at-risk students and 

was conducted in five North Texas High Schools. A total of 

118 students participated in the study involving the 

74 
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completion of two independent measures: The Piers-Harris 

Chidren's Self-Concept Scale and The Survey of Study Habits 

and Attitudes. Student demographic data was collected with 

the use of a student questionnaire. 

The bases of comparisons were the results obtained from 

the self-concept scale and the study habits survey. The 

raw scores obtained from these measures were transformed into 

percentile scores. The correlation of these two independent 

measures was calculated for each subgroup (i.e., male, 

female, white, etc.). The significance of the difference 

between these two independent measures was tested using 

Fisher's r to Z transformation for each subgroup. 

Five hypotheses were tested for significance in this 

study using Fisher's r to Z transformation: 

1- The correlation between se1f—concept and study 

habits of male, at-risk students will be significantly dif-

ferent from the correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of female, at-risk students at the .05 level. 

2. The correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of non-white, at-risk students will be significantly 

different from the correlation between self—concept and study 

habits of white, at-risk students at the .05 level. 

3. The correlation between the self-concept and study 

habits of free/reduced lunch, at-risk students will be 

significantly different from the correlation between 
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self-concept and study habits of at-risk students who do not 

qualify for free/reduced lunch at the .05 level. 

4. The correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of retained at-risk students will be significantly 

different from the correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of at—risk students who have not been retained at the 

.05 level. 

5. The correlation between self-concept and study 

habits of at-risk students not participating in extracurricu-

lar activities, clubs, or organizations will be significantly 

different from the correlation between self—concept and study 

habits of at-risk students participating in extracurricu1ar 

activities, clubs, or organizations at the .05 level. 

F indinos 

Analysis of the data presented in Chapter IV yielded the 

following findings as they pertain to the stated hypotheses: 

1. The at-risk students in the sample yielded a mean 

self-concept score at the 55.23 percentile. Only 23 students 

had a significantly low (one standard deviation below the 

norm) score on the Piers-Harris Self-Concept Scale. 

2. The at-risk students in the sample yielded a mean 

study habits score at the 28.08 percentile. More than half 

of the sample yielded a score at or below one standard devia-

tion below the norm. This supports the National Center for 

Educational Studies findings that the practice of poor study 
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habits is a major factor lowering the quality of schooling 

(Gay 1986). 

3, In-this study, males had higher mean scores for 

self-concept but lower scores for study habits than females. 

4-. Non-white students in the sample had higher percen-

tile scores on both the self-concept scale and study habits 

survey than did the white at-risk students. 

5. In this study, economic status did not make any 

noticeable difference in the mean scores for self-concept or 

study habits. 

6. Retained students had a slightly higher mean score 

for self-concept but a lower mean score for study habits than 

did students who were never retained. 

7. Participants in school activities generally had 

higher self-concept and study habits scores than did non-

par t ic ipants . This finding is consistent with the findings 

of Barrett and Connon (1986). 

8. There was no significant relationship between self-

concept and study habits among the different at-risk student 

subgroups in this study. 

Discussion 

The following additional information was collected as a 

result of this study: 

1. Consistent with the literature, most at-risk 

students are male (Barber and McClellan 1987). In this 



78 

study of 118 at-risk youth, 63.6'/. were male. 

2. A larqer porportion of the sample was non-white 

<43.2*/.) as compared to the proportion of the non-white popu-

lation in the high schools <18'/.). This corresponds to the 

recent research indicating that being at-risk is more con-

centrated in minority groups (Cardenas 1986). 

3. The number of retentions varied from one high school 

to another. Retentions were more concentrated in the Wichita 

Falls high schools than in the high schools of Burkburnett 

and Iowa Park. This could be due to differences in local 

policies regarding retention since most of the multiple re-

tentions were in the Wichita Falls schools. 

4. Retentions were focused in the early elementary 

grades but were found at each grade level. 

5. A large percentage of the at-risk students qualified 

for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program <47.5'/.). This agrees with 

the research indicating that economic condition is a factor 

affecting at-risk youth <Guskin and Campbell 1987). 

