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Abstract 

INTEGRATED APPROACH TO A MIDDLE SCHOOL AT-RISK PROGRAM 

Under the Supervision of Patricia Bromley, PhD -  University of Wisconsin Platteville 

 

 The purpose of this literature review was to research the psychological, behavioral and 

academic issues affecting middle school aged juveniles who are labeled at-risk youth.  Multiple 

sources were reviewed to acquire the best possible working definition of at-risk youth, however, 

it was impossible to find one universal definition for this group of troubled juveniles (ranging in 

age from 11-14).  The meaning of the term At-Risk Youth varies by the perception of society, 

educators, psychologists, and law enforcement.  Much of society perceives these youth as 

violent, dangerous, and out of control (Zastrow, 2013), and many educators view them as 

obstacles in educating promising students (Muhammad, 2009). Law enforcement labels them as 

juvenile delinquents (Frontline, 2013), and psychological professionals perceive them as 

products of deficient biological, developmental and environmental factors (Godt, 2011).  These 

conflicting viewpoints are creating barriers for at-risk juveniles in all aspects of life.   

The scope of the following research conducted includes: risk factors of juveniles labeled 

at-risk, issues of families at-risk, detrimental attitudes of educators of at-risk youth, societal and 

law enforcement views of at-risk youth, and the integration of a cognitive and behavioral 

program that will make a positive impact in the education of at-risk youth.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

 “At Risk Youth” is a term that is used to describe approximately 18 million adolescents 

under the age of 17 living in the United States (Zastrow, 2013).  There is no formal definition for 

at-risk youth, however, the term is universally applied to juveniles who experience a wide array 

of difficulties including: exposure to domestic abuse, poverty, physical and sexual abuse, death 

of a parent, school failure, teenage pregnancy, and chronic delinquency (Zastrow, 2013).  Many 

of these children are violent, dangerous, and out of control.  These young people have been 

labeled as degenerates by society and law enforcement, and as burdens by the educational 

system; but who they really are is youth in crisis.  The purpose of this paper is to discuss the 

many challenges affecting this population of juveniles, and how implementing a program that 

integrates psychological techniques with education will promote positive changes in their 

behavior, self-esteem and academic success of at-risk youth.   

Statement of the Problem 

 Which psychological techniques will promote behavioral and academic success of middle 

school students labeled as at-risk? 

Definition of Terms 

At-Risk Youth: Juveniles who experience a wide array of difficulties, including: exposure to 

domestic abuse, poverty, physical and sexual abuse, death of a parent, academic failure, teenage 

pregnancy and chronic delinquency (Zastrow, 2013). 

At-Risk Students: At-risk students dealing with cognitive, physical, mental health and 

environmental challenges often have poor self-regulatory skills. They may struggle with tasks 

such as planning, goal-setting, and monitoring their own thoughts and actions (Cleary, 2015). 

1 



 

 

 

   

Families At-Risk: Families living at or below poverty level with various possible risk factors: 

single parenthood, domestic violence between parents, parental drug/alcohol use and low 

parental education (Meyer, 2013).   

Neurodevelopmental Disorders: A group of conditions with onset in the developmental period. 

The disorders typically manifest early in development, often before the child enters grade school, 

and are characterized by developmental deficits that produce impairments of personal, social, 

academic, or occupational functioning (APA, 2013). 

Intellectual Developmental Disorder: A disorder with onset during the developmental period that 

includes both intellectual and adaptive functioning deficits in conceptual, social, and practical 

domains (APA, 2013). 

Personality Disorders: An enduring pattern of inner experience and behavior that deviates 

markedly from the expectations of the individual's culture, is pervasive and inflexible, has an 

onset in adolescence or early adulthood, is stable over time, and leads to distress or impairment 

(APA, 2013). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of the study was to identify the root causes of delinquent behavior of middle 

school students labeled at-risk youth.  The teaching professionals in the public school system are 

not required to obtain psychological training; and at-risk youth students present a multitude of 

challenges that teachers are not equipped to handle.  Extensive research of the psychological 

issues of at-risk youth and the challenges of educating at-risk youth was conducted.  This 

information will be useful to teaching professionals who work with at-risk youth. 
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Significance of the Study 

   The educational system is flooded with at-risk students, and it is necessary to 

implement programs designed to promote positive changes in their behavior and academic 

success.  The research materials obtained yielded a wealth of information pertaining to the reason 

why students are labeled at risk and become segregated in the public school system.  The study 

was significant in the following ways: to understand psychological and behavioral issues of at-

risk youth, to address their low-level academic achievement, to identify the detrimental attitudes 

of society, law enforcement, and educators that affect the at-risk youth, and to review current 

educational programs that are making a difference. 

