
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

The Impact of Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG) on Students’  
Social and Emotional Well-Being: A Multiple Case Study 

 
Brandi L. Clay, Ed.D. 

 
Mentor: Leanne Howell, Ph.D. 

 
 

Students who experience poverty often face barriers to school success. These 

barriers include emotional factors that affect learning, internal motivation, as well as 

social and cultural barriers. This multiple case study examines how a specific school 

intervention program, Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG), increases students’ social 

well-being to help them experience academic success. In an era where educational 

emphases seem to focus solely on how well students perform on standardized tests, JAG 

embraces a unique curriculum model that focuses on developing students’ social and 

emotional well-being. The three-year program focuses on preparing students to succeed 

in the 21st century by removing social and emotional barriers that are often roadblocks to 

academic success. JAG also aids in the development of key employability skills that are 

necessary for students to become effective employees who can sustain employment in a 

demanding workforce. The conceptual framework that guides this study is based on 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Basic Needs, which includes self-actualization, self-esteem, love, 

belonging, as well as safety and physiological needs (McLeod, 2018). This theory posits 



that students’ basic needs must be satisfied for them to experience academic success. 

With Maslow’s theory in mind, JAG supports a model and curriculum that recognizes 

students’ basic needs as building blocks for academic success. With over 7,000 students 

dropping out of United States’ high schools each day, drop-out prevention programs are 

needed to reduce this downward spiral. Research indicates there are multiple reasons why 

students drop out of high school: increased crime rates in low socioeconomic 

neighborhoods, inequitable resources, and teacher quality. Therefore, a multi-purpose 

solution must be employed to combat this issue. Dropout prevention programs and 

interventions are designed around strategies to help students gain effective social and 

emotional skills, as well as skills associated with their academic needs, may well be the 

key to solving the downward dropout spiral often seen among our nation’s youth. 

Through investigative research, four implications were identified to aid in decreasing the 

nation's increasing dropout rate. The implications were directly tied to the major research 

themes, including creating positive adult relationships and interventions that support 

social and emotional barrier removal. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction to the Problem of Practice 
 

Introduction 

 One significant issue contributing to the school dropout rate is students’ 

perceptions of school and their teachers. One study found that over 45% of students were 

not interested in school, while approximately 29% were at odds with their teachers 

(Rumberger, 2001). The disengagement level, combined with personal barriers and 

assumptions, contributed to the reasons students dropped out to seek employment, join a 

gang, or participate in criminal activities (Rumberger, 2001). Researchers further suggest 

that if those students had remained enrolled in a program that focused on enhancing their 

educational experiences through social and emotional development, they may have been 

academically promoted on time and had higher academic attainment (Rumberger, 2001). 

Social and emotional abilities function as indicators of how well people adjust to 

their environment, feel, and demonstrate empathy, manage emotions, and reach personal 

goals (Durlak et al., 2011). Social and emotional skills give rise to mental stability, 

reasonability, and self-regulation (Durlak et al., 2011). Social and emotional learning 

(SEL) is an evidence-based approach that teaches students how to resolve conflict and 

cope with difficult challenges (Weissberg, 2016). Students who receive social and 

emotional instruction experience greater academic success and have scores as much as 11 

or more percentile points higher on state standardized exams than their peers who do not 

receive this type of instruction (Durlak et al., 2011). A combination of these skills, along 

with academic development, creates high-quality learning experiences and environments 
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that empower students to become effective contributors within their classroom, 

communities, and future places of employment (Durlak et al., 2011). 

Shifting the current standards of education to focus on social and emotional 

learning may aid in decreasing the high school dropout rate as students develop skills that 

situate them for cognitive success and reduce emotional and social distress. This study 

focused on decreasing the high school dropout rate of high school seniors by 

incorporating social and emotional programming into the regular school day, specifically 

through a program known as Jobs for Americas Graduates (JAG). 

Statement of the Problem 

 The number of high school dropouts is a national crisis. There are approximately 

one million students who do not graduate from high school within four years each year in 

the United States (NCES, 2020). In fact, approximately half of our country’s ethnic 

minority students do not graduate from high school (Orfield, 2004). As the high school 

graduation rate continues to rise for Asian students, Pacific Islander students, and 

Caucasian students, disparities persist as the dropout rate for ethnic minority students 

continue to remain low (NCES, 2020). The current dropout rate includes the number of 

students from various races and ethnic groups, between the ages 16 to 24, who have not 

earned a traditional high school diploma, HiSET or GED certificate (state-issued high 

school equivalency exams) (NCES, 2020). The numbers mentioned above paint a clear 

picture that students who are most at risk or dropping out are students of color (NCES, 

2020). Students of color are often described as ethnic minorities who do not have the 

cultural and academic support to gain adequate skills or knowledge to catapult them to 

academic success (Rumberger, 2001).  
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Although the overall dropout rates have decreased from previous decades, 

minority groups still have a high number of students who drop out of high school on a 

yearly basis (NCES, 2020). To improve the dropout rate among minority students, the 

United States Department of Education created an educational platform that promoted 

equity to improve students’ academic attainment (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

Promoting and upholding education equity, along with college- and career-ready classes, 

trained educators, and engaging programs that promote innovation, has increased the 

number of minority students who have graduated from a traditional high school over the 

last decade (Balfranz & Legters, 2004). As of May 2019, the minority graduation rate 

continues to rise as students are supported to make continuous education improvement 

through rigorous and fair educational opportunities (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

Data indicate the increased high school graduation rate is due to students’ 

increased exposure to educational opportunities that raise the academic bar and reward 

academic excellence (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). The No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB) of 2002 was established to set clear educational goals for the public-school 

system (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). In 2007, this act was revised to provide 

more provisions to advancing equity in education (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2007 took more significant steps to support 

and grow education interventions for students who are at-risk of dropping out of high 

school (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). ESSA provided educational grants to low-

income schools to promote strong high-quality instruction. Although the nation took great 

strides to increase the minority graduation rate, there are still numerous minority students 
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who drop out of high school yearly due to the lack of high-quality teachers, as well as the 

lack of stakeholder support and equitable educational resources (Resmovits, 2013). 

Minority students often attend majority-minority schools with weak promotion 

rates (less than 50 %) and high poverty levels (Balfraz & Legters, 2004). Majority 

Caucasian schools are five times more likely to academically promote a student than 

majority African American schools due to increased educational resources, community 

support, and financial donations (Balfraz & Legters, 2004). Compared to majority 

Caucasian schools, African American majority-minority schools often have less 

experienced teachers (Balfraz & Legters, 2004). The prevalence of weak promotion 

among majority-minority schools, combined with continuing segregation issues in K–12 

schools, indicates that decades after the Brown vs. the Board of Education decision, 

approximately 46% of African Americans and 39% of Latino students who attend high 

school do not see graduation as an attainable goal in their future (Balfraz & Legters, 

2004). The lack of grade promotion, combined with segregation issues, often cause 

minority students in low socioeconomic communities to miss out on various academic, 

social, and emotional support from year to year. This lack of support causes students to 

drop out of high school, earn a non-traditional high school diploma, or take longer than 

four years to graduate (Rumberger, 2001). 

Dropout rates are often associated with a lack of educational achievement, a lack 

of educational resources and certified educators, as well as the lack of stakeholder 

support from the community where the students learn and live (Rumberger, 2001). The 

dropout rates’ complexity is traced to other school-related reasons, such as academic 

disengagement, low socioeconomic communities, learning disabilities, and lack of 
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cultural diversity (Rumberger, 2001). Minority students from low-income communities 

or those who attend under-resourced schools are also more prone to dropping out of high 

school due to the number of social, emotional, and educational barriers they face. Due to 

these challenges, students from low-income families are more than two times more likely 

to drop out of high school than their affluent peers who have access to more educational 

opportunities and resources (Rivera, 2014).  

The cycle of minority students living below the poverty level attending under-

resourced schools and those attending under-resourced schools coming from families 

with the lowest national income (Rivera, 2014) is a nationwide problem. Students who 

tend to drop out of high school are often from low-income families and live in both urban 

and rural areas (Rivera, 2014). Both types of schools are often undercapitalized due to the 

lack of financial funding (U.S. Department of Education, 2000). Currently, America’s 

racial and ethnic minorities are the fastest-growing populations in the United States (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2000). They also make up a large segment of the economically 

disadvantaged population (U.S. Department of Education, 2000). With a growing number 

of minority students living in low-income communities, school districts must embrace the 

investment opportunity to increase student engagement and achievement to decrease the 

number of students who drop out of high school on a yearly basis. 

Purpose of the Study 

 This research aims to examine how one specific dropout prevention program, Jobs 

for America’s Graduates (JAG), increases students’ social and emotional well-being to 

help them graduate from high school in four years, which ultimately helps them to 

experience lifelong success. The study focused on how JAG inspires students to graduate 
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from high school and described the program's components that aids in such. In an era 

where educational emphasis is placed on developing academic and standardized testing 

skills, JAG embraces a unique curriculum model, which focuses on developing students' 

social and emotional skills, while developing academic skills at the same time. The three-

year program focuses on preparing students to succeed in the 21st century by removing 

social and emotional barriers that can often be roadblocks to academic success. 

This study examines how social and emotional learning improves academic 

achievement and pro-social behaviors by using effective social and emotional learning 

programming within K–12 curricula. The results of this study shed light on collaborative 

solutions and innovative strategies that highlight the importance of social and emotional 

skills to decrease the high school dropout rate and influence students’ educational and 

employment outcomes. This multiple case study included the stories of four JAG students 

using portraiture, a method that provides a personal and comprehensive narrative of each 

student’s experiences. The portraitures were used as a documentation method as students 

discussed their social and emotional transformation to an audience. The portraiture 

allowed students to memorialize their images to describe their past and their future.  

The central question in this study examined the stories of four JAG students. The 

central question that guided this qualitative case study was “What impact does JAG have 

on students’ social and emotional well-being?” This central research question was 

informed by three sub questions. First, in what ways did JAG inspire students to graduate 

from high school? Second, in what ways did JAG prepare students to find and keep 

employment for more than six months? Third, in what ways did JAG impact students’ 

discipline referrals? This study satisfied a need to address the social and emotional needs 
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of students in grades K–12. The results informed curriculum and programming designs 

and implementation to ensure the social and emotional needs of students are being met. A 

larger, long term opportunity exists to raise continued awareness about the skills 

necessary to understand and manage emotions as well as establish and sustain 

relationships with others while demonstrating empathy.  

Theoretical Framework 

 This study utilized Abraham Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs to explain the 

necessity of fulfilling students' essential needs before they can experience academic 

success (McLeod, 2018). Since 1943, Maslow presented and revised his ideas of learning 

and meeting the basic needs of growing students (McLeod, 2018). Maslow's theory 

utilizes a five-tier model of human needs to illustrate the development of intrinsic 

motivation and academic success (McLeod, 2018). The five-tier model illustrates that for 

students to reach self-actualization (the top tier) they must (1) have their physiological 

needs met, (2) feel safe, (3) feel a sense of love and belonging and (4) develop their self-

esteem (McLeod, 2018). For learners to be successful throughout their educational 

journey, their needs on the bottom four tiers must be satisfied. These tiers include 

physiological and safety needs, love and belonging, self-esteem (McLeod, 2018). By 

satisfying the bottom tiers, students become connected to the engaging learning 

environment, which promotes positive pro-social behaviors (Weissberg, 2016). Satisfying 

students' basic needs, will help students to strive for self-actualization and reach new 

academic heights through positive interventions and adult relationships (White and Kern, 

2018). 



8 
 

Educators must identify and address the child’s social and behavioral problems 

for social and emotional development to occur. Children’s desire to interpret their 

existing knowledge and understanding is more likely to occur as the align positive 

participation and pro-social behaviors modeled by the educator in the learning 

environment. Incorporating Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs into the classroom creates 

opportunities for educators to develop students’ social and emotional skills as students 

strive to reach their true potential. Educators who help students reach self-actualization 

also see an increase in the students’ classroom participation, academic performance, 

school attendance, as well as a reduction in violent outbursts and disciplinary referrals 

(Flay & Allred, 2010). 

This framework was appropriate for examining ways to decrease the number of 

students who choose to drop out of high school because it encompasses five levels in 

literature concerning student success. Prior studies on high school dropouts have found 

the four bottom tiers in Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs influence high school dropouts 

(Moore, 2017). In the framework, the social, emotional, and motivational tiers related 

specifically to the student reaching self-actualization. Other studies that examine social 

and emotional support suggest students who do have social and emotional support have 

increased chances of graduating from high school (Durlak et al., 2011). Thus, a central 

theme to the dropout rates may be the lack of social and emotional adjustment of students 

in the K–12 classrooms. 

Basic physical and physiological needs must be satisfied for the brain to focus on 

complex learning tasks within the classroom (McLeod, 2018). As the brain focuses on 

maintaining survival, educators must create a safe and secure classroom, which allows 
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students to feel loved and appreciated. As a result, students are more engaged within the 

learning environment and reach self-actualization and academic success at a higher pace 

(McLeod, 2018). The actual practice of implementing social and emotional learning to 

satisfy students' basic needs is often neglected, as many studies attribute the high school 

dropout rate solely to students' perceptions of their school and teachers. Maslow's theory 

encourages research to discover how to motivate and inspire students to reach their 

educational goals by first fulfilling their basic needs. Using the ideas of Maslow, JAG 

created a curriculum model that recognizes the importance of students' basic needs as 

building blocks for academic and civic success. 

Combining Social and Emotional Learning with JAG 

Many components of the JAG program reflect Maslow's Hierarchy of Basic 

Needs. Maslow's Hierarchy of Basic Needs strives to advance students' hearts and minds 

while also focusing on their safety, physiological needs, love, self-esteem, and self-

actualization (McLeod, 2018). JAG allows students to gain employment through work-

based learning while removing students' social and emotional barriers. The program’s 

goal increases the number of students who graduate from high school and seek 

educational opportunities at post-secondary institutions. Since the program focuses on 

developing students' academic, civic, social, and emotional skills, it aims to decrease the 

number of students who drop out of high school daily. 

Deeply entrenched in the human psyche, Maslow notes a connection between 

basic needs and learning. Once the basic needs for food, security, love, and self-

actualization are met, students are more engaged in the learning process, thus increasing 

their academic skills and level of engagement within the classroom (Huitt, 2011). 
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Recognizing Maslow's Hierarchy of Basic Needs, JAG created trauma care plans within 

its curriculum to assist all students' emotional and social development (JAG, 2018). The 

plan allows specialists to provide counseling and mentoring while the specialist aids in 

removing students’ barriers related to social and emotional distress caused by childhood 

trauma. The trauma care plan emphasizes practices that aid in students’ emotional 

recovery. Specialists identify acute stressors to remove students’ social and psychological 

barriers. Preparing students emotionally, as well as academically, is essential to increase 

the high school graduation rate minority teens in our nation (JAG, 2018). 

Definition of Key Terms 

 This section defines the commonly held terms related to the high school dropout 

rate including terms that are associated with social and emotional learning.  

At Risk Youth: is a child who is less likely to be successful due to personal, social, or 

academic barriers, thus hindering their ability to be independent members of society 

(Donnelly, 1987).  

Achievement Gap: refers to the disparities in academic performances between two groups 

of students (NAEP, 2019).  

Cognitively Dull: a study developed by Richard J, Hernstien and Charles Murray states 

that some have higher intelligence levels and have better prospects for success. 

Cognitively dull is a person who cannot achieve academically at a certain level 

(Muhammad, 2015). 

Cognitively Elite: a study developed by Richard J. Hernstien and Charles Murray states 

that some have higher intelligence levels and have better prospects for success. A 
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cognitively elite person performs at their highest academic level. They outperform 

cognitively dull people (Muhammad, 2015). 

High School Dropout: a high school student who abandons his/her course of study prior 

to high school graduation (Dropout definition, n.d.).  

Dropout Prevention Programs: use a combination of effective strategies to decrease the 

number of students who are dropping out of high school by fulfilling their basic needs 

to develop their potential (Lehr et al., 2004). 

Graduate: a person who has successfully completed a course of study in an educational 

program (Graduation definition, n.d.). 

Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG): a four-year dropout prevention program, which 

focuses on nurturing student’s academic, employability, social and emotional skills 

(JAG, 2011).  

Maslow Hierarchy of Needs: proposed for motivation to occur at the next level, each of 

the five levels of basic needs to be satisfied. The five basic needs are: physiological 

needs, safety needs, love and belonging, esteem and self-actualization (Huitt, 2011).  

Minority: cultural, ethnic, or racial groups that coexists with a more dominate and 

popular group of people (Minority definition, n.d.).  

Project Base Learning (PBL): is a teaching method, which allows students to gain 

knowledge and skills through investigating (Helle et al., 2006). 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL): An evidence-based approach that teaches students 

how to demonstrate empathy, manage emotions and reach personal goals (Durlack et 

al., 2011). 
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Socioeconomic Status: The social, education, income, and occupation standings, and or 

class, of an individual or group (American Psychological Association, 2020). 

Student Motivation: The process where the learner’s attention becomes focused on 

meeting academic goals and objectives (Center on Education Policy, 2012). 

Title I Schools: A school that receives federal funding due to its large population of low-

income students (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). 