6. A small percentage (33.1*/.) of the students were in-

volved in school activities. This corresponds to the latest 

research by McLeod, 1987. 

7. Younger students in the sample had higher mean 

scores on the self-concept scale and the study habits survey 

than did older students. Students who are the correct age 

for their grade had higher percentile scores than students 
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who are overage. This would suggest that keeping students in 

school may do little for their self-concept and would reflect 

in their approach to school work (study habits) and in their 

ach ievement. 

8. Male students were generally older than the female 

students. More males had been retained, proportionate1y than 

females. Likewise, more whites had been retained, propor-

tionately than non-whites. There is stronger support for 

males and whites to stay in school and graduate than for 

females and non-whites. 

9. Students retained more than one time had a lower 

self-concept score than did students who were retained only 

one time. This is consistent with the research by Gastright, 

1989 which details the negative effects of retention. 

10. More non-white students qualified for the free/re-

duced lunch program than did white students. 

11. A higher proportion of retained at-risk students 

qualified for the Free/Reduced Lunch Program than did at-risk 

students who were never retained. 

IE. More white males participated in activities than 

did any other gender/ethnic group. White males are less bur-

dened from the demands of a job as in the case of many non-

white students. 
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Conclusions 

The purpose of this study was to determine the relation-

ship between self-concept and study habits among different 

subgroups of at-risk youth. An analysis of the data produced 

no significant relationships among the different subgroups 

but did yield information to assist educators in their under-

standing and ability to serve at-risk youth. As indicated in 

the introductory section, there is very little information 

regarding the Texas at—risk student. Studies such as this 

can add to an expanding data base as new approaches and tech-

niques are developed to serve the at-risk youth. 

According to the results of this study, the following 

conclusions were formulated from an analysis of the findinqs: 

1. The mean self-concept of at-risk students are not 

significantly lower than those of student groups described in 

t h e Piers-Harris Revised Manual. 1984-. Since the mean self-

concept is slightly above the 50th percentile, and only a few 

at-risk students are one standard deviation below the mean, 

9th grade at—risk students have a self-concept level which 

indicates they are capable of being successful in school. 

2. Many at-risk students lack the necessary study 

habits to be successful in school. Since almost half of the 

students in this study are one standard deviation below the 

roean, 9th grade at-risk students are deficient in proper 

study skills, habits, and attitudes. 
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3. At-risk students, retained more than one time, have 

a lower self-concept than at-risk students retained only 

once. Multiple retentions affect the student in a negative 

manner that ultimately leads to a lower self-concept. 

4-. At-risk students participating in school activities 

had a higher self-concept than the at-risk students who are 

not participating. It can be concluded that participation in 

school activities, with other students, increases the self-

concept of the at-risk student. 

5. Economic status had less impact on self-concept and 

study habits of at-risk students than did gender, ethnicity, 

participation in school activities, or being retained. 

Therefore, these variables affect self-concept and study 

habits of at-risk: students more dramatically than does 

economic status. 

6. The at-risk subgroups deviating the most from the 

self-concept mean score were the older at-risk students and 

female at-risk students. From this, it was concluded that 

older at-risk students and females have a lower self-concept 

than do other at-risk students. 

7. The at-risk subgroups deviating the most from the 

study habit mean score were the older at—risk students and 

those not participating in school activities. It was con-

cluded that older at-risk students and at-risk students not 

participating in school activities have poorer study habits. 
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8. There is riot a significant relationship between 

self-concept and study habits among different subgroups of 

at-risk students. It can be concluded that self-concept and 

study habits are unrelated variables among at-risk students. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are based on the findings 

and conclusions of this study: 

1. Studies involving self-concept measures should be 

conducted in earlier grades for at-risk students. Activities 

designed to improve self-concept should be focused on at-risk 

students who score at least one standard deviation below the 

norm. 

2. Self-concept studies should focus on subscales that 

are specific to school and/or intellectual self-concept such 

as the Intellectual and School Status subscale of the Piers-

Harris Self-Concept Scale. 