Method of Approach 

 The references used for the review of literature were collected over a period of 60 days 

using the resources of the Karmann library at the University of Wisconsin – Platteville.   The 

several search engines provided by EBSCOHOST were used.  The search engines Psych Info 

and ERIC were especially useful.  The key search terms were “at-risk youth”, “educating at-risk 

youth”, “families at risk”, and “psychological issues of at-risk youth”.  A brief review of current 

issues of at-risk youth in the juvenile justice system was conducted. A review of literature 

relating to the psychological issues of at-risk youth was conducted.  Additional research 

including school culture and academic programs for at-risk youth was examined.  The findings 

were summarized and synthesized, and recommendations made. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Related Literature 

Identification of At-Risk Youth 

 The term at-risk youth is assigned to juveniles who exhibit high-risk behaviors that can 

have adverse effects on their overall development and well-being, or that might prevent them 

from future successes and development (Guzman, 2014).  Such behaviors are those which cause 

immediate physical injury to self or others, as well as behaviors with cumulative negative effects, 

e.g., substance abuse.  This population of juveniles shares many common characteristics: poor 

self-esteem, lack of self-control, mental and developmental issues, low academic achievement, 

lack of respect for authority and substance abuse.  On the surface, these youths may appear to 

have embraced the detrimental image that society, law enforcement, and educators have of them; 

however, a look below the surface at the core causes of delinquent behavior suggests otherwise. 

 Psychological professionals have differing theories as to what lies at the root of 

delinquent behavior, however, childhood mental illness was identified in several research studies. 

Many at-risk juveniles were found to have biological, genetic, and clinical issues, e.g., mental 

disorders such as bi-polar and major depressive disorder (MDD); while others were found to be 

suffering from the developmental standpoint, e.g., dysfunctional relationships with family and 

peers, academic failure, poverty and abuse.  Approximately 24% of all adolescents will 

experience an episode of MDD before reaching the age of 18, during what is called their 

developmental period (Paunesku, 2008).  Thousands of adolescents have been diagnosed with 

neurodevelopmental disorders, e.g., attention deficit disorder (ADD) and attention deficit  
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hyperactivity disorder (ADHD); both of which have been categorized as major mental disorders 

by the American Psychiatric Association (APA, 2013).  Youth who struggle with ADD and 

ADHD have various learning disabilities, lack of control over their emotions and impulses, and 

have major difficulties interacting and socializing with others in an appropriate way (Gauvain, 

2011).   It is not uncommon for at-risk juveniles who have a neurodevelopmental disorder to also 

be diagnosed with a personality and/or developmental disorder, e.g., antisocial disorder.  

Antisocial personality disorder is a developmental trait that is identifiable in early childhood and 

progresses into adolescence (APA, 2013).   

Antisocial youth are known to be violent, destructive, and chronically delinquent.  These 

adolescents tend to be, “raised in homes that had harsh and inconsistent discipline, little positive 

parental involvement with child, and poor monitoring and supervision of the child’s activities” 

(Patterson, 1990, p. 50).  In all likelihood, many at-risk youths who struggle with these disorders 

will go undiagnosed and untreated. 

   There seems to be a general assumption that the label “at-risk youth” applies to    

juveniles at the middle school level; however, in the educational system, the identification of this 

population begins as early as kindergarten.  Although children start school at roughly the same 

age, not all students begin at the same level of academic readiness.  Children who have pre-

school experience have been exposed to academic content and skills that first time students have 

not.  Segregation of lower achieving students begins in the early grades.  Students who appear to 

be learning at a slower academic pace are moved to different areas of the classroom, away from 

the higher achieving students, and they often get a watered down version of the curriculum.  

These struggling students are not expected to rise to the challenge of meeting their academic  
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potential.  Conversely, students who show greater academic promise often get special attention 

from their teachers, and are viewed by their peers as the teacher’s favorites (Muhammad, 2009).  

Consequently, lower achieving students fall further behind their academic peers, and become 

what is known as an at-risk student.  At-risk students are put into special programs at the middle 

school level. This often creates a stigma with peers and teachers, and results in self-esteem issues 

for the student.  Although at-risk youths convey a tough exterior and tend to reject adults who try 

to help them, below the surface they are children who are fighting through a multitude of issues 

without positive adult reinforcement.  

Perceptions of At-Risk Youth: Society, Law Enforcement, Educators 

 Individual perceptions of at-risk youth vary according to the nature and level of contact 

that society, law enforcement and educators have with them.   The image they portray is 

influenced by learned behaviors in their home environments and peer group relationships. 