The No Child Left Behind Act: A U.S. Act of Congress that supported education reform 

in low socioeconomic communities (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). 

Trauma Informed Care for Students: emotional and social support for students who are 

facing or recovering from trauma (Portell, 2019). 

Conclusion 

 Minority students from low socioeconomic homes and communities are more 

likely than their higher-class peers to struggle academically and drop out of high school 

(NDPC, 2019). Based on socioeconomic research, most school districts utilize effective 

strategies and interventions to meet students' academic needs; however, there appears to 

be few interventions that focus on meeting students' social and emotional needs (NDPC, 

2019). This study seeks to understand the influence of social and emotional learning on 

educational outcomes for four JAG students. The study used Maslow's Hierarchy of 

Needs as a theoretical framework to highlight how the basic needs of students must be 

met for them to experience self-actualization and academic achievement. 

The following chapter reviews research about social and emotional learning and 

examines reasons students drop out of high school. Then, dropout prevention programs, 

such as Jobs for America's Graduates, are discussed. Chapter Two also reviews the 
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effective educational strategies that are used to assist students with several social and 

emotional barriers.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Literature Review 
 

Introduction 

The usual length of time it takes for students to enter and graduate from high 

school is four years. Once they graduate, students should be prepared for the workforce, 

post-secondary education, or the military. They should also be able to participate in 

society as productive, engaging citizens who vote, pay taxes, and lead in community 

development (JAG, 2011). Unfortunately, students who participate in programs like JAG 

lack many of the basic needs and skills required for academic, employability, civic 

engagement, as well as social and emotional success. This chapter first provides an 

overview of why minority students in low socioeconomic communities are at risk of 

dropping out from high school. These risks include low socioeconomic status, crime 

rates, inequitable resources, teacher quality, and the achievement gap. The chapter then 

presents literature to shed light on the importance of educating the whole child through 

social and emotional learning after including various dropout prevention programs. The 

chapter concludes by providing the reader with specific information on dropout 

prevention programs that offer hope to many of our nations’ at-risk students. Bounce 

Back, The Penn Resilience Program (PRP) and Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG) are 

discussed to offer the reader insights on how these programs impact students’ ability to 

complete high school within four years. 
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Reasons for Dropping Out 

There are several reasons why students drop out of high school. This chapter 

discusses the key reasons why students become disengaged and discouraged with their 

educational goals. First the section discusses how students’ low socioeconomic status 

hinders their vocational development. Second, the chapter discusses how increased crime 

within students’ neighborhoods negatively influences their behavior and outlook on 

education achievement. Thirdly, the chapter reveals how inequitable resources in the 

learning environment negatively affects student learning. Lastly, the chapter explores 

how the achievement gap exacerbates minority students learning outcomes.  

Low Socioeconomic Status  

As reported by the U.S. Census Bureau (2014), students from middle or high-

class families are eight times more likely to graduate high school and obtain a bachelor's 

degree from a four-year college or university than low-income minority students. The 

lack of financial support can be linked to the socioeconomic barrier that hinders 

vocational development. Career development, pre-collegiate exposure, and employability 

skills are less likely to be developed in low-earning communities, thus creating barriers 

that prevent economic and career success (Blustein, 2013). One study showed that 

individuals from poverty-stricken communities experience fewer career choices related to 

self-efficacy courses and guidance when planning for post-secondary education (Ali et al, 

2005). This same study also demonstrated that students who do not have career 

advancement resources to develop career aspirations tend to lose their level of interest in 

all core courses (Ali et al., 2005). The lack of academic courses, career, and collegiate 

exposure or the development of employability skills within an impoverished community 
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leads to the decline of the number of students graduating high school or attending a 

vocational, two-year or a four-year college or university. The lack of educational 

attainment thus decreases the number of jobs obtained by the student who may not have 

been given the resources or the opportunities to advance academically. 

Public K–12 schools that are in low socioeconomic communities are often under-

resourced. The lack of educational resources causes students to experience little academic 

success (Duncombe, 2017). Students who learn in low socioeconomic schools and or 

communities have higher rates of dropping out of high school than students in more 

affluent schools (Sirotnik, 2004). Research supports that public schools reproduce the 

gender, class, and ethnicity groups that organized our society, financial, and working 

classes (Ingram, 2006). Students who attend low socioeconomic schools often describe 

them as schools as those that lack educational resources. These educational resources 

include things such as scarcity of library books, outdated technology, overcrowded 

classrooms, a lack of pre-college preparation courses and little to no honor or Advance 

Placement (AP) classes (Bahrim et al., 2016). With the absence of these resources, 

academic achievement becomes difficult, particularly for students in low-income 

communities (Sirotnik, 2004). The consequences of inadequate materials decrease the 

success rate of low-income students in science, technology, engineering, and math 

disciplines (Bahrim et al., 2016). The achievement rate is lower, in part, due to the lack of 

courses and innovative technology to properly engage and support students' educational 

growth (Bahrim et al., 2016). The lack of academic diversity and rigor presented in low 

socioeconomic schools is linked to decreased educational success, student 

disengagement, and misbehavior with the classroom (McLaughlin & Sherdin, 2016). 
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Extensive research has conclusively demonstrated that children’s low 

socioeconomic status is one of the most significant factors determining their educational 

success (Duncombe, 2017). The shortage of educational and career resources, combined 

with the lack of parental support, negative teacher behavior and the schools discipline 

policies, increases the number of students who are at risk of dropping out of high school 

(Ingram, 2006). Moreover, it is increasingly apparent that social class influences the 

achievement gap as early as Pre-K. The achievement gap continues to expand throughout 

the nation’s public educational journey as school districts fail to develop strong cognitive 

skills across different ethnic and racial groups, which aids in the number of students who 

have learning disabilities (Ingram, 2006). The common bond between poverty and 

educational resources creates lower student achievement as students’ educational 

obstacles deter them from graduating high school (Ingram, 2006). The failure to provide 

students with adequate resources to remove education obstacles due to their social class 

perpetuates the low socioeconomic status and the low human capital of their community 

and race (Ingram, 2006). 

Crime Rates 

Crime rates among youth rise with student dropout rates. According to the JAG 

2018 annual report, the challenges JAG students face includes having low grade point 

averages (2.4 GPA), coming from single family households (60%), lacking motivation or 

resources to pursue educational goals (54%), being economically disadvantaged (64%), 

having inadequate or no work experience, thus leading to the lack of occupational skills 

(83%) that are needed to compete in the 21st-century workforce (p.4). Those challenges 

lead to students’ disengagement in school, which then leads to an increased risk of 
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students dropping out of high school, increased misbehavior, and increased potential to 

get involved with criminal and gang activity (Hancock & Zubrick, 2015).  

An unchanging factor that aids in the low socioeconomic status for a group or 

race is crime. Students from low-income communities are more than two times more 

likely to drop out of high school (Rivera, 2014). The disadvantage of low socioeconomic 

status and an uneducated family, combined with mental, learning, or physical disabilities, 

may lead to an individual earning of $20,000 or less annually, which is $12,000 less than 

a high school graduate who averages $37,000 a year (Lynch, 2014). The low earnings of 

a high school dropout, combined with the lack of career opportunities, lead many young 

adults under the age of thirty into a life of crime (Lynch, 2014). Fortunately, research 

suggests when there are more educational opportunities available to citizens, crime is 

reduced (Lochner & Moretti, 2004). The economic boost as a result of decreased criminal 

activity leads to legitimate work opportunities and an increase in the working wage, 

which, in turn, increases the number of juveniles and adults who are legally working 

within their community (Lochner & Moretti, 2004).  

Currently, juveniles and young adults make up more than a quarter of known 

offenders in the United States (Kearney et al., 2014). Of those known offenders, 34% 

were between eleven and twenty years old, and an additional 34% were between the ages 

of twenty and thirty years (Kearney et al., 2014). Researchers explained this trend by 

appealing to the biological perspective, the living environment, and the number of 

opportunities students must have to succeed (Kearney et al., 2014). These social factors 

impair the adolescent brain decision-making capabilities and make them more susceptible 

to social pressures in response to peer reactions, establishing their independence, and 
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survival (Kearney et al., 2014). Youths from low-income families, who earn less than the 

federal poverty level are equally likely to commit crimes against property, society, and 

people. They are also likely to commit a drug-related crime (Kearney et al., 2014). 

Limited employment opportunities are often realities for teens living in impoverished 

communities; therefore, property crimes become more attractive as youth look for ways 

to earn money (Kearney et al., 2014). The natural urge to make quick choices may lead 

youth to make errors in judgment and decision-making, leading them to a life of crime 

and incarceration. More common among disadvantaged youth is the overreaction to threat 

cues and the malevolent intent to others due to their experience with poverty, crime, and 

abuse (Kearney et al., 2014).  

Educational and psychology experts have suggested it is possible to help students 

realize and rewire the automatic behaviors and biased beliefs that often lead to poor 

judgment. By increasing the educational opportunities within a community, students 

create a negative preference when they are asked to participate in gangs or criminal 

activities (Louchner & Moretti, 2014). An increase in educational activities, as well as 

positive social clubs and organizations, increases students’ risk aversion, thus 

significantly reducing the probability of incarceration and arrest (Louchner & Moretti, 

2004). One specific program in Chicago is using suggested research from psychology 

experts to develop cognitive behavioral therapy for students to help them realize how 

their behaviors lead to negative decisions. The program aids disadvantaged youth simply 

by helping them recognize when their automatic responses may trigger a negative 

outcome. The actions taken by Chicago leaders have caused an increase in academic 

performance and a decrease in the number of youth arrests, as they provide therapy and 
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other educational opportunities and resources that were not previously available (Kearney 

et al., 2014). Education reduces crime, thus leading to an increase in pro-social behaviors 

(Lochner & Moretti, 2004). By providing students with an increase in educational 

resources, students have a greater chance of graduating from high school and less chance 

of committing a crime that leads to incarceration (Kearney et al., 2014).  

Unfortunately, for minority youth, incarceration has become a fact of life. African 

Americans who dropout of high school have more than a 70% chance of committing a 

crime or going to prison (Kearney et al., 2014). The data translate to African American 

males experiencing a higher chance of being imprisoned than being employed. In general, 

African American men have a greater chance of spending four or more years in prison 

than they do in a four-year college or university earning a bachelor's degree (Kearney et 

al., 2014).  

Incarceration is estimated to decrease the earning of a high school diploma by 

13%, as the chance of recidivism increases by 22%. Those incarcerated as juveniles are 

15% more likely to commit a violent crime in adulthood (Kearney et al., 2014). Many 

minority men who face these challenges come from low socioeconomic communities 

with little to no educational opportunities (Kearney et al., 2014). As discovered by the 

Chicago public school system, the more effort and money spent on building successful 

educational programs, the less likely youth are to become engaged in crime, thus 

decreasing crime in neighborhoods, and increasing the economic and educational value of 

their city. 

Educational outcomes, including the number of students who graduate from a 

traditional high school, are significantly impacted by environmental factors such as 
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crime. Exposure to crime or frequent violence within the community or learning 

environment affects students' ability to learn and decreases their chances of graduating 

from high school (Burdick-Will, 2013). Crime cause students to experience cognitive 

stress, which increases classroom disruptions and interferes with discipline practices 

(Burdick-Will, 2013). Low student morale, combined with little to no academic 

achievement, causes students to drop out of high school or participate in criminal 

activities (Burdick-Will, 2013).  

Dropping out of high school does not automatically result in a life of crime; 

however, students who drop out of high school are more likely to be arrested or 

incarcerated (Kearney et al., 2014). There is a correlation between educational attainment 

and incarceration rates, particularly among students from low socioeconomic 

communities (Kearney et al., 2014). Students’ incarceration can be linked to the lack of 

educational opportunities that are provided by their school, which decreases their 

opportunities to gain occupational skills or earn a working wage. Research also 

demonstrates students who attend schools in low socioeconomic communities experience 

an increase in discipline referrals (Kearney et al., 2014). 

Inequitable Resources  

As student poverty rates continue to rise, there should be school funding policies 

that are dedicated to preparing low-income students academically, socially, and 

emotionally. These policies should aid in the cognitive and social development of low-

income students and also focus on the reduction in class sizes, teacher quality, cultural 

relevance instruction, and early childhood programs (Carey, 2002). Additionally, to 

reduce the academic achievement gap, instructional leaders at the district level must 
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focus on spending more on low-income students. School districts must spend at least two 

to two-and-a-half times more on low-income students than non-poor students to reduce 

the achievement gap (Carey, 2002).  

Greater resources delivered through fair and equitable instruction can reduce the 

achievement gap (Baker et al., 2016). However, to provide more significant resources, 

school districts must invest in their low-income student population. There is convincing 

evidence that demonstrates the direct correlation between academic achievement and the 

school district's investment in their low-income population (Baker et al., 2016). School 

districts that have sustained school finance reform have improved low-income students’ 

academic outcomes by spending more on educational resources, programs, and 

experienced educators (Baker et al., 2016). The purchase of adequate educational 

resources has allowed school districts to provide the additional support needed to 

improve low-income students' educational experiences and attainment. Increasing 

equitable school finances is a crucial strategy for closing the achievement gap among our 

nation’s youth. In fact, the equitable use of addition funds helps to implement resource-

intensive programs to improve student achievement as educators help to prepare students 

for post-secondary institutions (Carey, 2002). 

Minority students can overcome their social and emotional barriers to graduate 

high school; however, a number of those graduates are not prepared to advance to a two 

or four-year college or university. If advancement does not occur, most of the students 

are required to take remedial courses before they take regular courses in the college 

setting. Over 60% of low-income students are enrolled in a two-year college or program, 

and less than 40% are enrolled in a four-year college or university (Camera, 2018). Many 
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of the students have low reading and math scores, thus increasing the enrollment of 

remedial courses. Average scores achieved by minority students are equivalent to a 

seventh-grade performance level (Camera, 2018). The academic issues minority students 

face is deeply rooted in the lack of resources and funding provided to the secondary 

school in their communities. When these academic issues are left unaddressed, they lead 

to many students being promoted without the academic skills needed to thrive in higher 

education.  

When sorted by race, data demonstrate that districts that have a higher proportion 

of white students who receive higher funding than those with minority students (White & 

Kern, 2015). The lack of funding means that regardless of the level of income, district 

fund gaps exist based on the racial composition of the school, thus spending is greater for 

white students regardless of the school or school district (White & Kern, 2015). 

Currently, a school district that predominantly serves African American students in low-

income communities receives less than $25 billion in education funding (Camera, 2019).  

Over thirty states are currently working to reallocate money to provide equitable 

educational resources for all students (Camera, 2018). Despite their efforts, there are still 

funding disparities within the public-school system. Significant funding disparities are 

realities in many states across this nation. This difference in funding is a culprit that 

increases the achievement gap between white students and students of color. The lack of 

equity spending per child influences the number of available educational resources, 

including quality teachers and smaller classroom sizes, which affects the achievement 

level of minority students (Camera, 2018). The lack of funding results in a decrease of 

academic achievement for students, as their needs are not being met, thus creating 
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students who are more likely to drop out of high school and commit crimes (Camera, 

2018). The lack of funding and resources also create students who often lack career and 

cultural exposure and have cultural and language barrier, thus leaving many minority 

students who graduate from high school with a seventh or eighth grade reading and 

comprehension level (White, 2015). 

Teacher Quality  

Many urban classrooms are often filled with substitute teachers. In one year, 

students in a low-income California middle school could not remember the number of 

teachers they had in the past school year (Long, 2011). Students express it is hard to learn 

when they have a new teacher every week (Long, 2011). The educational funding from 

these students’ school district is often low; consequently, these districts often cannot 

afford to pay a full-time teacher, so they choose to hire a long-term substitute instead. As 

a result, the students do not have access to a high-quality educator or a chance to gain 

new skills that quality, certified teachers foster (Long, 2011). Unfortunately, schools with 

students who suffer from poverty often have the least number of qualified teachers (Long, 

2011). 

Title I is a federally funded program that provides additional funds to school 

districts that service large low-income communities (Long, 2011). According to federal 

requirements, school districts eligible to receive funding must use the funding to further 

enhance students' educational experiences (Long, 2011). This may include the purchase 

of educational material, books, or technology used for instruction (Long, 2011). Many 

low-income schools use the additional funding to hire and train additional educators or 

support staff to ensure students can grow academically. Currently, more experienced 
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teachers often choose to teach in more affluent schools, thus exacerbating the 

achievement gaps among race and social class (Long, 2011). 

To combat the lack of qualified teachers at low-income schools, many states give 

teachers incentives to work in low-income schools. However, many have argued the 

incentive pay does not equal the amount of stress and poor working conditions they 

endure during the academic school year. Title I schools are difficult to work in because 

there is often little professional guidance, inequitable educational resources, and difficult 

students who are often two to three years behind their required grade level (Long, 2011). 

Research indicates that to increase the number of qualified teachers in low-income 

schools; the working conditions, appropriate teacher evaluation, and effective 

professional development workshops should be implemented to improve the 

professionalism of the teacher and the academic success of the student (Long, 2011). 

The state of Tennessee is a national model that highlights the importance of 

quality teachers. The state of Tennessee hires and develops educators who are prepared to 

advance all students academically. Tennessee has several certified experienced educators 

who are evaluated by student growth (Haycock & Crawford, 2008). However, once 

Tennessee’s Department of Education analyzed their data, several patterns were evident. 