3 . Special activities designed to improve a student 's 

s t u d y skills and habits should be an on—going function of 

each grade level. 

Self-concept evaluations and study habits assess-

ments should be a mandatory requirement by the state for a 

district's At-risk Plan. These requirements should also be 

coupled with appropriate activities designed to improve self— 

concept and study habits as evidenced by the results of a 

pretest and posttest. In addition, local norms should be 
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developed for self-concept and study habits. 

5. Attention should be directed to involve all at-risk 

students in a school activity or function. This involvement 

should be included as part of the district's At—risk Plan. 

h. Special attention should be directed toward at-risk 

students who are overaged, are a member of a minority group, 

and are female; and who are, therefore, most at-risk of 

dropping out of school. 

7. Other studies of at-risk youth should recognize that 

each school, each community, is unique and the results are 

not easily generalized to other schools and communities. In 

this study, the schools selected were from one county, 

Wichita, in Texas. The schools selected all contained a 

unique student mix; none were alike. Studies of self-concept 

and study habits should be replicated to provide additional 

data before conclusions are reached regarding the relation-

ship of self-concept to study skills among subgroups of at-

risk students. 
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Dear Parents, 

I will be conducting a research project designed to 
determine the relationship between the self-concept (the way 
students feel about themselves) and their study habits and school 
attitudes. I request permission for your son/daughter to 
participate. The study will consist of two (2), twenty-minute 
sessions. In the first session, students will be given a self-
concept test consisting of 80 questions. In the second session, 
students will be given a study habits/school attitudes test 
consisting of a group of 100 questions. Each student's score 
will be anonymous since only the group results from each test is 
important. 

I am conducting this research project to fulfill the 
requirements necessary to receive my doctorate from the 
University of North Texas. Your decision whether or not to allow 
your son or daughter to participate will in no way affect your 
son or daughter at school. At the conclusion of the study, a 
summary of group results will be made available to all interested 
parents, teachers, and administrators. Should you have any 
questions or desire further information, please call me at 569-
1411, extension 19. Thank you in advance for your cooperation 
and support. 

Sincerely, 

Bob M. Carpenter, Counselor 
Burkburnett High School 

Note: This project has been reviewed and approved by the 
University of North Texas Committee for the Protection of Human 
Subjects (Phone: 017-565-3940). 

Please return this letter indicating one of the choices below to 
Bob M. Carpenter at Burkburnett High School Guidance Center. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 

I grant permission for my son/daughter, 
to participate in this project. 

I do not grant permission for my son/daughter, 
to participate in this project. 
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TO: 

FROM! Bob M. Carpenter 

SUBJECT: University of North Texas Project 

DATE: March E7, 1990 

You have been selected to participate in a research project 
being conducted at your high school incooperation with the 
University of North Texas. Selected students are required to 
complete a student questionnaire, a survey of study habits 
and school attitudes, and a survey regarding how you feel 
about yourself. 

The information collected will not be used for any other 
purpose than to provide data for the study. Your scores will 
remain the property of the University of North Texas and will 
be in my possession should you or your parents request to see 
your particular scores. 

Attached is a letter of consent addressed to your parents (or 
guardians). This letter explains the project and requests 
their permission for you to participate. Please return the 
form to your counselor as soon as possible. I hope to begin 
the project during the first week of April. You will be 
contacted prior to the first testing session. 

You and your parents cooperation in the research project is 
appreciated. Thank you. 
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UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS RESEARCH PROJECT 

- Student Questionnaire -
Name 

I am! American Indian White Black Hispanic Asian 
(circle one) 

Please answer the following questions or respond to the following 
statements as they apply to you; 

1. Have you ever been retained (held back) a year in school? 

yes no 

2. If yes, which grade or grades in school? 

3. Have you ever qualified for the free/reduced lunch program? 

yes no don't know 

Are you involved in athletics, band, chorus, a club or organ-
ization in school? 

yes no 

5. Do you plan to graduate from high school? yes _ no 

6. If the answer is yes to #5, do you plan to attend college or 
a technical/trade school after graduation? yes no 
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