Societal Perception of At-Risk Youth  

 The societal view of at-risk youth is formed by public observation and media reports of  

dangerous and illegal juvenile acts, e.g., theft, vandalism, physical violence, and carrying 

weapons.  At-risk juveniles develop a pack-like mentality with peers who share the same or 

similar disorders and personality traits; and who accept and encourage each other's delinquent 

behavior (Paunesku, 2008).  In general, society considers these youths to be a public nuisance 

and a drain on the economy.  However, the social system recognizes these juveniles as children  

whose families live with socioeconomic and sociodemographic needs.  Research studies have 

have identified multiple risk factors that exist for juvenile delinquents and the majority of them 

revolve around family environment.  Families are the most crucial setting for a child's mental  
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and behavioral development.  Poverty, single parenthood, and low parental education levels have  

been identified as major contributors to a child's delinquent behavior (Gerard, 1999).  The 

National Poverty Center's 2010 report estimated that 15.1% of all persons in the United States 

are living in poverty; and that 16.4 million children (22%) are poor and living in families headed 

by single mothers.  Children who live in homes where the annual income is less than $15,000 are 

likely to experience maltreatment, sexual abuse, physical abuse, serious injury, and neglect 

(Schriver, 2011).  Poverty commonly leads to domestic violence between parents, which has 

damaging psychological effects on more than 3 million children per year (Meyer, 2013).  

Approximately 50% of children who witness domestic abuse suffer from anxiety and Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder (Meyer, 2013).  Juveniles who are raised in this type of home have 

lower IQ scores, poorer language skills, and more problems with attention, focus, and memory 

than other teens (Meyer, 2013).  Juveniles who have psychological issues typically develop 

behavioral issues, e.g., social disorders, personality disorders, and learning/developmental 

disorders that lead to delinquency (Gerard, 1999).   

The 2013 National Center on Family Homelessness report stated that one out every 30 

children in the United States experienced homelessness in the last year; and that nearly 2.5 

million children lived in temporary locations such as shelters, cars, on the streets, and on 

campgrounds (NPC, 2013).   There was an 8% increase in the number of homeless children in 

the U.S. between 2012 and 2013; and that number continues to rise.  The National Association of 

Social Workers (NASW) addresses these issues by building and implementing programs that 

serve the needs of at-risk families, e.g., shelter, clothing, food, employment services, child care, 

and counseling.  The success of these programs depends largely on community financial support  
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and donations; unfortunately, much of society seems blind to the problems that exist.  The 

average person in society may be aware of truancy issues when they see kids walking  

around town during school hours, they may catch a glimpse of a single mother and her children 

entering the food donation center, or they might be shocked to see a group of pregnant teens 

and/or teen mothers entering the social services building; however, they will likely not view 

themselves as part of the solution.    

 In order to better understand and help the youth of this generation, all members of society 

should be concerned with the root causes of juvenile delinquency. Social rejection, teenage 

pregnancy, drug and alcohol abuse, at-risk family issues, poverty, and school failure are gateways 

to deviant peer group memberships which lead to serious high-risk and criminal behaviors 

(Paunesku, 2008).     

Law Enforcement’s Perception of At-Risk Youth 

 Law enforcement is tasked with the responsibility of controlling juvenile delinquent 

behavior in society.  The majority of at-risk youth are raised in homes where the parents have 

had contact with police officers; and the officers are therefore aware of the dysfunction these 

youths are exposed to.  However, police officers have not been trained to identify or deal with 

cognitive, behavioral, or developmental disorders.  A study conducted by the California Policy 

Research Center (CPRC) estimates that approximately 2-3% of the general population, 4-10% 

of the prison population, and “an even higher percentage of those in juvenile facilities and in 

jails have developmental disabilities” (Petersilia, 2000, p. 19).  Developmental disabilities are 

defined as severe and chronic mental or physical impairments which affect persons five years of   

age or older.  Such impairments are likely to result in substantial limitations in three or more  
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areas of major life functioning, such as: self-care, receptive and expressive language, learning, 

mobility, self-direction, capacity for independent living, and economic self-sufficiency 

(Petersilia, 2000). 

As more at-risk juveniles are choosing to commit crime, the presence of gangs in urban 

areas has become more prevalent (Petersilia, 2000).  School violence and gang activities have led 

to police officers being assigned to work in public schools. 