Students who experienced the most academic growth were taught by more experienced 

teachers. However, students from low-income communities were taught by inexperienced 

or first year teachers (Haycock & Crawford, 2008). The patterns in Tennessee echo those 

discovered in other parts of the nation. Poor children, primarily African Americans and 

Hispanic ones, are less likely to be taught by qualified teachers and are likely to be taught 

by new teachers with less experience (Haycock & Crawford, 2008). 
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Research indicates that students from low-income communities are academically 

behind when they enter the public-school system (Haycock & Crawford, 2008). Research 

also indicates these students need more educational resources to develop their academic 

skills to be promoted on time to the next grade level (Haycock & Crawford, 2008). Each 

state's department of education, or school district, should determine how to organize a 

system to ameliorate the teacher disproportion problem, a problem that most low-income 

schools face. If there is no reorganization to the problem by states or federal systems, 

students will continue to experience the aforementioned achievement gap among social 

classes (Haycock & Crawford, 2008). 

The Achievement Gap 

The achievement gap in the United States relates to the academic performance 

between subgroups (Ansell, 2011). The achievement gap between ethnic groups is well 

known, as low-income students are sometimes as much as two grade levels behind their 

affluent peers (Carey, 2002). Research indicates the academic differences between 

subgroups is witnessed throughout various educational assessments, workplace 

performance, and the economy (Ansell, 2011). The lack of academic growth between 

minority students and Caucasian students has drawn national attention as many work to 

improve the instruction, facility, and other academic resources that are offered to low-

income students (Carey, 2002). In an effort to close the achievement gap, The No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) was created (Ansell, 2011). The NCLB Act required all 

K–12 public schools and school districts to disaggregate student data and formulate a 

plan to close the achievement gap among their subgroups. The act helped each district 

and school create interventions to help to foster additional learning opportunities for 
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students (Ansell, 2011). While many districts have established an effective educational 

plan to academically target their subgroups, results demonstrated that African American 

and Hispanic students still lag in math and reading (Ansell, 2011). 

The achievement gap between races can be related to poverty, as human 

hierarchies and differentiated levels of educational expectations exist within the school 

and the classroom (Muhammad, 2015). Within public schools, many factors widen the 

achievement gap, including low student expectations, instruction that lacks 

differentiation, unqualified teachers, and a school community not conducive to learning. 

The factors that exacerbate the achievement gap between races decrease students’ interest 

in school and contribute to feelings of not belonging in a school, which is essential for 

participation and academic growth (NEA, n.d.).  

The educational system creates two polarized concepts, the image that is being 

portrayed and the reality in which people reside. With concepts like equality, fairness, 

and justice, reality should provide all students the skills and opportunities in which to 

succeed in the real world; however, many educational practitioners fail to provide all 

students with the skills that are needed to reap success. The functional meritocracy and 

hypocrisy that lies within the educational system has led students to become disengaged 

and believe there are two groups of students, the cognitively elite and the cognitively dull 

(Muhammad, 2015). Fifty percent of minority students believe graduation is not the 

norm, which feeds into the belief that minority students are a part of the cognitive dull 

(Muhammad, 2015). Statistical studies such as The Bell Curve assume there is no 

equality within the educational system (Muhammad, 2015). This study suggests that 

equality is a fantasy of the disillusioned, that some students are smarter than other 
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students, and those students should be supported and embraced by society to reach their 

highest potential while disregarding the non-intelligent (Muhammad, 2015). Still further, 

this study claims that the elite should receive all resources to strengthen their cognitive 

abilities, thus providing a better life for the communities in which they embrace 

(Muhammad, 2015). 

The barbaric and harsh reality of this study shines light on how student support 

and resources are often portrayed within the educational system. With a government 

founded on the principles of equality for all, how does functional hypocrisy and 

segregation exist within our educational system? Ironically, the efforts that have been put 

into place, such as standardized test scores, school performance scores, and 

accountability ratings have perpetuated inequality (Muhammad, 2015). Billions of dollars 

are spent to close the achievement gap; however, the genuine effort made by political and 

educational practitioners has led to student disengagement, an increase in juvenile crime, 

and elevated high school dropout rates for minority students (Muhammad, 2015). 

Our education system demands equality in public schools, but the past behaviors 

and choices of our political leaders have often not supported the changes desired to close 

the aforementioned achievement gap. The mindset of educators and the willingness to 

provide culture change and equality within the school both help to support the 

educational growth in all students as educators change their pre-convinced notations and 

move closer to the egalitarianism idealism (Muhammad, 2015). Progressive and effective 

strategies and programs must be developed to help achieve equitable education 

experiences among students despite race or gender. The healthy culture, the honest 
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analysis of thoughts, habits, actions, and beliefs, help to create safe and supportive 

learning environments where students have the opportunity to experience success. 

Despite the efforts of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the educational 

experiences for poor minority students in the United States continue to be separate and 

unequal. Recent analyses of data found that on every tangible measure, which includes 

factors such as quality teachers, instructional resources, and educational programming, 

minority students had significantly less of these quality things (Darling-Hammond, 

2004). Regarding funding policies and allocating resources, many minority schools still 

lack the educational resources necessary to facilitate learning within the learning 

environment due to their social class (Darling-Hammond, 2004). In conclusion, these 

educational inequalities continue to widen the achievement gap and suppress minority 

students’ opportunities for academic advancement and success (Darling-Hammond, 

2004). 

Educating the Whole Child 

This section explores how the whole-child approach sets the standard for long-

term academic success. First, the section explores the importance of safe learning 

environments. Second, the chapter reveals the importance of building positive 

relationships to promote learning. Lastly, the chapter emphasizes the need for social and 

emotional development in K–12 curricula. 

Safe Learning Environments  

Crafting safe learning environments at school is beneficial in developing 

relationships with students. A safe learning environment is essential for students of all 

ages. Without these environments, students are unable to develop the skills they need to 
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be successful (Strickland, 2015). When violence and bullying are a part of the learning 

environment, students are unable to reach academic goals and are at risk of engaging in 

criminal behavior (Strickland, 2015). While children face conflict and disagreements, it is 

the repetitive hurtful behavior from an aggressor that causes the internal trauma of a 

victim, thus causing the victim to disengage from the classroom and life (Strickland, 

2015). 

Divisions and misunderstandings are some of the motivations behind bullying. 

Schools must create climates that foster environments where culture and differences are 

embraced (Strickland, 2015). Educators must develop relationships with their students to 

promote teachable moments within the classroom. Lesson plans and activities should be 

created with all genders, ethnic groups, and cultures in mind, as educators use the interest 

and differences of students to inform and plan engaging learning opportunities 

(Strickland, 2016). These positive practices help to build self-esteem and empathy and 

have an emphasis on restorative justice for repairing harmful and aggressive behavior 

among students (Strickland, 2015).  

To maintain a learning environment and respond to the needs of students, an 

educator must learn to identify what need a child’s behavior is expressing, see the worth 

in each child, build on each student’s strength and weaknesses, create a safe learning 

environment, determine if the basic needs of the child are being met, and allow students 

to feel grace (Souers, 2018). As educators, the goal for students should be to reach new 

academic heights as they master grade-level content; however, it is also the duty of the 

educator to pay attention to the students’ needs to identify and attend to these needs so 

students can be successful, both mentally and physically (Souers, 2018). Just as educators 
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use the strength of each student, they can also use positive educational experiences for 

the development of traditional skills and happiness (White, 2015).  

Building Relationships to Promote Learning  

Educators face numerous challenges, such as high absenteeism, low promotion 

rates, and high misbehavior among their students. Research supports that positive 

student-teacher relationships are needed to effectively combat these issues (Soures, 

2018). Positive student-teacher relationships embed the approach of studying the 

psychological, social, cognitive, economic, and social needs of the child, thus focusing on 

the well-being of the child to develop mental strength and become a contributing member 

of society (White & Kern, 2018). Experiencing a positive student-teacher relationship ties 

directly back to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. If students’ basic needs are not met, then 

most of them have little to no chance of succeeding academically (McLeod, 2018). 

Educators should strive to build relationships with their students and discover 

their interests and goals. Educators should initiate conversations among students 

pertaining to school activities and programs, sports, their favorite foods, or school 

subjects. Learning about the student gives the educator opportunities to give compliments 

and helps students strengthen their weaknesses to develop unique and intentional social 

and emotional lessons. These actions, combined with social and emotional lessons, help 

to protect students' self-esteem and eliminate their insecurities and improve academic 

success, prevent behavior problems, and improve students' attitudes towards school and 

classwork. 

Building relationships with students involves the purposeful application of 

positive psychology within the class, as it focuses on culturally sensitive and 
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developmentally appropriate lessons (White & Kern, 2018). The scope and sequence of 

culturally sensitive lessons and child development learning uses backward planning with 

the needs of the students in mind, which helps educators focus on long term goals that 

impact the children both socially and cognitively (White & Kern, 2018). Students who 

participate in this style of learning show early signs of scoring higher on wellbeing 

assessments and their end of the year courses. Many students feel this style of teaching 

and learning allows them to have a better understanding of who they are and how they 

can form better relationships with their family and friends (White & Kern, 2018). Over a 

quarter of students who developed positive student-teacher relationships stated the 

relationship helped them in their academic, social, and family roles. They felt lessons 

plans and activities were designed to help them resolve personal issues and improve their 

academic strengths and weaknesses relevant to their everyday lives (White & Kern, 

2018). Students who are at risk for lower academic, behavioral, and psychosocial 

outcomes have also demonstrated success when their well-being is at the center of 

learning. Using their wellbeing to influence their academic success has resulted in 

students’ outlook of their educational journey changing as more students feel safe and 

motivated in the learning environment. 

The quality of developing early teacher-student relationships creates a long-

lasting impact on students' educational journey. Research suggests that students who do 

not have existing relationships with their teachers have more academic and behavioral 

problems than students who do (Rimm-Kaufman & Sandilos, 2019.). Lack of student-

teacher relationships have long-lasting implications, including low student engagement 

levels within the classroom, underdeveloped employability, an absence of social and 
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emotional skills, a high absentee rate, and a low graduation rate (Rimm-Kaufman & 

Sandilos, 2019).  

Boys had a greater need to establish trusting adult relationships, specifically those 

that live in low-income communities (Rimm- Kaufman & Sandilos, 2019). Healthy 

teacher-student relationships throughout elementary school grades have increased 

students’ social and academic skills at greater rates thus improving students’ opportunity 

for achievement level and more advanced interpersonal skills (Rimm- Kaufman & 

Sandilos, 2019). 

Social and Emotional Development in K–12 Curricula 

To combat the high number of students who drop out of high school, schools must 

develop K–12 curricula that support students’ social and emotional skills. Twenty-first 

century classrooms are diverse; therefore, diversity through Cultural Relevance Teaching, 

Trusted Based Relational Intervention (TBRI), as well as Social and Emotional Learning 

(SEL) should be supported. Supporting and developing students’ social and emotional 

skills creates a classroom foundation that enhances students’ ability to think critically, 

changes students’ attitudes towards school, and strengthen students’ belief about 

themselves’ (Weissberg, 2016). To effectively incorporate social and emotional learning 

into K–12 curricula, five components must be taught. The five components are self-

awareness, self-management, responsible decision-making, relationship skills, and social 

awareness. Each component promotes the development of students' social awareness, 

employability, collaboration skills and self-management, thus improving the educational 

and life experiences of all students (Weissberg, 2016).  
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To focus on social and emotional skills in the K–12 classroom, educators, social 

workers, and school-based therapists must focus on building a school community and 

culture that supports the development of students’ life skills. Safe and positive school 

communities promote pro-social behaviors and collaboration as adults creates 

opportunities for students to apply learned SEL skills (Weissberg, 2016). Integrating SEL 

principles into the learning community also motivate students as they take the initiative to 

define their goals and improve their behavior in the learning community (Weissberg, 

2016). As a result of integrating these SEL principles, students have more pro-social 

behaviors and self-efficacy, decreased emotional and social distress, a reduction in 

behavioral referrals, and improvement in academic attainment. (Weissberg, 2016). The 

emphasis placed on developing the whole child has lasting effects as education 

professionals focus on restorative practices to support kindness and politeness, as well as 

peer mediation (Weissberg, 2016). The development of students' SEL skills also leads to 

long-lasting implications within the community. This, in turn, leads to an increase in the 

high school graduation rate, readiness to enroll and succeed in post-secondary schools, 

improved mental health, and an increase in civic engagement (Weissberg, 2016).  

Motivation, success, and feeling valued are elements that drive students and 

professionals to reach their goals (Weissberg, 2016). Within the school setting, it is 

critical to have a shared vision which supports and sustains a positive school culture. 

School staff and students should feel as if they are being treated in a supportive and 

inclusive manner, regardless of ethnic or social differences. By helping students take 

ownership in generating school and classroom expectations, which enforce social and 
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emotional learning, teachers help create environments that represent a sense of trust and 

support for all students (Weissberg, 2016). 

Conclusion 

The reasons students drop out of high school are complex and multi-faceted. To 

address the high school dropout rate, a more holistic approach that supports all racial 

groups is needed within schools. One way to respond to the complexity of the high school 

dropout rate is to address the social and emotional challenges that many students face. 

Educators are caregivers who should be able to recognize how social and emotional 

barriers are toxic to students, both mentally and physically (Souers, 2018). Current 

research cites social and emotional barriers result from not only from violence, death, and 

physical pain, but also from ongoing stressors (Souers, 2018). Research indicates that 

children who face adverse childhoods, which might include a parent going to jail, the 

death of a loved one, or substance misuse in the home, are affected mentally for the rest 

of their lives (Souers, 2018).  

Acknowledging students’ social and emotional barriers helps educators to create a 

learning environment that supports students’ social and emotional needs (Souers, 2018). 

Trained educators have the skills to respond to the needs of each child as they foster 

positive relationships, celebrate accomplishments, and reinforce positive behaviors 

(Souers, 2018). A supportive learning environment helps remove students’ social and 

emotional barriers and reduces the number of social and emotional stressors in their lives, 

which, in turn, also aids in the number of students who graduate from high school. 
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Dropout Prevention Programs 

Dropout prevention programs provide students who are at risk of dropping out of 

high school with academic and emotional support through mentoring, counseling, 

vocational training, social-emotional development, college preparation, supplemental 

academic services, or case management by a trained professional (Wilson, Lipsey, Smith, 

Huang, & Fry, 2011). Dropout prevention programs are multi-service interventions that 

monitor students’ attendance, grades, tardiness, and home life (Wilson et al., 2011). 

These programs can be delivered in a school or community setting, and they focus on 

individual student's needs. Additionally, they also combine resources to reduce the 

graduation rates within schools (Wilson et al., 2011). 

For over 30 years, The National Dropout Prevention Center (NDPC) has analyzed 

educational data to increase the number of students who graduate from high school 

(NDPC, 2019). Researchers discovered numerous reasons students drop out of high 

school (NDPC, 2019). The discovery of these data caused the NDPC to focus on multi-

dimensional solutions to improve students' educational outcomes and experiences. As a 

result, the NDPC developed fifteen effective strategies to identify and reduce the dropout 

rates of students who attend traditional high schools (NDPC, 2019). These strategies that 

pertain to meeting the social, emotional, and academic needs of students have created a 

system that addresses an epidemic that has plagued the United States’ education system 

for over four decades (NDPC, 2019). 

The combination of teaching strategies with engaging programs develops active 

learning, within students. Engaging programs also give students the opportunity to 

advance socially and academically as they are supported in a caring and inviting learning 

community. In addition to trained educators, stakeholders can collaborate to create future 
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job shadowing opportunities that will enhance students’ positive social attitudes and 

practical interpersonal skills (NDPC, 2019). The combination of strategies and efforts by 

all stakeholders has created several dropout preventions programs that have effectively 

reduced the number of students who are dropping out of high school by focusing on 

developing their social and emotional skills (NDPC, 2019). 

Bounce Back 

Bounce Back is a school-based program that focuses primarily on children who 

have experienced childhood trauma (Bounce Back, n.d.). To help children heal, Bounce 

Back focuses on developing students' social and emotional skills (Bounce Back, n.d.). 

The program targets students in grades K–4 and uses a cognitive-behavioral approach to 

help students process emotional trauma (Bounce Back, n.d.). The program focuses on 

using early interventions to avoid further social and emotional damage, as well as the 

delay of academic skills. Designed by clinical professionals, Bounce Back is based on 

cognitive-behavioral interventions. Bounce Back helps students develop coping skills 

through collaborative sessions. During the meetings, the students can narrate their 

trauma, which allows them to manage their emotions as they work to remove social and 

emotional barriers. The program also helps relieve students of traumatic stressors, such as 

depression and anxiety (Bounce Back, n.d.). The program's critical components remove 

the social and emotional challenges students face as their cognitive skills are developed. 

Bounce Back teaches students the skills needed to cope with trauma. Once students 

understand how to deal with trauma, they can focus on developing their academic skills, 

which leads to future academic and emotional success (Bounce Back, n.d.).  
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Bounce Back is described as a trauma coping intervention; however, many 

believe this program should expand to continue helping students cope with stress. 