 An interview with police officer Rick Mussey of the Janesville, Wisconsin Police 

Department shed some light on the challenges of working with at-risk youth at Edison Middle 

School.  Mussey had been assigned to Edison in 2000 and has since seen the amount of criminal 

activity, e.g., theft, drug and alcohol use, and gang involvement, increase rapidly.  He stated that 

Janesville had at one time been populated predominantly by white people, and as the number of 

African American, Latin, and Asian families has increased so has racial tension in the 

community.  Mussey believes that the racist attitude and gang activity of students is learned 

directly from their parents, and that the juveniles he has the most contact with are from families 

who are known well by the police department for illegal and criminal acts.  Mussey further stated 

that he has daily contact with the probation officers assigned to the juveniles at Edison Middle 

School, and that they are in agreement as to negative and uncaring attitudes of the parent and/or 

caregiver of the students.  He stated that the juveniles themselves seem to have little care or 

remorse for the trouble they are in (R. Mussey, personal communication, June 2, 2015). 

 Criminologists have not identified a specific cause for juveniles choosing to commit 

crime; however, the General Strain Theory seems to apply directly to what is being observed in  

the public school system.  The General Strain Theory suggests that children exposed to family 
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stress, conflict, abuse and maltreatment are likely to become deviant.  Experiencing negative 

forms of strain in the home environment will likely lead to anger, depression, anxiety and anti- 

social behavior in young children.  Throughout development these youths will likely engage in 

substance use, aggression, or other forms of delinquency attempting to minimize and/or alleviate 

these feelings (Fagan, 2013). 

 Although the presence of police officers and probation agents helps control the amount of 

criminal behavior in public schools, it does not deter inappropriate and disruptive classroom 

behavior of at-risk students.   

Educators’ Perception of At-Risk Youth 

Many educators perceive at-risk students as burdensome barriers to educating promising 

students and as career liabilities (Muhammad, 2009).  The pressure of standardized testing results 

being used to rate the success of individual teachers, as well as the school, has strained the 

relationship that educators have with struggling students (Johnson, 2002).  Schools located in 

low income urban and rural areas often employ underqualified teachers who lack an educational 

background in the content they are teaching (Johnson, 2002).  With classrooms filled to capacity, 

teachers are not equipped or willing to handle the individual needs of the at-risk student.  At-risk 

students cause disruptions in the classroom by: speaking loudly and out of turn, not staying 

seated and walking around the room, making noise by tapping on desks or dropping/throwing 

their materials, arguing with other students, and being disrespectful and talking back to their 

teachers.  Often, a teacher's only recourse is to remove the student from the classroom and send  

him/her to the school office for discipline. 

10 

  



 

 

 

   

An interview with the Assistant Principal, Matt Perenboom, at Janesville’s Edison Middle 

School, revealed a further level of disrespect when dealing with the student; and a lack of 

concern and support from the parent(s) or caregiver.  Perenboom stated that it is not uncommon 

for students to deny their actions, argue back, swear, throw things, and/or walk out.  He stated 

that parents or caregivers often seemed annoyed and frustrated during conversations regarding 

their child’s behavior; and they tend to shift the blame onto the teacher.  Perenboom spoke 

candidly regarding the school's low income issues and lack of needed resources.  Further, he 

stressed the need for funding of a stronger program that supports the needs of the at-risk student.  

He stated that the teachers are not trained to deal with the issues that affect these students and 

that many of them suggest segregation from the classroom.  Currently, the school has one 

certified teacher assisted by one paraprofessional who deal specifically with the at-risk youth 

population.  The program, Change for Positive Results (CPR), is new to the school and the 

structure is not fully established.  The students involved in the program are making academic and 

behavioral progress; however, space in the program is limited to 25 students; and a great many 

more of the over 700 students attending Edison would benefit from it (M. Perenboom, personal 

communication, June, 9, 2015).   

Challenges in Education of At-Risk Youth: School Culture 

 The term school culture refers to the assumptions, beliefs, expectations, and habits of 

staff members that constitute the norm of their schools (Muhammad, 2009).  School culture sets 

the tone for how well teachers, administrators, paraprofessionals, and all support staff work 

together to provide a positive and supportive learning environment for their students.  Schools 

attended by at-risk students are located in areas where risk factors for low achievement are 
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highest: poverty, homelessness, and single parent families.  These schools struggle to  

maintain qualified and dedicated teachers (Muhammad, 2009).  The pressure of standardized 

testing scores and the No Child Left Behind Law of 2001 have brought national attention to the 

less successful schools, and greatly damaged the morale of teachers whose students fail to 

achieve (Muhammad, 2009).  President Obama's current initiative, Race to the Top, is raising the 

bar even higher by tying nationalized high-stakes testing to teacher accountability and school 

finance (Tanner, 2013).  From an educator's perspective, all creativity in learning is being 

replaced by teaching students the methodology of testing; the student’s capabilities are 

determined by whether or not they select the right multiple-choice answers (Tanner, 2013).  The 

public school system is flooded with at-risk students, and with the success of the school riding on 

test scores, good teachers do not want to work at schools attended predominantly by this 

population.  Teachers who convey negativity toward students create a toxic learning environment 

and often become the catalyst to academic failure (Muhammad, 2009).  The need for reform of 

school culture in low income schools is evident, and building a network of communication 

within the school, the district, and the community is where successful change can start (Johnson, 

2002).   

Psychological/Behavioral Needs of At-Risk Youth in Education 

 As discussed throughout this literature review, at-risk youth have a wide variety of 

neurodevelopmental, intellectual, and personality disorders, all of which contribute to problem 

behaviors in the educational environment.  Disruptive, aggressive, and antisocial behavior are 

emerging adolescent problems which affect not only the child's life, but everyone around them   

(Andrews, Soberman, & Dishion, 1995).  Problematic behaviors, such as violence, drug use,  
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vandalism and delinquency have become common in public schools, often leading to expulsion 

or eventual dropout.  The social and economic costs of school dropout alone have a tremendous 

negative impact on individuals and society (Andrews, et al., 1995).  More recent statistics report 

that economically disadvantaged students graduate at a rate of 63%, and that 70% of those sitting 

in our nation's prisons are high school dropouts (Muhammad, 2009).  

 What can the educational system do to serve the psychological and behavioral needs of 

at-risk students?  Multiple research sources have identified the teacher-student relationship as a 

motivating factor for at-risk students.  Students of all intellectual abilities want their teachers to 

have high expectations of their abilities and a favorable image of them (Muhammad, 2009).  

Researchers asked middle school students from five of the lowest performing schools in 

Philadelphia what they need and want from teachers. Their answer: students want teachers to 

set clear guidelines, take time to explain their lessons, teach in a variety of ways, and believe in 

them (Wilson & Corbert, 2001, as cited in Muhammad, 2009).  At-risk youth crave stability, and 

need interaction with caring and committed adults.  Many researchers and educators agree that a 

combination of effective prevention and person-centered, skill building interventions would be of 

great benefit to struggling at-risk students (Andrews, et al., 1995).  Students who feel cared for 

by their teachers develop a better academic self-concept, self-esteem, and sense of belonging in 

school and society (Murdock, 2003).   

 An interview with the At-Risk Youth Specialist, Daniel Jackson, at Janesville’s Edison 

Middle School offered a personal viewpoint regarding students enrolled in the Change for 

Positive Results program (CPR).  Jackson stated that there are currently 16 students, 12 boys and 

four girls, in the program.  Nine of the students are white, two are African-American, three are  
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Mexican-American, and two are of mixed race (African-American and white).  All of them come 

from high-risk families, and two of them have experienced homelessness during their time at 

Edison.  Two of the students have a parent who has been in prison.  Eleven of the boys and 2 of 

the girls have anger issues that manifest into violent outbursts and they spend a great deal of time 

in the assistant principal's office for disciplinary action.  Three of the students are chronically 

truant.  He stated that most of his students feel that they are targeted by their teachers and 

consequently have “vendettas” against them.  When asked to describe the culture of Edison 

Middle School he stated that there is a clear divide between the administrative and teaching staff; 

and that communication and support among members of the teaching staff is strained at best.  

Jackson mentioned that some teachers seem genuinely disinterested in discussing the academic 

and behavioral progress of the students and that they often do not respond to his requests for 

updates on classroom issues and/or missing assignments.  When asked to describe the culture of 

his classroom he stated that consistency, resilience, commitment, and respect are the guiding 

principles of the program.  He has been urged by administration to, “Go off on the kids,” 

however, he feels that calm reasoning and statement of purpose is much more effective in 

gaining student cooperation.  He has seen positive behavioral changes and an increase in 

academic success with most of his students.  Last, he was asked to describe the level of parental 

involvement in his student's educations.  He stated that the majority of them do not respond to e-

mails, do not return phone calls, and fail to attend conferences (D. Jackson, personal 

communication, June 10, 2015). 

 The main psychological and behavioral needs of at-risk youths in the academic setting 

are: qualified and caring teachers, higher expectations of academic abilities, a positive and  

14 



 

 

 

   

cohesive learning environment, improved self-esteem and self-efficacy, stability, positive peer 

relations, and concerned parental involvement. 

Building a Program that Promotes Academic Success 

 Building a program that motivates at-risk students to learn, and promotes positive 

cognitive/behavioral changes, requires a holistic approach, truly considering all aspects of an at- 

risk youth's intellectual, developmental, emotional, and environmental challenges.   Research 

indicates that the quality of the parent/child relationship is the primary influence on a child's 

mental, physical, and emotional growth/functioning.  Additional factors, such as low income 

level and poor living conditions, negatively affect a child's intellectual, academic, and 

developmental growth.  At-risk behaviors are often modeled by multiple-generations within 

families, and consequently are observed, learned, and passed on to young children.  Such 

behaviors include poor impulse control, aggression and anti-social behavior, teen pregnancy and 

drug use.  Children who mimic these behaviors and join deviant peer groups become involved 

with neighborhood violence, drug use, teen pregnancy, and are at risk for school failure (Henry, 

2000).     