Programs such as Bounce Back are essential in educating the whole child. Instead of 

focusing purely on academic development, the program determines the emotional barriers 

that prevent students from reaching new academic heights. Bounce Back educates 

students on skills related to cognitive coping and strengthens the child’s sense of 

belonging and self- actualization within the class and the world, thus producing more 

high school graduates (Bounce Back, n.d.). 

The Penn Resilience Program (PRP) 

The Penn Resilience Program (PRP) is an evidence-based program that prepares 

young adults to face the mental challenges of the 21st century. The program helps young 

adults develop their social and emotional skills by developing problem-solving 

techniques through cognitive-behavioral therapy (Penn Arts & Sciences, 2019). The 

program includes decades of empirical studies to create a program that purely focuses on 

improving the mental and physical health of young adults (Penn Arts & Sciences, 2019). 

The program has 21 skills that are built through cognitive-behavioral therapy. 

Specific skills are targeted in each workshop to ensure students develop their character, 

collaboration skills, and self-awareness (Penn Arts & Sciences, 2019). The program 

allows the learner to learn by doing. Working with their peers, young adults practice 

using the developed skills to learn, apply, and receive constructive feedback from their 

peers. The program equips young adults with the tools necessary to rid their lives of 

social and emotional barriers. The program model allows young adults who have 

developed resilience to support others who have experienced trauma by applying and 
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teaching the skills to trauma-affected peers (Penn Arts & Science, 2019). The train-the-

trainer model allows resilience skills to be taught to diverse emotional and ethnic 

backgrounds of students to produce emotional success for all, despite their differences 

(Penn Arts & Science, 2019). 

By focusing on developing students' character, Penn Resilience Training creates 

students who are prepared emotionally, allowing participants to then focus on their 

educational and professional training (Penn Arts & Science, 2019). Penn focuses on 

combining well-being and academic achievement skills to create a positive educational 

experience that leads to lifelong success (Penn Arts & Science, 2019). In the past 35 

years of research, development, and implementation, Penn students have experienced a 

decrease in depression and anxiety symptoms, mental health and substance abuse 

diagnoses, and school discipline (Penn Arts & Science, 2019). The program's data 

indicate an increase in participants' well-being through increased optimism and hope, 

social skills, and classroom engagement, thus leading to high school graduation or 

academic advancement (Penn Arts & Science, 2019). 

Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG) 

Many programs aid in developing students’ character; however, few programs 

focus on developing students’ characters while removing social and emotional barriers to 

improve academic attainment. Jobs for America’s Graduates is a school to career 

program that focuses on developing students’ social, emotional, academic, and 

employability skills. JAG is dedicated to preventing high school dropouts among 

students. Most graduates of JAG pursue post-secondary education, enroll in the military, 

or secure quality entry-level positions that lead to career building and advancement 
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opportunities. As one of the most extensive dropout prevention and recovery programs in 

the nation, JAG aids students in middle school, traditional, and non-traditional high 

schools to develop 21st-century skills (JAG, 2011). 

According to the JAG 2017–2018 annual report, the challenges JAG students face 

include low GPAs and academic performance (2.4), are eligible for free or subsidized 

lunch (76%), live in a single-family household (60%), lack the motivation or resources to 

pursue educational goals (54%), are economically disadvantaged (64%), have inadequate 

or no work experience, which leads to the lack of occupational skills that are in demand 

in the workforce (p.4). These challenges lead to students’ disengagement in school, thus 

leading then to drop out of high school, increase misbehavior, participate in criminal and 

gang activity, as well as an experience increases in tardiness and school absences 

(Hancock & Zubrick 2015). These challenges all contribute to the national crises 

pertaining to the high numbers of students who drop out of high school each year.  

JAG’s commitment to decreasing our country’s dropout and transition problems 

expands to stakeholders’ roles in students’ educational journeys. By expanding 

stakeholders’ roles, state organizations and local programs assist in helping the youth 

overcome barriers that may prevent them from graduating or finding post-graduation 

employment. JAG focuses not only on developing academic skills, but also on 

developing social skills that propel students into the 21st century. This three-year 

program focuses on developing future leaders to be effective family members, employers, 

and citizens as they focus on civic responsibility, social diversity, and awareness (JAG, 

2011).  
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The JAG model allows for trained program educators to provide work-based 

learning experiences that ultimately lead to career development and advancement 

opportunities in students’ post-secondary education. The 35–45 students enrolled in the 

yearly course receive adult mentoring and emotional support, connections, and build 

community service skills to learning, participate in youth development and leadership 

training seminars, and engage in career preparation and work-based learning experiences. 

The training and development that occurs within a JAG classroom provides students with 

the ability to succeed. Approximately 15–17% of JAG’s population has a disability or 

qualifies for special education (JAG, 2011). Specialists work closely with administrators 

and core teachers to provide services that help create successful and happy students who 

can effectively lead productive lives after graduation. 

JAG boasts a 94% annual graduation rate, as it provides services exclusively to 

disadvantaged students (JAG, 2011). With support from governors and other political 

leaders, JAG creates positive outcomes for students, including employment, college, or a 

combination of both. Currently, over 80% of students have gained employment or 

academic skills that have prepared them for post-secondary employment and education 

(JAG, 2018). Over the thirty-five years of service, JAG, have produced 1,300 programs 

across 40 states (JAG, 2018). Using the JAG Advantage Model, the program focuses on 

trauma-informed care, work-force development, project-based learning, and employer 

engagement to ensure students learn real-world competencies future employers expect. 

This model has proven to be effective in preparing students to graduate from high school 

and gain full time employment. Currently, JAG students are 2.8 times more likely to be 

employed full time, gain employability skills, and attend a post-secondary institution over 
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at-risk students who are not enrolled in the program (JAG, 2018). Over one million 

students across the United States have participated in the JAG program, which means 

they are a part of a student data-driven program that produces successful students who 

reach their full potential by graduating high school, joining a branch of the armed forces, 

completing a post-secondary program, or receiving full-time employment. 

Jobs for America’s Graduates successfully produces high school graduates 

because it focuses on developing the whole child. Throughout the three-year program, 

students focus on developing lifelong skills, which allows them to also experience self-

actualization. JAG is successful in reducing the number of high school dropouts because 

it focuses on fulfilling students’ basic needs before developing their employability and 

academic skills. Once JAG teachers identify students’ needs, they provide essential 

support to remove social and emotional barriers to boost students’ morale and character. 

The additional social and emotional support aids students in removing trauma and 

replacing it with skills to experience academic and career success. 

 This chapter analyzed how specific dropout prevention programs reduce the 

number of students who are dropping out yearly. Each program used specific 

interventions such as service learning, mentoring, tutoring, family engagement, and 

character development. The programs embraced teaching and learning techniques that 

engage students in their learning process while encouraging students to reach success. By 

combining the children’s needs, active learning, and individualized instruction JAG, PRP, 

and Bounce Back have helped students to reach academic success while aiding in their 

barrier removal.  
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Conclusion 

 This chapter examined the relevant literature and explored the components of 

several successful dropout prevention programs. Beginning with an overview pertaining 

to the reasons students drop out of high school and the importance of incorporating social 

and emotional learning into K–12 curricula, this chapter painted a vivid picture of the 

21st-century classroom. This chapter also examined the importance of inequitable 

resources and teacher quality that exacerbates the achievement gap among minority 

students in majority-minority schools. Next, the chapter discussed the impact of crime 

rates within students’ communities and examined how it affects their educational goals. 

This chapter ended with an in-depth overview of several dropout prevention programs 

and identified Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG) as a successful program to decrease 

the high school dropout rate by promoting academic, employability, social, and emotional 

skills Through analysis, this chapter examined the critical components of the high school 

dropout rate and how this rate can be decreased by focusing on social and emotional 

learning in K–12 classrooms.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 
 

Introduction 

 The risk factors of poverty have no shortage of theories. These theories have 

described behavioral, genetics, social relationships, and poverty on children (Jensen, 

2009). Combined, these factors present academic challenges for children in K–12 

classrooms. Children raised in poverty are more likely to have social and emotional 

trauma than their more affluent peers (Jensen, 2009). The social and emotional barriers, 

often caused from trauma, cause social dysfunction and inhibit the students’ ability to be 

academically successful, work cooperatively with others, and manage their emotions 

within the learning environment (Souers, 2018). In light of relevant literature that 

explored teacher quality, inequitable resources in poverty-stricken communities, and 

dropout prevention programs, this Problem of Practice focused on reducing students’ 

acute emotional stressors, embedding positive social skills, and empowering students 

through meaningful relationships and civic responsibility to ultimately equip them with 

the tools they need to graduate from high school.  

The central question in this study addressed the life experiences of four JAG 

students. The central question that guides this qualitative study was “What impact does 

JAG have on students’ social and emotional well-being?” Three sub questions informed 

the central question. First, in what ways did JAG inspire students to graduate from high 

school? Second, in what ways did JAG prepare students to find and keep employment for 

than more six months? Third, in what ways did JAG impact students’ discipline referrals? 
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To address the research questions, four former JAG program participants, all 

former students of the researcher, were selected to participate in this study. Case study 

design was used to collect, analyze, and report the findings from this study. Case study 

methodology provided a holistic view, which enhances a deeper understanding of a social 

phenomenon (Yin, 2014). Various forms of detailed qualitative data uncovered students' 

opinions as new perceptions were formed through open communication. Each case study 

illustrated an in-depth investigation of the participants’ lived experiences. This research 

targeted the students' perspective through self-portraits and interviews in attempt to 

understand their lived experiences. 

This study examined the innovative strategies, developed within the JAG program 

that promoted the four students' social and emotional skills, thus influencing their 

academic attainment and desire to graduate from a traditional four-year high school. The 

study also highlighted collaborative strategies that worked to counter the four students' 

negative home and social experiences as they developed positive social skills. 

Researcher Perspective and Positionality 

 As a passionate educator, I have become an advocate for students and their 

educational needs. I have led community events and gained funding to establish 

additional programs to support high school students' academic and interpersonal skills. 

Each instructional leadership role has equipped me to tackle the social and systematic 

issues minority students face in low-income communities. During my tenure as an 

educator, I have worked with various stakeholders to ensure commitment to the JAG 

program's growth and the success of Louisiana's youth. I have worked with the Louisiana 

Workforce Commission, Louisiana Department of Education, state-based non-profits, 
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private and public companies, and local businesses. I have also received training to 

improve students' educational and emotional experiences through Culturally Responsive 

Teaching (CRT), Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and Trust-Based Relational 

Intervention (TBRI). Each training allowed me to gain knowledge on how to build 

positive adult-student relationships as I aid in students social and emotional recovery. As 

a result, I have extensive knowledge about the phenomenon of improving students' social 

and emotional well-being to increase the high school graduation rate.  

Trust-Based Relational Intervention (TBRI) and Culturally Responsive Teaching 

(CRT) have aided in developing my teaching philosophy and adding to my extensive 

knowledge about childhood trauma. Each pedagogy style supports and includes diversity 

as it acknowledges, protects, and celebrates all cultures, races, genders, and ethnicity 

groups (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Equitable teaching, combined with empowering tools 

such as connection and correction, has prepared me to provide students with a classroom 

that supports cultural diversity and helps develop students' social, emotional, and 

academic skills. Combined, they have given me the knowledge and skills needed to 

nurture the whole child as I establish and sustain a healthy relationship with students and 

their families. It has also allowed me to guide each child to ensure each one attains and 

maintains lifelong success in all areas of their lives. 

Role of the Researcher  

As a JAG Program Specialist, it is my responsibility to guide students in making 

positive career and life decisions. My guidance is based on students' individual needs. 

Throughout the guidance process, I help connect students to professional counseling, 

employers, and post-secondary education opportunities. While working with each 
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student, I have helped them to develop a plan for their successful transition to post-

secondary education, the military, or full-time employment. While working closely with 

the advisory committee, a comprehensive program is presented in a supportive classroom 

community that includes community-based activities and career association (JAG Club). 

JAG’s goal is to place all students in quality jobs after graduation, leading to a career in a 

field each student has chosen to pursue.  

Throughout my time as a JAG Program Specialist, I have worked closely with the 

four students in this multiple case study. This position has led me to approach developing 

students’ social and emotional skills from an advocate’s perspective. My teaching 

philosophy and professional connection to students and their families create a critical 

qualitative interpretivist paradigm that addresses the complex issues students face daily. 

The deep connection established with each participant allowed me to interact respectfully 

and consider the emotional and psychological turmoil each participant had experienced. 

As a result, I approached each participant with an open mind as I actively listened to his 

or her stories of achievement, growth, and agony. 

Theoretical Framework 

 The theoretical framework used for this this study is Abraham Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs. Referred to as the motivation theory, Maslow focused on addressing 

five basic needs to support students’ well-being and actualization. While utilizing the 

five-tier model of human needs, children’s desire to interpret existing knowledge and 

understanding occurs as they align positive participation and pro-social behaviors 

modeled by the educator in the learning environment. Incorporating Maslow’s Hierarchy 

of Needs into the classroom allows educators to develop students’ social and emotional 
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skills as students strive to reach self-actualization. Helping students reach self-

actualization aids in higher academic performance, improved school attendance, 

reduction in violent outbursts, fewer disciplinary referrals, and school suspension as well 

as an increase in classroom participation (Flay & Allred, 2010). Considering Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs also helps to decrease the number of students who dropout of high 

school, as it changes students’ perspectives about educators and learning. Moreover, 

programs such as JAG focus on students’ physiology needs to help them successfully 

graduate from high school and find employment or enroll in a two and four-year college 

or university (JAG, 2020).  

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs informed this study’s data collection protocols. The 

theoretical framework focused on the needs of the students and supported the 

development of these needs to situate the student in a positive position to graduate from 

high school in four years and earn gainful employment after graduation. The semi-

structured interviews, case notes, archived student work, and self-portraits demonstrated 

the students’ perspectives. The framework focused on developing students’ social, 

emotional, and academic skills, which rendered this framework as an acceptable guide for 

this qualitative process. 

Data collection strategies used for this study included semi-structured interviews, 

case notes, student artifacts, and student self-portraits. The semi-structured interviews 

were designed to elicit data on student behavior, achievement, and their living 

environment. During the interviews, the researcher observed and recorded detailed notes 

on student relationships, level of academic achievement, student behavior and 

interactions within the learning environment. The data collected were analyzed from the 
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theoretical framework's perspective to facilitate understanding as the researcher identified 

themes and patterns pertaining to students’ basic needs. The researcher examined the 

influence of social and emotional learning on the high school graduation rate of the 

students who participated in this case study. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs provided the 

framework for coding and theme identification, which aided the researcher to identify 

trends in student behavior and achievement. 

Research Design and Rationale 

 Case studies are specific, as they describe social and human perspectives and 

problems within the world (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Yin (2014) emphasized the 

significance of collecting "many different sources of evidence" (p. 119) when conducting 

a qualitative case study. These data lead to constructing meaning for the reader, which is 

the fundamental purpose of qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I used an 

explanatory multiple case study design to answer the central and secondary research 

questions. A multiple case study design illuminated the differences and similarities in 

each participant. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), qualitative research involves 

the interpretative and naturalistic approach and uses inquiry to solve and understand 

specific issues. The non-statistical approach was essential for this study, as it uses an 

interpretivist paradigm to share the lived experiences of four low socioeconomic students 

from Lafayette, Louisiana. A case study provides detailed information about its 

participants (McLeod, 2019). This insight allows researchers to understand the variables 

that make up the participants' experiences (McLeod, 2019). Although the participants 

were diverse, they most likely shared multiple variables through their experiences. The 

need to understand student perspectives and experiences was the primary reason that a 
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case study was chosen for this qualitative study. This design also allowed for rich, thick 

descriptions as students’ perspectives are shared (Yin, 2014). This aided in strengthening 

student relationships as students’ experiences become integral in the learning process.  

During my tenure as an educator, I worked in low-income communities populated 

primarily by African Americans and Hispanic families. Many families within these 

communities had a net income below or at the poverty level. The majority of their homes 

had only one parent or one legal guardian with no post-secondary education experience, 

while the other parent was incarcerated, deceased, or unable to be contacted (JAG, 2020). 

The schools within these communities were all identified as Title I. The additional federal 

funding to these schools ensured students met the states' educational requirements. 

Studying students’ perspectives from this community allowed me to examine students’ 

perspectives to understand how social and emotional barriers hinder them from 

advancing academically, prevent them from coping with emotional stressors, discourage 

academic achievement and ultimately form roadblocks to prevent them from graduating 

and securing jobs or furthering their education. 

Site Selection and Participant Sampling 

Participants in this study were selected based on their participation in the JAG 

program at City High School. City High School was selected due to its success in 

improving their high school graduation rate with the help of the JAG program. 