 The level of parental influence decreases as children age and by middle school has been 

replaced by that of peers.  During this vulnerable developmental period at-risk youths struggle to 

identify with peers and to “fit in.”  Low self-esteem may cause difficulties in forming positive 

relationships and lead to social and academic alienation.  At-risk students crave acceptance and 

are susceptible to following the negative beliefs of peers.  The deviancy training hypothesis 

suggests that juveniles influence the behavior of fellow classmates by verbalizing about 

aggressive acts, not by direct modeling (Henry, 2000).  At-risk students act out aggressively 
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to impress peers; however, these behaviors cause further peer rejection, damage teacher-student 

relationships, and lead to segregation from the classroom.  These struggling students are typically 

placed in on-site at-risk programs to improve their behavior and failing grades.  At-risk programs 

are available in most middle schools; however, they do not follow one basic format.   

 The CPR program at Edison is led by a team of professionals who provide educational 

and behavioral support in a segregated classroom (learning lab), as well as mainstream 

classrooms.  The primary educator, Dan Jackson, meets with students in the learning lab on a 

scheduled basis; while his partner provides behavioral and academic support in both settings as 

needed.  The two are in constant communication with each other and strive to provide stable and 

supportive attention to their students throughout the day.  The CPR students are attending the 

most socioeconomically challenged middle school in the district, and all are from at-risk 

families.  The majority of the students who enter this program have anger issues, self-esteem 

issues, and major developmental deficits.  The most common developmental disorders for at-risk 

students are ADD and ADHD, which negatively affect personal, social, and academic 

functioning (APA, 2013).  These disorders frequently co-occur with intellectual disabilities, 

learning disorders, language disorders, and communication disorders (APA, 2013).  The CPR 

behavioral support paraprofessional assists students in mainstream classrooms by: observing and 

correcting the student's negative work habits, curbing disruptive behaviors, and modeling 

positive interpersonal communication skills.  The presence of the support paraprofessional takes 

the pressure of discipline off of the teacher, which creates a positive learning environment for all 

of the students.  Connecting with at-risk students can be time consuming and frustrating,  
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however, innovative and creative communication and instruction creates the opportunity for 

positive educator-student relationships.  At-risk programs provide curriculum that supports what 

students are being taught in mainstream classrooms, including a focus on the content of national 

standardized tests.  High-stakes testing has revealed cognitive, intellectual and developmental 

barriers of at-risk students in core academic areas including math and reading.  Students who 

have experienced repeated failure in high-stakes testing struggle with a wide range of emotional 

and cognitive barriers that prevent their success (Barker, 2011).   

 A review of literature addressing the policies and practices of teaching low level reading 

students produced a case study that identified several concerns including: low self-esteem, 

resistance to completing tasks, inability to mentally visualize text, and negative emotional 

response associated with reading (Barker, 2011).  The study revolved around a middle school 

educator, Anne, in Texas who is recognized for her expertise in teaching reading, language, 

communication, and theater arts.  The purpose of the study was to examine how she used play to 

motivate middle school reading students who appeared to have given up on school (Barker, 

2011).  Her students had failed state tests in reading on three separate occasions.  Anne described 

her students as seeming deflated, fragile, defeated, angry and sad (Barker, 2011).  Anne believed 

that introducing play into her lessons would improve her students’ attitudes toward learning and 

achieving (Barker, 2011).  She stated that group activities, reading out loud, and playing games 

that combine written and visual elements, e.g., Pictionary, Catch Phrase, Scene It, and Password, 

encouraged interactive learning and created bonds between the students.  She also incorporated 

visualization techniques, language techniques, and role play activities from her theater classes 

which greatly improved her students’ literary skills.  She added accountability to her classroom  
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by giving the students different jobs, i.e., presenter, writer, timer, or reader, which gave them an 

opportunity to facilitate each other's learning.  Anne believed that connecting play with complex 

learning strategies to master reading had been highly effective in changing the student’s attitudes 

toward reading and how they viewed themselves as learners (Barker, 2011).  The study revealed 

that Anne's students responded well to her innovative teaching methods and, over time, became 

more motivated to read for pleasure (Barker, 2011).  Anne’s approach to learning is supported by 

the cognitive psychological perspective.  The cognitive view of learning states that language is 

an essential part of the learning process.  Sensorimotor processing and logic functions, including 

auditory and visual discrimination, sequencing, sound blending, abstract symbol recognition, and 

the ability to recognize the context of symbol use, are involved in human language acquisition.  

Additional research indicates that use of language determines learning; and that language and 

social interaction are intricately woven together.  Further, it is believed that life experiences 

affect and influence language and human development.  Children who learn in a non-threatening 

environment are more likely to become engaged in the learning process and are more likely to 

succeed, while children who experience a series of failures in learning language and reading 

often develop issues with low self-confidence and self-esteem.  Children who struggle with 

academic deficits tend to act out in aggressive or disruptive ways in school, which creates a 

wider gap with peers who are not at-risk (Barker, 2011). 

 Further review of at-risk programs that integrate cognitive and behavioral methods into  

 students’ daily academic routine produced a study linking transcendental meditation to  

academic achievement of at-risk urban middle school students.  The purpose of this study 

was to determine if practicing transcendental meditation (quiet time) for 12 minutes at the  
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start and the end of the school day would help improve math and English standardized testing 

scores.  Research indicates that Transcendental Meditation helps reduce anxiety and  

psychological distress while increasing healthy brain functioning (Nidich, 2004).  The stressors 

related to academic achievement for at-risk students are vast: poverty, low parental involvement, 

deviant peer relations, low self-esteem, strained relationships with teachers, developmental, 

cognitive and behavioral disorders, and chronic truancy are among the most common. A tool for 

managing stress could be useful. 

 The school chosen for this study was a large public school that rated academically low 

compared to all district middle schools, and was populated by students with low socioeconomic 

status.  The participating at-risk students had scored below proficiency in either math or English 

on the California Standards Test.  The study was conducted over a period of three months and 

included 125 meditating students and 64 non-meditating control students.  During the study, all 

students were taught the same standard curriculum.  To determine the results of the study, 

students were given the California Standards Test before and after the intervention.  The post-test 

scores indicated an improvement of at least one performance level in math and English for at-

risk meditating students.  “Results of this project indicate that it is feasible to have at-risk 

students regularly practice meditation at school and that meditation may help at-risk students 

improve academically, thereby helping to close the achievement gap” (Nidich, 2004, p. 556).   

Summary 

 The purpose of this literary review was to research the psychological, behavioral and 

academic issues affecting middle school aged juveniles who are labeled at-risk.  To begin, it was  

necessary to define the term “At-Risk,” and to discuss the challenges that affect this growing 
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population of juveniles.  Multiple sources offered similar information regarding the at-risk family  

home environment: low parental education, single-parent households, poverty, homelessness,  

physical abuse or neglect, sexual abuse, and low parental involvement/supervision.  The same 

was true when gathering academic information; all sources indicated that ADD, ADHD, 

depression, anxiety, personality disorders and developmental delays were prevalent issues with 

at-risk students.  With the number of at-risk youths totaling approximately 18 million in the 

United States it is evident that a collective effort to improve their circumstances is required from 

society, law enforcement, educators, and psychological professionals.  Youths from at-risk 

families who have no sense of support or stability in their lives need caring and dedicated adults 

to guide them in a positive direction.  

 At-risk behaviors are identifiable in children at an early age, and as the literature 

reviewed suggests, the educational system must be equipped with positive and organized 

strategies to assess their students’ needs.  Elementary school educators must be trained to use 

alternative actions to segregation with low level learners; the academic and psychological 

damage this causes are progressive and life-long.  Professional psychological assessment and 

specialized at-risk programs must be provided at the elementary school level.  Young children 

crave the praise of adults and are more willing to conform to their expectations at an early age.  

Not offering at-risk interventions to children until entering middle school is a disservice to them; 

they have experienced five years of struggle without necessary support and have established a 

pattern of cognitive and behavioral distortions that have not been addressed.  The word 

“resilient” is used in many educational programs to describe children; however, proof of this is 

20 not evident in the literature reviewed.  Children are affected by their early experiences, and 
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educational system has the opportunity, and the responsibility, to shape their young lives as well 

as their learning. 

 Building an at-risk program that promotes academic success relies on the educator's 

ability to: build rapport with the students, create a stimulating classroom environment, use 

teaching methods that are adaptable to each student's learning style, provide the opportunity for 

students to work together and build supportive relationships, redirect negative behaviors in a 

patient and positive manner, gain students' confidence by having high expectations for their  

performance; and holding them accountable to achieve at that standard.  Providing stress 

management tools such as meditation may be helpful as well. 
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Chapter III: Conclusions and Recommendations 

The existing literature on the topic of at-risk youth leads to the following conclusions.  