Combined, the participants and location of the City High demonstrate the need for drop 

out prevention programs in urban areas that service students from low socioeconomic 

areas.  
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Site of Data Collection  

City High School (CHS) was the site of data collection for this study; CHS is the 

pseudonym this study used for the data collection site. It is a small urban high school 

located in Lafayette, Louisiana, metropolitan area. City High is considered a low 

performing high school due to the lack of academic gains made by students, the average 

graduation rate, and the overall ACT scores of its students. The schools’ 2019 letter grade 

was a D (59.9) based on the performance index created by the Louisiana Department of 

Education (Louisiana Department of Education, 2020). The graduation rate is 61%, 

which is well below the state's median (Louisiana Department of Education, 2020). The 

school's ethnicity is 95.6% African American, which is higher than the state average 

(Louisiana Department of Education, 2020). Sixty-six percent of the student population is 

considered economically disadvantaged, which allows the school to offer free breakfast 

and lunch to all students (Louisiana Department of Education, 2020). City High School 

has a 21:1 student-teacher ratio, which is higher than the state average of 18:1 (Louisiana 

Department of Education, 2020). The school offers honors courses and dual enrollment 

courses; however, only a small number of students are enrolled in these courses. The lack 

of student enrollment is primarily due to the lack of student proficiency in the content 

areas of math and reading. The school also offers two magnet academies and career 

electives, such as welding and art, to inspire students to take diverse career pathways. 

The two magnet academies at CHS are Journalism and Broadcasting as well as Legal 

Studies. 

A total of 94,505 residents lives within a five-mile radius of City High School 

(Market Profile, 2020). There are 37,733 households with an average household size of 

2.38 (Market Profile, 2020). Within this area, 53.2% of the residents own their housing 
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unit, and 38.5% of the residents rent their housing (Market Profile, 2020). Most of the 

residents within this area have homes valued between $50,000 and $150,000 (Market 

Profile, 2020). The median household income is $36,391, most likely due to the low 

education attainment of the heads of households (Market Profile, 2020). Fortunately, the 

median income is expected to grow to $40,197 by 2024 because of increased job 

opportunities (Market Profile, 2020). This is an important fact to consider because the 

median household income has efforts to increase the number of residents who own their 

homes by one percent (Market Profile, 2020). Most families living in this area identify as 

either White or Black (Market Profile, 2020).  

Participant Sampling 

For over three years, I provided case management to over three hundred JAG 

students. As a JAG Specialist, I worked with these students to help transition them from 

high school to the workforce or a post-secondary school. These students were considered 

at-risk students who had several social and emotional barriers that prevented them from 

being academically successful. I chose four students for this multiple case study because 

of their varied lived experiences. Each participant’s story provided informative details 

about their backgrounds as students who have experienced poverty and emotional trauma. 

Purposeful sampling strengthened the study as it drew attention to the research 

topic (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Patton stated that sampling is categorized according to the 

study's intended focus (Patton, 1980). Patton also noted that this is an effective way to 

create validity and a more profound sense of understanding (Patton, 1980). The students 

in this study were chosen to bring awareness to their lived experiences. Two girls and two 

boys, who are all African American and are from Lafayette, Louisiana, metropolitan area 
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formed the participant group for this study. All four were sent emails to inquire of their 

interest to participate, and all four responded affirmatively. All come from low-

socioeconomic backgrounds and single-parent homes. These participants were the first in 

their families to graduate from a traditional high school within four years and to pursue 

post-secondary education opportunities or join the military. Each participant participated 

in JAG at least one year and was placed in the program to increase chances of high 

school graduation by developing social, emotional, and employability skills.  

Table 3.1 provides an overview of the participants in this multiple case study. 

This table serves as a mere overview of the students and the barriers they faced to 

graduate from high school. Their stories unfold in the next chapter. Their portraitures will 

also be shared to illustrate the influences their social and emotional barriers had on their 

lives. The five features of portraiture will bring the students’ stories to life and will 

include context, student voice, professional relationships between the researcher and 

participants, emergent themes, and aesthetic whole. Each of these features are discussed 

as students’ experiences are portrayed in later parts of the study. 

The five categories in the table below help readers identify key attributes for each 

student. The first two categories list the pseudonym and the number of SEL barriers each 

student faced. These barriers include things such as low academic performance, father or 

mother did not graduate from high school, economically disadvantaged, and child of an 

incarcerated parent. The third and fourth category specifies the number of years the 

students participated in JAG and their also lists their educational outcome. The last 

category identifies the students’ gender.  
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Table 3.1 
 

Participants  
 

Student  Number of 
SEL Barriers 

Number of 
Years in JAG 

Educational Outcomes Gender 

Student A 10 1 Graduated from high school. F 
Student B 8 1 Graduated from high school. M 
Student C 7 1 Graduated from high school. F 
Student D 8 1 Graduated from high school. M 

 

Data Collection  

 Due to my role as the JAG Specialist, I have extensive knowledge of and access 

to various data forms about the participants. I worked closely with these students on 

campus as we served the community together, addressed their barriers, and combated 

their academic concerns. My work with them allowed me to see them interact with others 

outside of our classroom setting. It also allowed me to develop relationships with their 

families. 

Collecting various forms of data, such as archive data and case notes, ensures 

internal validity (Yin, 2014). In this case study, data were collected in four ways 

including: student artifacts, case notes, interviews, and self-portraits. These data 

collection methods aligned with Creswell's four basic types of qualitative data, which are 

“observations, documents, interviews, and audiovisual materials” (p. 159). Creswell 

explains that when qualitative research locates various forms of data, the researcher can 

identify themes, which causes triangulation and validity (Creswell, 2013). 

The first source of data was artifacts. Student artifacts, such as videos, 

presentations, and writing samples were used as sources of data. Student artifacts were 

used as a source of data because students created them while they were enrolled in the 

JAG program. The students’ artifacts described their perspectives and demonstrated their 
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transformation. They also gave detail on the level of engagement between the student and 

me and were part of the constructive feedback offered regarding how students could 

improve their level of knowledge about themselves and gain the ability to remove their 

social and emotional barriers. This data collection source also aided in student progress, 

achievement, and goals while enrolled in JAG. As the researcher and JAG Specialist in 

this multiple case study, I have access to detailed data about all the participants in this 

study. The data collected for this case study were collected over time as students 

participated in the JAG program.  

The second data source was student interviews. The student interviews were 

conducted individually as students answered the central and secondary research 

questions. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all four participants. The 

interview questions related to the central and secondary research questions and themes 

identified in the literature. I began the interviews by having students describe their 

experiences as a minority student who had experienced poverty and childhood trauma. As 

students explained their experiences, they discussed how each social and emotional 

barrier has influenced their educational experience.  

The third source of data was a collection of case notes. Case notes were used as 

an essential source of data. Field notes were also collected as vital sources of data. Field 

notes were critical because they tracked students’ progress as they developed academic, 

social, and emotional skills during their tenure in the JAG program. The notes were also 

essential for reflection to create compelling activities to expand students' positive life 

experiences. Data from student's case notes were analyzed and included in the study 

findings.  
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The final form of data collection was self-portraits. I chose to use portraiture, a 

term that is described by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997), as a “method of inquiry 

as people document their lived experiences” (p.3). The self-portraitures were not 

illustrations, instead they were five elements that highlighted the personal growth of the 

participant. The five elements were (1) the setting, (2) the participant’s voice, (3) 

relationship between the researcher and participant, (4) the emerging themes and (5) the 

aesthetic whole. This data collection method helped to project students’ voices on topics 

that influenced their life decisions. Portraitures speak to all audiences, as they tell a story 

that is not usually communicated in academic writing. The authors of the portraiture 

shared the complex dimensions of their stories with others. Table 3.2 describes an 

overview of the data collected for this study. 

 
Table 3.2 

 
Data Collection Efforts  

 
Student  School Year 

Collected  
Archived Data Interview  

Student A  2018–2019 Student work, entry JAG interview notes, 
and case notes from interactions 

Conducted in the 
Summer of 2020 

Student B  2018–2019 Student work, entry JAG interview 
notes and case notes from interactions 

Conducted in the 
Summer of 2020 

Student C 2018–2019 Student work, entry JAG interview 
notes and case notes from interactions 

Conducted in the 
Summer of 2020 

Student D 2018–2019 Student work, entry JAG interview 
notes and case notes from interactions 

Conducted in the 
Summer of 2020 

 

In the next section, I provide details about the data collection methods that were used in 

this case study. 
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Interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all participants. The interview 

questions related to the research questions, as well as the themes that were found in the 

literature. I began each interview by asking the participants to describe their experiences 

with JAG and the influence it had on their social and emotional well-being. To maintain 

fidelity and credibility the interviews were recorded. The recordings were necessary, as 

described by Lincoln and Guba (1985), to reproduce the data exactly as it was shared by 

the participant. To respect the privacy of the participants, each participant was 

interviewed separately. This provided a safe and comfortable environment for the 

participants to share their lived experiences. Prior to the interviews, each participant was 

asked to sign an informed consent form. The informed consent form can be found in 

Appendix A. The interview protocol that was followed in this case study can be found in 

(Appendix B.  

Case Notes 

Case notes were collected on each participant while they participated with the 

JAG program. The case notes served as an essential form of data included by the 

researcher in daily reflections on each student. Case notes helped the researcher to reflect 

on the participants’ lived experiences. The researcher analyzed data from the case notes 

for validity purposes.  

Conclusion  

As noted by Yin (2014), collecting various forms of data allows "converging lines 

of inquiry” (p.120). Each data source created a triangulation of data that provided insight 

into the students' lived experiences within this study. Yin emphasizes the importance of 
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data triangulation to develop validity and identify themes and consistency of findings. 

Yin continues to stress the importance of multiple forms of data to ensure fidelity (Yin, 

2014). Creating a plan for data triangulation bolstered the quality of the research and 

strengthened the researcher’s standpoint. This also allowed the reader to increase their 

knowledge about the investigated phenomenon (Yin, 2014). In the next section, I present 

the data analysis methods used for this case study. 

Data Analysis  

Creswell emphasized qualitative research using triangulation to provide evidence 

to clarify their findings. Creswell (2013) offered, “when researchers can identify and 

code different sources of data, they are triangulating information and providing validity” 

(p. 251). These principles encouraged the researcher to collect multiple forms of evidence 

and create an organized database used to analyze data (Yin, 2014). In this case study, data 

collection forms were case notes from personal interactions, interview questions 

responses, students’ self-portraits, and artifacts from students.  

The data collection and analysis methods used in this case study provided rich 

insight into the social and emotional phenomenon that positively affects students' 

educational experiences. Data analysis was the method of synthesizing the ideas that are 

generated from the data. The data analysis provided a clear and complete understanding 

of a complex phenomenon. In this case study, an analytic induction model was used to 

identify emerging themes and patterns. This model served as a template for identifying 

key phrases, themes, or recurring barriers that appeared in the interviews, case notes, or 

student work.  
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The data analysis's initial coding structure came from the theoretical framework 

outlined in Chapters One and Two. In this case study, I examined the data from a 

theoretical framework that recognized and valued the participants' experiences. Maslow's 

Hierarchy of Needs pinpointed the importance of students’ needs in the actualization 

process and encouraged educators to learn about students’ lives while respecting and 

developing the student-educator relationship. Hierarchy of Needs also focused on 

creating an environment conducive to positive educational activities, collaborations, and 

experiences to help students reach self-actualization (McLeod, 2018).  

Yin (2014) described pattern matching as a technique that compares “an 

empirically based pattern that is based on the researcher's findings” (p.143). Yin also 

noted that pattern matching strengthens validity and reliability. In this case study, 

comparisons were made using student work, case notes, and student interviews. I began 

data analysis by using a pattern matching technique to examine the various forms of data. 

The pattern matching technique allowed me to identify themes that aligned with current 

literature and research. The themes that were identified are in line with current research, 

as well as the theoretical framework, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. The themes 

identified from the literature were educating the whole child by providing social and 

emotional support and providing dropout prevention programs that support student 

advocacy as well as pro-social skills. In this study, Table 3.3 illustrates the patterns that 

aligned with the literature themes.  
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Table 3.3 
 

Data Collection 
 

Research Question  Themes from Literature Data Analysis 
What impact did JAG have 
on your social and emotional 
well-being? 

• Educating the whole 
child (social support 
and positive adult-
student relationships) 

• Effective dropout 
prevention programs  

Interview, self-portraits, 
student artifacts and case 
notes 

How did JAG inspire you to 
graduate from high school? 

• Educating the whole 
child (social support 
and positive adult-
student relationships) 

• Effective dropout 
prevention programs  

Interview, self-portraits, 
student artifacts and case 
notes 

In what ways did JAG 
prepare you to find and keep 
employment? 

• Educating the whole 
child (social support 
and positive adult-
student relationships) 

• Effective dropout 
prevention programs 

Interview, self-portraits, 
student artifacts and case 
notes 

How did JAG help you to 
limit the number of 
behavioral referrals? 

• Educating the whole 
child (social support 
and positive adult-
student relationships) 

• Effective dropout 
prevention programs 

Interview, self-portraits, 
student artifacts and case 
notes 

 

Data Validation 

Using qualitative research can present a complete picture that encourages inquiry 

(Yin, 2014). The picture provided an in-depth description of the study’s findings to 

explain this phenomenon. As described by Creswell & Poth (2018), qualitative research 

offers validity by using techniques that triangulate data sources and methods. The 

interpretation of this case included the triangulation of multiple sources of data and peer 

debriefing to ensure the participants perspectives were accurately shared. I collected data 

via the following methods: semi-structured interviews, case notes, student artifacts, and 

student self-portraits. I gained participant perspective from the semi-structured 
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interviews. I then balanced these by gaining my own perspective while reviewing the 

participants’ case notes, self-portraits, and student artifacts. Finally, I engaged in peer 

debriefing throughout the research process with peers and external experts. These 

measures helped to eliminate bias and contribute to the validity of this study. 

Unfortunately, reliability cannot be confirmed based on these findings due to the 

localized setting. However, other JAG Specialist in various states can repeat this process 

using the same interview protocols to gain a deeper understanding of how JAG impacts 

students’ social and emotional well-being. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

As the researcher in this study, I have extensive knowledge about the emerging 

phenomenon in this case study. Guiding at-risk students daily allowed me to work closely 

with each participant. However, I do recognize that this may lead to researcher bias since 

I have a personal relationship with each participant. Participants in this study were 

limited to City High School and only included students I had worked with for at least one 

school year. I specifically chose these four students based on their barriers, poverty level, 

and lived experiences.  

Due to the rapid spread of COVID-19, the virus that caused a national pandemic 

in 2020–2021, I had to adjust this research. As the virus spread throughout the nation, it 

created limitations on communicating effectively with this program's participants. 

Technology was used to ensure that students’ perspectives were shared accurately. Zoom 

provided a secure platform for the participants to share their lived experiences. The 

program has a recording featured that allowed me to reflect and take notes as I re-
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watched the participant interviews. Zoom also has a transcribing featuring that allowed 

me to share the perspective of each participant accurately.  

Delimitations are characteristics that occur due to the limitations of the study. The 

delimitations reflected the researcher's choices and were reflected in such areas as the 

paradigm, theoretical framework, and the selected participants (Simon & Goes, 2013). 

This case study had several delimitations, or boundaries. First, the participants chosen 

were recent graduates of the JAG program. These students were selected because they 

adhered to the program's guidelines and were accessible to the researcher. The researcher 

focused on these participants due to their strong connection to the JAG program and the 

participants’ desire to share their educational and life experiences. Next, while other 

stakeholders, including educators, administrators, and local business owners, could have 

provided additional data for this study, the researcher focused only on the students' 

perspectives. Lastly, the JAG program also includes a middle school program, but 

participants were only selected from one high school program. Future studies might 

include the middle school program to determine how the model prepares younger 

students to become self-actualized, which in turn, increases students’ chances to graduate 

high school, seek and sustain employment, attend college, or joining the armed forces. 

Ethical Considerations 

 Ethical considerations were necessary for transparency in data collection and the 

safety of the participants of the study (Sanjari et al., 2014). Ethical considerations ensured 

the researcher considered the privacy of each participant in the process of data collection 

and analysis. Ethical considerations often involved ways to protect participants and gain 

their informed consent, both protect the participants (Sanjari et al., 2014). In this case 
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study, the research design addressed specific questions, which required participants to 

share personal stories. Preventive methods were taken to ensure that the participants' 

identities were kept confidential. Each participant was given a pseudonym and 

throughout the study were referred to as Student A, Student B, Student C, and Student D. 

Participants also signed consent forms that gave the researcher permission to share their 

stories in this case study. The consent forms also ensured the participants were able to 

share their narratives without fear of harm, as anonymity was emphasized. The 

participants' identity, consent forms, and the data were stored in a locked filing cabinet. 

The researcher was the only person who has access to the filing cabinet. 

This study followed the Instructional and Review Board (IRB) guidelines and was 

approved by the Baylor University IRB Board. The study was approved because it did 

not bring harm to the participants who were recruited for this study. Ethics is paramount 

in qualitative research, especially since it pertains to researching people's experiences 

(Orb, 2001). By demonstrating transparency with the participants, the ethical principles 

of justice were demonstrated. Demonstrating justice, autonomy, and beneficence allows 

the researcher to protect the vulnerability of the participants (Orb, 2001). 