First, at-risk behaviors are identifiable at a young age and are traceable to a child’s family/home 

environment.  School district educators and administrators must be aware of the socioeconomic 

and sociodemographic challenges of their students; these factors greatly attribute to a child’s 

cognitive, behavioral and academic success.  Second, a child’s connection to his/her teacher is a 

key factor in a child’s early emotional, physical and academic growth.  Educators are required to 

earn educational credits to maintain their licenses.  Courses dealing with the needs of at-risk 

students who struggle with neurodevelopmental, intellectual and personality disorders should be 

mandatory.  Additionally, educators must feel supported by administrative staff; the overall 

success of a school relies on its ability to provide a positive and supportive cultural foundation 

for the students.  Further, society needs to recognize and contribute to the needs of the at-risk 

youth in the community.  Last year in Janesville, Wisconsin, a city of approximately 63,000 

people, over 170 of its students were homeless; some attending Edison middle school.  These 

students are members of at-risk families which lack parental guidance and supervision and lack 

access to basic resources such as food, shelter, hygiene products and clean clothing.  These 

students often appear to be ill and/or tired at school.  These are the students that report feeling 

targeted by their teachers, and are failing to achieve academically.   

 Based on these conclusions, it is recommended that each school employ a full-time, on-

site psychological professional.  Emphasis must be put on evaluating the neurodevelopmental, 

intellectual and academic needs of a student during his/her early developmental period.  This 

type of intervention would provide educators with information regarding the cognitive and  
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behavioral concerns of individual students; and alleviate the stress that teachers experience when 

working with challenging students.  Additionally, students would benefit from the presence of a 

psychological professional who is trained to assist with their individual needs.  At-risk students 

live in dysfunctional family environments, and daily interaction with a concerned and 

dependable adult will provide them with a sense of stability and belonging. Further, it would take 

the pressure of dealing with students’ personal and psychological issues off of school 

administrative staff and guidance counselors who are not trained to provide mental health 

services.  At-risk students are struggling with disorders and disabilities that are categorized as 

major issues by the APA; such issues begin in early childhood and progress into adolescence.  

School is the place where children spend the majority of their waking hours. It is where they 

learn how to interact socially with adults and peers, and where they begin to develop their sense 

of self and belonging.  It is in this environment that positive change is possible.     

 Currently, organized at-risk programs are not available to students until reaching the 

middle-school level.  As the literature reviewed stated, the needs of the at-risk student are  

identifiable in early childhood.  At-risk programs should be provided in elementary schools to  

students who struggle emotionally, behaviorally and academically.  Early identification and 

intervention will provide a solid foundation for children who need additional help, care, and 

positive reinforcement.  Research on successful at-risk programs, one using play to motivate 

learning, and one using Transcendental Meditation to reduce the impact of stress, found that 

students who feel centered, balanced, motivated and cared for show personal and academic 

growth.  Educators working specifically with at-risk youth should be qualified to assist students 

who have various disorders and/or deficits that complicate learning.  Introducing play,  
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socialization and responsibility into learning that is supported by cognitive and behavioral 

strategies will create a positive environment for students who have given up on themselves and 

on school. 

 The current level of personal scrutiny put on educators by the government has damaged 

their morale.  Multiple sources stated that the educational system is “broken” due to a lack of 

qualified and dedicated teachers.  The source of this brokenness appears to be the pressure put on 

teachers to meet government mandated standards such as those mandated by No Child Left 

Behind and Race to the Top.  Teachers are held individually responsible for the academic 

achievement of their students, whose success is being determined by multiple choice testing.  

This system of evaluation is superficial and inaccurate; it does not account for the challenges that 

educators meet with struggling students.  State testing creates a gap between educators and at-

risk students, and results in lower funding for schools that need it the most.  The governments 

intervention lacks consideration of the core issue involved: the mental, physical, and emotional 

state of the students.  Government funding of early at-risk programs and full-time, on-site 

psychological support would improve student-teacher relationships, alleviate stressors in the 

students’ academic and social life, improve overall state test scores, and save tax payer money by 

reducing the school drop-out rate.  

 In summary, at-risk youth are a population of damaged individuals who have been failed 

by their parents, the social system, and the educational system.  Children are raised in society, 

not just a home environment, and everyone with whom they come into contact has an 

opportunity to help shape their lives.  The differing perspectives of at-risk youth that are held by 

society, educators, and law enforcement complicate the picture.  Research studies have identified 
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the school environment as the key source of personal, academic, and social functioning for at-

risk youth. Taking an integrated approach to educating at-risk youth and implementing cognitive 

and behavioral psychological support into their daily lives will create the opportunity for their 

positive self-change; and increase their potential of having a successful future.    
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