Conclusion 

The chapter described the methodology for this study. First, researcher shared her 

perspective then explored in more depth the theoretical framework to analyze how it 

framed data collection and analysis. Next, the design, site selection, and participant 

sampling were explained. Then, this chapter examined data collection and analysis. The 

chapter concluded by noting the ethical considerations and limitations and delimitations 
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of the study. In the following chapter, Chapter Four, the results and implications of the 

study are presented.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Results and Implications 
 

Introduction 

 In this multiple case study, I examined the influences of Jobs for America's 

Graduates (JAG) on students' social and emotional well-being. Archival data, such as 

case notes, the participants' work, and data from interviews, were used to answer the 

research questions presented in this study. The central research question that guided this 

qualitative case study was “What impact does JAG have on students’ social and 

emotional well-being?” This central question was informed by three sub questions. First, 

in what ways did JAG inspire students to graduate from high school? Second, in what 

ways did JAG prepare students to find and keep employment for more than six months? 

Third, in what ways did JAG impact students’ discipline referrals? 

This study used Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs as the theoretical 

framework. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs focuses on aligning positive pro-social 

behaviors, student participation, and the social and emotional needs of the students to 

remove academic barriers. This chapter describes and explains findings, implications, and 

recommendations for the future. The chapter begins with each participant, or case, and 

then explores themes as they relate to the literature and the theoretical framework, 

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. In the discussion, findings are shared and overall 

implications are offered.  
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Case Descriptions  

 I used portraiture, as described by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) to share 

students' personal stories of triumph. The use of the self-portraits illustrated the 

connection between the participants' personal experiences and the JAG program. As 

described by Lawrence-Lightfoot (2005), portraitures demonstrate the subject's 

"dispositions, experiences, relationships" (p.13). The “clinical storytelling” (p.7) serves 

as a form of healing as the voice of the participant is heard. This form of data collection 

worked well for this case study since I have developed a relationship with each 

participant and have extensive knowledge about the JAG program.  

Each participant's story is presented as a separate case to ensure a more in-depth 

investigation into JAGs' positive influences on each student. Each participant's narrative 

is followed by his or her answers to the central and sub research questions. Finally, each 

participant's self-portrait concludes with a table, which indicates the five features of 

portraitures, as defined by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997). The five features, as 

outlined by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, include the following: 

1. Context: the setting  

2. Voice: of the participant  

3. Relationship: between the researcher and the participant  

4. Emerging themes: interpreting empirical and conceptual data 

5. Aesthetic whole: developing a whole picture 

The self-portraits allowed me to view the data through an empathetic lens, as I 

identified how JAG positively influenced each participant. Each case was analyzed by 

using a cross-case analysis to indicate common themes among the four self-portraits and 
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narratives. Data were also analyzed from the theoretical framework's perspective and 

allowed me to identify emerging themes. 

Participants 

As the students’ JAG Specialist, I gave each participant a pseudonym. The 

pseudonym protects their right to privacy as they openly share their lived experiences. 

Although the students have pseudonyms, I still provide specific information about their 

educational and home settings. I also provide a portrait of each participant using a 

narrative format. Their answers to the research questions are followed by a concluding 

summary. The summary highlights the five features of portraiture for each participant, as 

outlined by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997). Table 4.1 provides an overview of 

participants. 

 
Table 4.1 

 
Participants  

 
Student Number of 

SEL Barriers 
Number of Years 

in JAG 
Educational Outcomes Gender 

Student A 
 

10 1 Graduated from high school. 
 

F 
 

Student B 8 1 Graduated from high school.  
 

M 

Student C 7 1 Graduated from high school.  
 

F 

Student D 8 1 Graduated from high school. 
 

M 

 

Participants’ Portraits 

 The following section shares the stories of the four participants who participated 

in this study. Each participant’s story is followed by their answers to the research 
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questions. It is then followed by the participant’s Five Features of Portraiture as described 

by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997).  

Student A—First-Generation High School Graduate  

 Student A is a City High School graduate. I met Student A while she was a 

student in the JAG program at City High School. As Student A's former JAG Specialist, I 

understood how her social and emotional barriers negatively influenced her educational 

experience. Her story of homelessness can inspire students who feel unsettled and 

unloved.  

 
Homeless and confused.  Student A described herself as an average student who 

was involved in numerous high school organizations and clubs. However, as she reflected 

on her high school journey, she acknowledges how painful her life was before joining the 

JAG program at City High School. She described her home life as "dysfunctional and 

scattered" because her father was in jail and her mother rarely had full-time employment. 

She described her family as "floaters'' because they never had consistent housing. She 

shared the exact moment when she knew she did not have a place to call home. Student A 

stated,  

Sophomore year in high school was a party year. Many students were having their 
sweet 16 birthday bashes. I had to share my mailing address to receive a formal 
invite; however, I did not have one. Therefore, I would share my aunt's or 
grandmother's address. 
 

Student A’s unstable life caused her to shift her focus off school and focus on 

employment. She described how she desired to drop out of high school because she 

wanted to create a home. Working full-time would allow her to save for her apartment. 

She viewed employment to escape the instability of her life. She did not value education 
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or earning a high school diploma because no one in her family had earned a traditional 

high school diploma. With no motivation from her family to stay in school, she began to 

question why she was in school and how it could not help alleviating her insecurities. 

Student A described how she started to look for connections in the workforce and for 

one-bedroom apartments, as she thought that would be the solution to her problems. 

Student A felt the need to work and find a stable home because her mother could not 

keep a full-time job. Student A expressed that her mother did not have a high school 

diploma; therefore, she had no skills to offer an employer. Student A’s mother spent most 

of her professional life working for fast food employers who only paid minimum wage. 

Most of the time, she would lose the job due to their lack of transportation. The lack of 

money for transportation, food, and utilities caused Student A to develop several social 

and emotional barriers, which added to her emotional stress. 

 
One last resource.  At the beginning of her junior year in high school, Student A 

was contemplating dropping out of high school; therefore, she talked to her counselor. 

When she discussed her desire to drop out of high school, her counselor discouraged her. 

Instead of dropping out of high school, her counselor suggested JAG. Student A shared,  

I had a personal relationship with my counselor. My counselor always provided 
my mother and I with resources, but it was never enough. She knew that my 
mother did not have a high school diploma, and she wanted to afford that 
opportunity to me. When I suggested that I would drop out of high school, she 
offered JAG as one last resource. 
 

Student A began JAG in her 11th-grade year. She described how skeptical she was about 

joining the program. She didn’t understand the program's value because her only concern 

was having a residential address she could call home. She described her attitude at the 

beginning of the program as "standoffish."  She was not open to sharing how she felt, nor 
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did she want to confront personal challenges. Student A commented she had no desire to 

give JAG a chance; it was only an “informality before dropping out.” Little did she know, 

JAG would be her safe haven. Student A explained,  

After two months of being in the JAG program, I began to open up. I realized that 
my JAG Specialist there to support me and not to judge. Her classroom gave me a 
sense of belonging and stability. The very thing I was searching for. 
 

She enjoyed her experience more than she expected to and finally felt connect to a 

learning environment. 

 
A change in perspective.  As described by Student A, JAG opened her mind to 

new possibilities. JAG taught her how to develop life skills that were the key to changing 

her life plans. The student became more involved in clubs and organizations on campus 

as she created safe spaces for her peers to share how they felt about their personal issues. 

Student A recounted several examples of how her JAG Specialist inspired her to lead 

with empathy. JAG taught her how to develop life skills that were the key to changing 

her life plans. The student became more involved in clubs and organizations on campus 

as she created safe spaces for her peers to share how they felt about their personal issues. 

Student A recounted several examples of how her JAG Specialist inspired her to lead 

with kindness and compassion, which led to her sharing her experiences with others. 

When she shared her life experiences, it gave her the support she desired, which changed 

her life perspective. Student A began to see the importance of building relationships, 

building a future with strong employability skills, and the value of education. Student A 

shared,  

The skills I learned in JAG revealed my strengths. The program gave me hope 
because, for once, I saw the value in developing skills that would allow me to 
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build a stable life. Employability skills that would help me to obtain the 
residential address I've always desired.  

 
As expressed by Student A, the skills learned in JAG helped her to identify the value in  
 
developing skills that will be necessary for post education success. She also expressed  
 
how the JAG program gave her hope as she tried to remain positive during a difficult  
 
time in her life.  

 
By providing stability and encouragement in a caring environment, the JAG 

program provided a once confused and discouraged young woman the foundation she 

needed to develop her strengths and skills. When other educators failed to give Student A 

voice, she found acceptance and support, which greatly impacted her social and 

emotional well-being. Her "last resource" was her greatest resource as she saw the value 

in being the first person in her family to graduate high school. 

Answering the Research Questions 

Student A's answers to the research questions provided an interesting perspective 

on how JAG positively influenced her life. She expressed how her experience in JAG 

gave her great appreciation for the benefits that JAG can provide. Student A's responses 

revealed,  

• JAG caused her to value education  

• Positive adult relationships and supportive counselors were important to 
her success 

• JAG helped her to build strong communication and leadership skills  
 
 

Central research question—What impact does JAG have on students' social and 

emotional well-being?  Student A described how JAG provided her with a supportive and 

caring environment. She explained how her JAG Specialist was "incredibly supportive" 
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as she pushed her to reach new academic and social heights. As offered by Student A, her 

JAG Specialist was a "nice person who believed in her." She further explained how the 

JAG Specialist helped her identify and reflect on her life's goals as they worked to create 

an action plan that would allow her to reach her full potential. She stated,  

My JAG Specialist support, combined with the skills I learned in JAG, gave me 
the confidence I needed to change my educational perspective and help other 
students like me. The activities motivated me to make new social connections and 
depend on my emotional resources for help. 
 

Student A also described specific activities that were beneficial to her in the next 

question. She also explained how the activities, combined with the support she reached 

from her JAG Specialist, led her to change her education values.  

 
Sub-question 1—In what ways does JAG inspire students to graduate from high 

school?  Motivating students can be challenging, especially when the student has faced 

social and emotional barriers. These students struggle academically and are unmotivated 

due to their feeling of helplessness. They sometimes feel lost as they work to achieve 

success. Through an unorthodox approach, programs such as JAG motivate students to 

develop a positive attitude about their educational journey. As described by Student A, 

there were specific engaging activities in JAG that inspired her to graduate from high 

school. Those activities included adult mentoring, guidance counseling as well as 

leadership and professional development. Each unit is designed to provide individual 

attention to students as they gain skills to secure post-secondary employment, reduce 

barriers preventing him or her from receiving a high school diploma, as well as build and 

gain communication and leadership skills.  
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Student A described that her JAG Specialist had provided individual instruction 

focused on removing her social and emotional barriers. The teaching equipped her with 

employability skills and career exploration, which motivated her to complete her high 

school journey. Student A stated,  

My JAG Specialist and I only discussed my weaknesses once. We then focused 
on ways to reach my goals through specific action plans. I appreciated her 
willingness to work with me as we focused on my future goals as well as skills 
that I wanted to develop. 
 
 
Sub-question 2—In what ways does JAG prepare students to find and keep 

employment for more than six months?  Student A explained through adult mentoring, 

guidance counseling, and job placement services, she developed the employability skills 

needed to sustain employment. Due to her learned skills, she was able to obtain job 

opportunities in her desired career pathway. Based on her developed skills, Student A 

bypassed entry-level job appointments and moved into managerial positions. Student A 

explained,  

JAG used my strengths and interest to help me develop a career pathway that 
would challenge me. Together, my JAG Specialist and I created long-term 
professional goals that would allow me to secure the home that I desired. During 
that time, I saw how valuable the JAG program and my high school diploma 
would be to me as I finally had goals to achieve.  

 
Student A explained how JAG helped her to develop a plan that included long and short  
 
term goals to ensure she would reach success. 
 

 
Sub-question 3—In what ways does JAG impact students' discipline referrals?  

Student A explained that she did not have issues with discipline before the JAG program. 

This was due to her excessive absences and her desire to "remain under the radar." She 

did not want to bring attention to herself, so she attempted to accomplish daily 
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assignments and remained quiet during class to remain "unseen and unheard.” Student A 

explained how she did not seek attention because of her home life. She expressed how 

unhappy and depressed she was, which attributed to her low grades and social 

disconnection in the learning environment.  

Summarizing Student A’s Case and Completing the Portrait 

Student A's own words summarized why JAG is a positive program needed to 

improve students' social and emotional wellbeing. Her story provides a clear picture of 

the encouragement she needed to reach her goal of graduating from high school and 

creating a home for herself. She shared,  

My JAG Specialist made me realize that I had a unique gift. A gift that could be 
used to help others reach their goals. During my time in JAG, I connected my 
interests, desire, and plans. Combined, I created a life that I am proud of. Not only 
did I become the first person in my family to graduate from high school, but I also 
became the first homeowner. These achievements were made possible due to my 
self-determination, my JAG Specialist and counselor's support, as well as the JAG 
program.  

 
Student A expressed how JAG helped her to identify her unique gifts, which led her to  
 
reach self-actualization.    

When Student A lacked support from her family, she found support within her peers, 

counselor, and JAG Specialist. The support pushed her to set and reach professional goals 

as she strived to be the first person from her family to graduate from high school and own 

a home. Once she gained self-confidence and realized her self-worth, she completed her 

educational journey and developed a life perspective that valued education. Table 4.2 

outlines five features of portraiture to complete Student A's portrait based upon the 

research of Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997). 
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Table 4.2 

 
Five Features of Portraiture—Student A 

 
Five Features of Portraiture Student A 

Context- setting while 
experiencing social and emotional 
barriers and current setting  

• Homeless in high school 
• Has purchased a home and is supervisor at an 

engineering consulting firm  
Voice – both the researcher and 
the participant  

• Student A hid her personal and financial 
struggles because she was ashamed.  

• Later, she was willing to share her struggles 
with her peers as she shared what she learned 
while enrolled in the JAG Program  

Relationship- between the 
researcher and the participant 

• The researcher was Student A’s JAG 
Specialist  

Emergent Themes- from Student 
A’s story and interview  

• Student A’s experience in JAG gave her an 
appreciation for education.  

• Student A received support from her 
counselor, JAG Specialist and peers 

• After reaching self-actualization in the JAG 
Program, Student A was determined to 
succeed 

Aesthetic Whole- a portrait of 
Student A 

• Education became important to her when she 
realized how it could help her reach her 
personal goals. 

• Positive adult relationships and a supportive 
JAG Specialist were important to her success  

 

Student B—A Story of Perseverance and Football  

Student B was a football standout who teachers and peers loved due to his 

charming personality. Student B had several social and emotional barriers that prevented 

him from being academically successful. Some of his barriers included low academic 

performance, a record of excessive absences as verified by school officials, a status of 

economically disadvantaged, and one or more incarcerated parent. These barriers made it 

difficult for Student B to perform off the football field. 
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Struggling to make ends meet.  I met Student B during his senior year. The JAG 

program was recommended to him by his coach, who saw benefits to Student B receiving 

academic remediation and employability training. During our time together, I saw how 

driven he was. As I reflected on his case notes, I saw how his personal life interfered with 

his goals of attending and playing football at a division one school. “Student B is living 

with his mother and younger siblings. He works a part-time job at a local fast-food 

restaurant. He is working late and is missing numerous school days due to his desire to 

earn more money for his struggling family.” In one month, Student B worked over 40 

hours a week as a full-time student, brother, son, and rising football star.  

Student B grew up in a single-parent home with his two younger siblings. His 

mother worked two jobs; however, they struggled to make ends meet. This prompted 

Student B to give up additional practice time with his football coaches to focus on work. 

His work then became an academic barrier as he started missing school to earn more 

money. Student B explained as he made more money, his mother and football coach 

became more disappointed in his choices. He shared,  

My mother and football coach wanted me to focus on football. They knew I had 
the chance to play football in college. However, I saw the needs at home. The 
needs my mother could not provide to my siblings and me. I worked because I 
thought it was the right thing to do; however, I was reminded by my coach, 
mother, and JAG Specialist that my value was more significant than my fast-food 
job.  
 
 
Homeless and hurt.  Student B explained after his mother and coach shared their 

disapproval of his extended work hours, he began to lie. He explained how he lied about 

working because he thought helping his mother financially was his responsibility. He 

stated that as the only man in the house, he had to be “the provider for his family.” He 
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explained that he would tell his mother that he was working out with his coach when he 

was really working at his fast-food job. However, his good intentions caused friction in 

the relationship with his mother. He shared when his mother found out that he was lying 

about working out with his football coach. Student B explained,  

She was livid. She could not believe that I would throw away my opportunity to 
receive a free college education. She also found out that I was no longer eligible 
for a football scholarship because I failed four of my seven classes for the second 
nine weeks.  
 

Student B continued to explain that they shared several hurtful words that led to him 

being thrown out of his home during that argument. He explained that moment changed 

his life. Student B said,  

The first night that I was thrown out of my home, I slept on the park bench. It was 
cold, and I cried. I felt unappreciated and unloved. I could not go to my coach 
because I lied; therefore, I slept in the park and showered in the gym at school for 
one week. My mother eventually notified my football coach that she had kicked 
me out of our home. He found me one night in the park and took me in. I think 
that was the wakeup call I needed.  
 

Student B expressed how his positive adult relationships with his coach helped him to 

overcome personal barriers.  

Student B said that when he started the JAG program, he did not believe he had barriers. 

He thought he did not have barriers because he was "handling it like a man." However, 

after being kicked out of his home and sleeping on his football coach sofa, he realized he 

never dealt with the pain of his father being incarcerated or the economic struggles he 

and his family faced. However, JAG taught him how to face the challenges that were 

keeping him from his football dreams.  

 
Living a dream.  Student B's dream was to play professional football; however, 

his mothers' dream was different. Student B stated that his mother wanted him to attend a 
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four-year college or university to ensure he did not have to live a life filled with job 

uncertainty and economic hardships. She also pushed for him to attend college because 

she was a teen mother who did not have the opportunity to attend college. Student B 

shared his experiences by describing his mother’s feelings. He stated,   

My mother wanted more for me. She wanted me to achieve goals and seize 
opportunities that are not usually given to minority men. She believed I could 
accomplish that by studying; however, I knew that I was not a strong student and 
could not depend only on my academic performance, which is why I relied on 
football.  
 

Ironically, the what Student B relied on for positive attention and a "hometown escape" is 

what he almost lost. Student B shared how he reflected and often journaled as he tried to 

create a different pathway for his life. He said he learned how to reflect and journal while 

being in the JAG program. The program taught him how to review his actions for 

effectiveness. This process also helped him to become refocused on his dream of playing 

football at the collegiate level. Student B shared,  

I began working out and doing football drills five days a week. I was determined. 
I also began seeking academic remediation from my teachers and ACT tutor. I 
was determined to improve my football and academic skills to ensure I had a 
football scholarship chance. 
 

While working tirelessly towards repairing the damage he caused while working, Student 

B's mother received employability skills training from his JAG Specialist, which led to 

more significant employment opportunities. The employability opportunities led to a 

higher income, which alleviated stress, financial debt, and emotional barriers. Student B 

expressed his gratitude to his JAG Specialist as he worked to reach his goals; his coach 

and JAG Specialist helped his mother achieve her goals. With the financial barrier 

removed and with the support of his mother, JAG Specialist, and football coach, Student 

B became a stronger football player and student. His dedication to school and football 
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paid off. Student B was awarded a scholarship to a division one school that was only 

forty-five minutes away from his home, which allowed the family he loved to see him 

live out his collegiate dreams.  

Student B was open to sharing his experience, and he was sincere in his interview. 

His answers to the research questions revealed more about the JAG program's influence 

on his ability to graduate from high school and attend college to play football.  

Answering the Research Questions 

Student B's experience with social and emotional distress during high school left 

him feeling determined to reach his personal and professional goals. His answers to the 

research questions revealed,  

● Student B's experience with homelessness made him determined to reach 
his goals  
 

● Student B did not want to burden his mother; therefore, he sacrificed his 
football skills and education to provide for his family  
 

● Being evicted from his home by his mother made him refocus on his 
original goals of attending college  
 

● Student B found support from his mother, JAG Specialist, and football 
coach  
 

● Student B discovered how to overcome his hidden emotional barriers by 
participating in JAG activities  

 
 

Central research question—What impact does JAG have on students' social and 

emotional well-being?  Student B described his JAG experience as "life-changing.”  

Student B explained how JAG forced him to face his problems, value education, and his 

football skills. As stated by Student B, he was able to identify his barriers through JAG 

activities. Student B explained,  
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Through specific activities and support from my football coach and JAG 
Specialist, I removed the mental walls that kept me from achieving academically 
and emotionally. 
 

Student B further explained how he dealt with his angry thoughts and feelings towards 

his incarcerated father and his anxiety that was caused by the idea of losing his mother. 

Once he recognized how these feelings affected his life, Student B worked with his JAG 

Specialist to acquire skills to enhance his social, emotional, and decision-making skills, 

which ultimately improved his leadership skills on and off the football field. The JAG 

Specialist also helped his mother with her employability skills, which helped to alleviate 

several social and emotional barriers for Student B.  

 
Sub-question 1—In what ways does JAG inspire students to graduate from high 

school?  As stated by Student B, living with his coach made him appreciate his family. 

He said he wanted to make his mother proud. He refocused his attention on school and 

football as he tried to improve his academic performance in school. Instead of working, 

he quit and went to academic remediation with his core teachers. His school attendance 

improved as he spent his time between the classroom, the weight room, and the football 

field. To excel as a football player, Student B had to regain his confidence in the 

classroom. He shared that he felt confident asking questions and participating in class 

once he was taught how to use his communication skills in JAG.  

 
Sub-question 2—In what ways does JAG prepare students to find and keep 

employment for more than six months?  Student B stated that JAG helped him develop a 

critical skill that will benefit his football career as well as his future employer. The skills 

will also help him to build positive relationships with employers. That skill is 
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communication. The student shared he did not have strong communication skills while 

working, which led to work conflict. He stated,  

I was able to earn a lot of hours because I was the only one willing to work. I also 
worked fast. I was efficient in my role; however, I did not do well with my peers. 
I now know it was due to my lack of communication skills and the emotional 
distress I experienced. JAG helped me to improve my communication skills while 
removing the social and emotional barriers I once faced.  
 
 
Sub-question 3—In what ways does JAG impact students' discipline referrals?  

Besides not wanting to disappoint his mother again, Student B became determined to 

excel in school. He knew that his football career depended on the grades he earned in 

high school. He became more focused, which decreased the number of days he was 

absent or tardy for class. His discipline referrals decreased because he was no longer 

skipping class to work. He now had goals, which shifted his behavior and daily actions.  

Summarizing Student B’s Case and Completing the Portrait 

Student B's story is significant for the number of students who are experiencing 

low socioeconomic status. The lack of financial resources often overshadows student’s 

immediate and practical needs. As Student B suggested, the support of trusted adults 

combined with his self-determination helped him face the challenges of low academic 

skills and low socioeconomic status. Student B expressed how the JAG Specialist’s 

dedication to his growth and the evolution of his mother's employability skills helped him 

re-evaluate his behaviors and life goals. The JAG Specialist provided Student B with the 

attentiveness he needed as she listened to his needs and helped him create an action plan 

that would lead him to success. Table 4.3 provides Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis’ 

(1987) five features of portraiture to complete Student B’s portrait. 
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Table 4.3 
 

Five Features of Portraiture—Student B 
 
Five Features of Portraiture Student B 

Context- setting while 
experiencing social and 
emotional barriers and current 
setting  

• Homeless in high school 
• Attending college 
• Member of the college football team  

Voice – both the researcher 
and the participant  

• Student B expressed his self-determination.  
• Student B expressed vulnerability during the 

interview as he expressed feelings of anger 
towards his mother  

Relationship- between the 
researcher and the participant 

• The researcher served as the Student B’s 
JAG Specialist during his senior year of 
high school. She also provided educational 
resources during his freshman year in high 
school. 

• Student B shared he would not be in college 
if it were not for his JAG Specialist and his 
football coach.  

Emergent Themes- from 
Student B’s story and 
interview  

• Student B’s experience with homelessness 
left him determined to reach his goals.  

Aesthetic Whole- a portrait of 
Student B 

• Student B’s life experiences caused him to 
have a sense of importance of education and 
employability skills  

 
 
 In the third case, I present the story of a student who lost her father while she 

questioned her sexuality. Student C was a shy student who did not have many friends due 

to her insecurities. Once she joined the JAG program, her personality quickly changed as 

she became more involved in activities and organizations that brought her joy.   

Student C—The Need to Find Myself  

I met Student C during my tenure as a JAG Specialist. I provided case 

management and guidance counseling to Student C on many occasions and was familiar 

with her story. Since she is currently attending a four-year college on an academic and 

music scholarship, we connected via Zoom for a lengthy interview to discuss how JAG 
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had influenced her life. In addition to her answers to the research questions, I also used 

case notes and quotes from her initial JAG interview. Her story is necessary to 

understand how JAG impacts students' social and emotional well-being.  

I initially met Student C in 2017 during her freshman year in high school. 

Although she was not in the program at that time, the freshman counselor asked me to 

mentor the young girl who found it difficult to find her voice. During our first encounter, 

I wrote case notes that described a timid young girl who had questions about her 

sexuality. Student C also expressed feelings of sadness as she described how her father 

was tragically murdered during a domestic dispute. I recorded that meeting in my case 

notes from 2017: 

Met with Student C, a shy young woman who is currently dealing with grief and 
questions about her sexuality. She stated that her counseling sessions were going 
well, and she found comfort in knowing her counselor wanted to find other ways 
to help her. She was apprehensive about discussing her fathers' murder or her 
sexuality. Instead, she wanted to know how I could help her achieve key life 
goals, such as graduating from high school and attending a four-year college. Her 
plans were tied to the promises she made her father before his untimely death. 
(Case notes, 9/7/2017). 
 
 
Bruised not broken.  As our meetings progressed, Student C began to share her 

background and her struggles with her sexuality. Student C described how she questioned 

who she was "supposed to love." She did not enjoy playing with dolls or wearing skirts. 

She found joy in music and sports. As she grew older, she found music to be her "safe 

haven," where she hid from homophobic slurs, shoves, and stares. Student C expressed,  

As I struggled to stay true to who I was, I was tortured by my homophobic peers 
in person and online. Eventually, the harassment grew physical as bullies would 
push and hit me in school. 
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Although bullies at her school tried to "beat the gay out of her," she remained true to 

herself as she escaped through music. She spent her time playing various musical 

instruments including the drums, trumpet, and saxophone. Her skill level grew as the self-

taught musician focused on what brought her joy. As I reflected on my case notes, I 

discovered when I suggested she should join our school's band to showcase her talent and 

find friends who could support her choices. I also suggested she enter the JAG program at 

the beginning of the following school year to receive additional support that would 

greatly benefit her self-esteem. The case note stated,  

Student C is a budding musician that needs to develop her music skills 
professionally. She also needs to find ways to build positive peer relationships to 
promote her mental health and a sense of well-being...In addition to joining the 
band, Student C should join the JAG program to develop pro-social behavior to 
advance her low self-worth. The positive social experiences may also help with 
her school attendance and engagement level in class (Case notes, 12/12/2017). 
 

Joining the band program was precisely what Student C needed. Due to the additional 

emotional and social support she received from her band director and band peers, she 

began to become “comfortable in her skin.” She even described openly dating a member 

of the band. Student C said,  

I was hesitant about joining the band because I did not want it to be another 
homophobic bashing session where peers would torment me for being true to 
myself. However, when I joined the band it was different.  

 
Her hesitancy to join the schools’ marching band was quickly removed when she began 

to meet peers who were accepting of her true self. She was also supported by a band 

director who did not tolerate bigotry or hate.  

 
A turning point.  After joining the band program, Student C quickly became a 

"crowd favorite" due to her loving personality and music abilities. Once she began the 
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JAG program the following year, she began to develop her communication and 

leadership skills that led to her becoming a section leader. Once she became section 

leader, she described having a sense of belonging. She explained,  

I always searched for where I could fit in. I wanted people to accept me as I was, 
which included my sexuality. With the band director's support, the constant 
encouragement I received from my JAG Specialist, I felt like I belonged. I 
belonged to a family that would support and encourage me despite my life 
choices.  
 

Student C continued to advance socially on campus. She was known as a leader who 

voiced her concerns. She led with empathy as she encouraged others to be kind. Her 

grades improved due to her increased engagement level in class. Due to her stellar 

academic performance and increased self-confidence, Student C started to reflect on the 

promises she made to her father before his death. She began to think about the early 

discussion that she had with me regarding her life post-high school. She began to discuss 

post-secondary options with me, including the United States Airforce and a four-year 

college or university. We discussed how she could relate her occupational interests, 

aptitudes, and abilities to create a career pathway for herself. A path that would allow her 

to be an advocate for the LGBTQ+ community. Based on her talents and interests, she 

determined that she wanted to become a music teacher. She explained how she wanted to 

be there for the "voiceless students." She wanted to create a safe place at a local school 

where students could be free to express who they are and what they represent. Now that 

she knew what she wanted to do post-graduation, her next concern was how she would 

pay for it. Student C expressed,  

I knew I wanted to be a teacher. I knew I had excellent grades, and I loved music, 
but I did not see how I could attend school without financial support. This was 
when my band director and JAG Specialist started to help me look for academic 
scholarships. Eventually, my band director scheduled me for different college 
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band auditions while my JAG Specialist helped me fill out college applications, 
entrance essays, and scholarships. They were the dream team that built my 
confidence and propelled me to my post-secondary dreams.  
 

Student C expressed how her connectedness to the band and JAG programs led her to 

develop a positive adult relationship with his band director and JAG specialist. The since 

of belonging and support from adults, led her to reach self-actualization as she reached 

her true potential.   

Answering the Research Questions 

I took notes as Student C answered the research questions. While her answers 

were not lengthy, they were aligned with the themes from the literature about the 

importance of pro-social behaviors, positive adult relationships, and reaching self-

actualization. Student C's answers highlighted several ways in which her lived 

experiences with JAG positively influenced her wellbeing including, 

● providing a supportive adult in a caring environment 
 

● creating stability in an educational setting 
 

● helping her to improve her pro-social behaviors, including her self-
confidence and self-actualization  

 

Central Research Question—What impact does JAG have on students' social and 

emotional well-being?  Student C described the impact of JAG on her life as "life-

saving." Before joining the program, she began to understand why a supportive adult is 

essential in a life filled with inconsistency. As Student C stated before, she was a member 

of the JAG program; the JAG Specialist met with her weekly to ensure she had a positive 

outlet to share "undesirable feelings." The JAG Specialist's commitment to her social and 
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emotional growth encouraged her to self-reflect on improving her outlook on life, 

including how she viewed herself.  

 
Sub-question 1—In what ways does JAG inspire students to graduate from high 

school?  Student C shared that once she became a JAG program member, her support 

grew as she met other students who suffered from identical social and emotional barriers. 

The learning environment was supportive and was a judgment-free zone as the JAG 

Specialist created a learning environment conducive to learning. Student C shared,  

The JAG Specialist offered resources and support that was unmatched on campus. 
While other teachers were just teachers, my JAG Specialist was a mentor, friend, 
and motivator. She encouraged me to become more engaged in class as she helped 
me connect my future, goals, and promises that I made to my father. 
 

Student C expressed her positive social experiences, including positive adult relationships 

and interventions in JAG helped her to reach post-secondary success.  

 
Sub-question 2—In what ways does JAG prepare students to find and keep 

employment for more than six months?  By focusing on critical skills needed to thrive in 

the job market, JAG delivers a program curriculum that will allow students to reach their 

highest potential as an employee. The program focuses on developing student 

communication, leadership, and employability skills. Students find the engaging activities 

to be beneficial as they prepare for life after high school. Student C stated how her 

employability preparation helped her become a band section leader in high school and 

college. Student C expressed,  

Being a section leader is like managing a shift team. I must communicate with 
different personalities as I share my expectations for our performances. I must 
lead by example as I help my team member improve their musical skills. All of 
those skills I mentioned I learned while participating in the JAG program. I 
believe these skills will be beneficial to my growth as a professional. 
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The experience Student C shared expresses the need for students to be involved in 

programs, interventions, and activities that will promote pro social skills.  

 
Sub-question 3—In what ways does JAG impact students' discipline referrals?  

Due to her sexual identity, Student C was usually the victim in many physical 

altercations. She was attacked many times due to her desire to remain true to herself. This 

caused her to suffer from anxiety and depression. The combination of these disorder often 

caused her to have emotional outbursts in class or become disconnected. Her 

disconnection led her to become a rebel that did not follow school policies and 

procedures. Once Student C entered the JAG program, she learned coping mechanisms 

that allowed her to regain control of her emotions, and emotional outbursts.  

We also discussed specific skills she learned in JAG that would be beneficial to 

her attackers at school. Student C shared one of her favorite discussions led by her JAG 

Specialist. The lecture covered how to be an effective communicator. Student C stated,  

I remember my JAG Specialist saying, communication skills are directly tied to 
success. One must understand how to effectively communicate with peers, 
employees, family, and friends to be effective. One must also have empathy. They 
must be willing to listen and be empathic to the needs and desires of others. That 
will make them an effective communicator.  

 
Through Student C’s shared experience there is a clear need for students to be apart of 

programs that support student’s pro social behavior through effective communication and 

engaging self-reflection activities. She continued to say that effective communication led 

to clear expectations, objectives, and feelings. However, what I remember the most about 

our discussion is communication is active listening. Active listening is the act of fully 
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concentrating on the person's needs to understand, explained Student C. Student C 

continued to state, 

If my bullies would have taken the time to listen to my needs or concerns, then we 
could have built a bridge over our differences. Respecting and valuing our 
differences could have decreased the violence against me and others like me.  

 
Student C’s self-reflection expresses the need for students to have positive adult 

relationships to help them remove social and emotional barriers that may hinder their 

academic success or well-being.  

Summarizing Student C’s Case and Completing the Portrait 

Since the day I met Student C, I knew she would evolve into a confident leader 

who would create. Unlike the other participants, her opinion about herself or her 

sexuality never wavered. Table 4.4 outlines the five features of portraiture (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) from Student C's story.  

 
Table 4.4 

 
Five Features of Portraiture—Student C 

 
Five Features of Portraiture Student C 

Context- setting while 
experiencing social and 
emotional barriers and current 
setting  

• Hiding sexuality  
• Being bullied by peers for being gay 
• Currently attending a four-year college to become a 

music educator  
Voice – both the researcher and 
the participant  

• She wanted to articulate her experiences to help 
others. 

• She is resilient and true to herself  
Relationship- between the 
researcher and the participant 

• The researcher was the participants JAG Specialist  

Emergent Themes- from Student 
C’s story and interview  

• Student C’s abusive past motivates her to help others 
(specifically children apart of the LGBQT+) 

Aesthetic Whole- a portrait of 
Student C 

• Student C yearned for support as she tried to build 
herself esteem. 

• Student C wanted to belong as she created a safe 
place for the LGBQT+ community members 
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Although she attempted to hide her sexuality to make others comfortable, she eventually 

found the confidence to put her feelings first. She is a courageous person who is now 

advocating for her community on her college campus. She is excelling academically and 

thriving as section leader in a historic college band in Louisiana.  

Student D—A Story of Life and Death 

I initially met Student D when he was a junior in high school. I eventually became 

his mentor and supporter as I pushed him to reach his educational goals. In his interview, 

we discussed how his life-threatening injury directly impacted his junior year in high 

school. In the sections that follow, I provide the details of his social and emotional 

distress and chronicle his determination to never give up after being shot eight times. 

The life shattering event. Before the incident, Student D was a vibrant and athletic boxer 

who had a glowing smile. He was charming and enjoyed spending time with his little 

sister. Together, they enjoyed cooking new dishes for their mother and stepfather. He was 

an average student who maintained a 2.3 GPA. He planned on attending a cosmetology 

training school after graduation to obtain his barber license. He had big dreams until he 

was critically injured. 

Student D was outside of his stepfathers' barbershop on a hot Saturday afternoon. 

He described the feeling of being scared for no reason as the sun began to settle. Just as 

he heard the church bells ringing at a nearby church, he heard gunshots. Shortly after 

hearing the gunshots, he felt a burning sensation. When he looked down, he saw his 

blood-stained shirt. He stated,  

I could not even run; it happened so quickly. All I felt was a repeated burning 
sensation. I remember hearing my mother’s cy, glass breaking and car alarms 
going off. hearing When I woke up, it was two weeks later. When I woke up two 
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weeks later, I found out that I was in a medically induced coma. I had been shot 
six times across my body, including my throat, stomach, arm, and leg.  
 
Social and emotional barriers often present a variety of difficulties for students 

attempting to graduate from a traditional high school. Student C expressed his 

traumatic experience that negatively affected his social and emotional well-being. 

 
The recovery processes.  Student D described how his recovery process left him 

in the ICU for over a month. He could not eat solid foods or talk due to a damaged 

esophagus. He described how he heard his mother cry many nights as she was distraught 

over his condition. He had numerous major surgeries that eventually led to infections. 

The infections slowed down his healing process and caused other health complications. 

Finally, Student D was released from ICU and maintained a residency in the local 

hospital for three weeks. Student D explained that during his time of recovery, he had 

mixed emotions. Feelings of sadness and anger. Student D did not want to live, nor did he 

think he "deserved to live."  He described bouts of depression and fear. He explained he 

feared new life as well as the suspect who had not been detained. Student D expressed,  

Every day the doctors came, it was always negative. I was struggling to make 
progress which prolonged my stay in the hospital. I wanted to feel the sun on my 
skin. I wanted to see my family, who could not see me due to my compromised 
immune system. I was lonely and in a dark place; however, I tried to remember 
how lucky I was to be alive.  
 

Experiencing positive programs, interventions and relationships help students to develop 

internal motivation as they become connected and engaged in the learning environment.  

 
Rebuilding.  After nine weeks in the hospital and two and half weeks of being 

infection-free, the doctors released Student D to go home. He immediately became 

homebound, which meant he could not attend school or participate in any athletic 
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activities. Student D described how excited he was to leave the hospital "to sleep in his 

own bed;" however, he was still confined to a small space. His limited contact grew over 

the next couple of weeks as he received visitors, including me. When I saw Student D, he 

was frail. He was not the muscular and bubbly student I had once remembered. His 

energy was low, and he did not show his charming smile. He was encouraged by his 

mother and I that he would soon return to his normal activities, which included school. 

Student D recalled how much he missed school as he stated,   

I missed school—the social interactions and, most notably, the fun I had in JAG. 
In JAG, I thrived. It was always an exciting class for me because it made me feel 
supported as it helped me plan a future that I was proud of.  
 

Student D experience is related to the need of students to feel connected to the learning 

environment. Student D returned to school nearly seven months after his life-altering 

injury. When he returned to school, his behavior was different. A once driven high school 

student was now sad. He was not motivated to graduate from high school, nor was he 

excited about becoming a barber. He struggled to participate in the class activities and 

discussions, although he once expressed that he was excited about returning to JAG. He 

stated,  

I wanted to return to school but I could not keep up. I could not run, and I could 
barely walk up the stairs. I did not feel like myself before the shooting, although I 
hoped I would be who I was before being shot. The first day was hard, but I had 
my JAG Specialist, who encouraged me to return to school every day so that I 
could reach my goals of becoming a barber.  
 

When students are connected to the learning environment and experienced positive social 

experiences within the learning environment, they are motivated to reach self-

actualization.  
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Answering the Research Questions 

My most recent interview with Student D revealed answers to the research 

questions and details about how JAG positively influenced social and emotional well-

being, including improving participants' employability and behavior skills. 

 
Central research question—What impact does JAG have on students' social and 

emotional well-being?  Student D explained when he returned to school, he was still in a 

dark place. Some days he would be excited about school and life, but other days, he 

wanted to hide under his bed covers. He further explained how his emotions affected how 

he performed in his core classes. He struggled with several mental and physical health 

issues that hindered his academic progress, which made him doubt his ability to succeed. 

His changing moods caused his mother to contact his JAG Specialist. He stated,  

My mom knew that I had a great relationship with my JAG Specialist. She 
encouraged an intervention with my JAG Specialist. The conversation during that 
meeting was hard, but after I cried, I knew the best was yet to come because I 
decided that my new life would be better than my old one.  

 
Student D positive relationship with his JAG Specialist helped him to feel supported as 

he strived to remove social and emotional barriers to reach academic success. Once 

Student D began to believe in himself again, he participated in class, attended tutoring, 

and trained with the weightlifting coach. He strengthened his mind and body as he 

focused on the future. He explained,  

I reflected on where I was and where I wanted to go. I created goals and an action 
plan. I asked my JAG Specialist for mental and employability resources as I 
prepared for my future. I do not think I could have mustered up courage to move 
forward if it weren’t for JAG. 
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To reach self-actualization and his goals, Student D required the support of his JAG 

specialist. His JAG Specialist encourage him to reach his goals through effective 

interventions.  

 
Sub-question 1—In what ways does JAG inspire students to graduate from high 

school?  Student D explained how JAG inspired him to graduate from high school. The 

program activities and resources as well as the connection to a supportive adult inspired 

him to move forward. Student D specifically described the additional tutoring and test 

prep he received in JAG as he prepared to pass state exams required for graduation. 

Student D expressed,  

My JAG Specialist used community partnerships to provide me with testing 
vouchers and books. She also provided me with additional contacts to job shadow 
two local barbers. The connections and the preparation motivated me to reach my 
post-high school goals.  
 

Additional programs and resources are needed to help students such as Student D to reach 

post-secondary success.  

 
Sub-question 2—In what ways does JAG prepare students to find and keep 

employment for more than six months?  Specialists in the JAG program are engaged in an 

intense job market (JAG, 2020). They make unique connections with local employers as 

they help students to identify job opportunities post-high school (JAG, 2020). Their 

relationships with local businesses inspire employers to connect to students like Student 

D, who has received extensive communication and employability skills training. Student 

D explained that his time job shadowing with barbers gave him an "insight to a career he 

desired." Through his experience, he gained "hands-on experience" of how to run a small 

business.  
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Sub-question 3—In what ways does JAG impact students' discipline referrals?  

The JAG accountability system promotes self-assessments and discipline. This system 

fosters self-regulation of emotions as students learn how to control irrational behaviors 

and moods. The JAG program helped Student D recognize his behavioral disorders as 

well as his emotional triggers that would lead to his emotional disconnection or outburst. 

By regulating his emotions using copying mechanism, Student D was able to decrease his 

discipline referrals and consequences while in school. 

Summarizing Student D’s Case and Completing the Portraiture 

Student D's case illustrates the type of hope and determination that can help 

students who feel hopeless. Table 4.5 outlines the five features of portraiture (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) from Student D's story.  

 
Table 4.5 

 
Five Features of Portraiture—Student D 

 
Five Features of Portraiture Student D 

Context- setting while experiencing 
social and emotional barriers and current 
setting  

• Hospital in Lafayette, La 
• Currently living in Lafayette while attending 

cosmetology school 
 

Voice – both the researcher and the 
participant  

• The student was confident and determined to reach 
his career goals.  

Relationship- between the researcher and 
the participant 

• The researcher was the participants JAG Specialist, 
mentor, and friend.  

Emergent Themes- from Student D’s 
story and interview  

• The participant was determined to succeed.  
• Connecting with supportive adults led to his 

mental and physical recovery   
Aesthetic Whole- a portrait of Student D  

• Student D’s determination and resiliency allowed 
him to overcome the challenges created by his 
physical injuries. 

• Without positive adult connections and 
determination, he may not have graduated from 
high school and started attending cosmetology 
school  
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Student D's ability to connect to a positive adult helped him uncover his courage and 

strength to restructure his life. Student D's psychosocial supports led him to improve his 

mental and physical health as he achieved personal and professional goals.  

Cross-Case Analysis 

 The purpose of this multiple case study was to understand the influence of JAG 

on students' social and emotional well-being for four ethnic minority students who I have 

worked with for at least one year in the JAG program. The research questions in this 

study were designed to understand the stories of four JAG students to help shed light on 

how stakeholders can assist students in removing their social and emotional barriers. The 

central question that was addressed from the data and the stories of the four ethnic 

minority JAG students was “How did JAG impact students' social and emotional well-

being?” It was supported by three sub-questions: 

1. In what ways did JAG inspire students to graduate from high school? 

2. In what ways did JAG prepare students to find and keep employment for more 
than six months? 

3. In what ways did JAG impact students' discipline referrals?  

The cross-case analysis using pattern matching revealed emerging themes from the 

questions that guided this study. The results of this study led to several themes about the 

influence of JAG on students' social and emotional well-being. The participants in this 

study shared experiences that aligned with the themes found in the literature. The themes 

include the following: (1) the need to remove social and emotional learning barriers, (2) 

the feeling of connectedness and support in the learning community as well as (3) the 

need for positive adult relationships and interventions. Table 4.6 illustrates how these 
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themes appeared in each of the participants’ story. The table is then followed by an 

explanation of each theme and how it affected the participants well-being.  

 
Table 4.6 

Themes Across Cases  
 

Participants Theme 1: The Need to 
Remove Social and 
Emotional Learning 
Barriers  

Theme 2: Student 
Connectedness in 
Learning Communities 

Theme 3: Positive Adult 
Relationships and 
Interventions with the 
JAG Specialist  

Student A Only her counselor knew 
that she suffered from 
social and emotional 
barriers due to her 
homelife, which caused her 
to become disconnected 
from school  

Student A described her 
involvement in school 
activities, clubs, and 
organizations 

The student connection 
with the JAG Specialist 
encouraged her to 
complete high school 
and attend college upon 
graduating.  
 

Student B  The students’ mother and 
football coach knew about 
his personal past that 
caused social and 
emotional distress.  

Student B used school 
sports, primarily 
football, as a “escape” 
from his home life.  

The JAG Specialist in 
combination with the 
engaging and thought-
provoking assignments 
in JAG, caused the 
student to think about his 
future in athletics at a 
four-year 
college/university. 
 

Student C The students’ mother, 
counselor, and JAG 
Specialist knew about her 
social and emotional 
distress. She received 
professional help, which 
helped her to remain focus 
during her educational 
journey.  

Student C discussed her 
connection with the band 
director, her bandmates, 
and the JAG Specialist. 

Student C valued the 
support group she 
created with her peers in 
the JAG Program as well 
as the positive 
connection with the JAG 
Specialist.  
 

Student D The students’ JAG 
Specialist, counselor and 
mother knew about his 
social and emotional 
challenges. He received 
professional help; 
however, he was still 
behind emotionally and 
academically.  

Student D discussed the 
support of his Jag 
Specialist, family, and 
counselors to gain 
mental and physical 
strength when he was 
recovering from his 
injury.  

The skills that were 
learned in JAG before 
and after his injury 
helped the student to 
mentally recovery from 
his trauma. 
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The Need to Remove Social and Emotional Learning Barriers  

 Participants in this study shared how their social and emotional barriers prevented 

them from being successful in school. Student A stated that no one knew she suffered 

from social and emotional distress, which caused her to struggle in her core classes. She 

did not share the social and emotional challenges she faced because she felt ashamed. "I 

did not understand the emotions I was feeling; therefore, I did not know how to express 

my feelings to others," stated Student A. Once entering the JAG program, Student A said 

she learned how to express herself due to the encouragement she received from her JAG 

Specialist. Student A communicated she had several social and emotional barriers such as 

her living situation, her mother's desire not to work, and her father being jailed. Student 

A expressed,  

My barriers were challenges; however, due to the unwavering support I received 
from my specialist, peers, and counselor, I learned how to navigate life's 
challenges using the skills that I learned while participating in JAG lessons. I was 
now able to productively cope with the emotional distress in my life as I focused 
on the future.  

 
 In each case, the participants' social and emotional barriers negatively influenced 

the participant's educational outcomes. The barriers created additional life challenges that 

hindered the participant's academic, social, and emotional growth. As stated by Student 

A, the ability to “mask their barriers” was challenging, but it was better than asking 

others for help. Although many did not know about the participant's social and emotional 

distress, all four participants found social and emotional support from their JAG 

Specialist. The support that was giving during the program helped each of the participants 

navigate to a new beginning. 
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Student Connectedness in Learning Communities 

Participants of this study identified specific JAG activities that helped them to 

remove their social and emotional barriers. The students used the JAG program and 

specialists to actively participate in engaging activities and interventions to support their 

social and emotional growth. Students B and C identified JAG’s Career Association as an 

additional club or organization that helped them develop leadership and communication 

skills. During this program, they had the opportunity to discuss and develop plans of 

work to help others within their school community. This club allowed them to refine their 

personal and civic skills while growing the schools’ JAG program. While participating in 

this club, both students shared that their peers “understood them," which gave them a 

sense of belonging. Student B said he viewed this club as a support group as they actively 

worked to help others who were “lost and broken” like him. Student B explained,  

JAG is a positive program that helped me navigate through troubled times. I 
wanted to present the same resources and support to others to ensure they were 
healed from their social and emotional trauma. By participating in the JAG Club 
(Career Association) I was able to share my new resources with my school 
community. Helping others to find healing also provided me with the healing that 
I needed to reach my educational goals.  
 

 In fact, student B continued to express how his "incredible and supportive peers and 

specialist" provided him with the emotional support that he needed to connect with and 

inspire others. The feeling of being connected and supported by others intrinsically 

motivated the participants to feel secure while achieving their personal goals.  

Positive Adult Relationships and Interventions with the JAG Specialist 

Each participant identified the JAG Specialist as someone who encouraged them 

to finish high school. Each participant also shared that they relied on positive adult 

relationships and interventions to pursue a post-secondary education degree or maintain 
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employment. The connectedness and social support participants received from the JAG 

Specialist allowed them to develop their social skills, which led to positive mental health 

outcomes. Student C expressed how her JAG Specialist played a crucial role in her self-

esteem and her ability to graduate from high school. She explained her JAG Specialists 

was incredible and supportive throughout her time at City High School. She continued to 

state that even after she graduated, she received monthly phone calls from her specialists 

who helped her navigate her new life as a college student. "After graduating from high 

school, I was scared, but my JAG Specialist gave me the confidence to pursue my 

dreams," stated student C. 

The empathic JAG Specialist prepared lessons that motivated students to reach 

their professional and educational goals. She worked with students as she provided them 

with the necessary resources to feel confident. Her lessons were personally tailored to 

each participant to ensure they were able to improve key skills that are necessary to 

graduate from high school and obtain long term employment. Participants expressed the 

PBL (project-based learning) approach to learning was innovating and engaging as they 

developed their social and employability skills. The participants shared the interventions 

and projects helped the students to improve their behavioral and academic skills as they 

thrived in a positive classroom culture.  

Connections to the Literature and Theoretical Perspective 

The cross-case data analysis revealed themes from all four cases. This section 

describes how these themes aligned with the literature. The themes were also compared 

to the theoretical framework that served as the backbone of this study. The emerging 
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themes were in line with current research that supports the importance of social and 

emotional growth for children to reach their academic and behavioral goals. 

Connections to the Literature  

 As suggested by Levy (2008), children must have educators who are aware of 

their lived experiences and are able to use those lived experiences as strengths rather than 

weaknesses in the educational journey. Furthermore, educators must also understand the 

students’ culture traditions, socioeconomic status, and political landscape to establish a 

relationship with the child (Levy, 2008). Educators who focus on student’s psychosocial 

needs offer are giving the opportunity to remove social and emotional barriers that 

prevent students from being accepted and successful (Weissberg, 2016). Meeting the 

needs of the students can also be accomplished when educators use curricula that foster 

social and emotional development. The social and emotional curricula support lifelong 

learning and success by developing students’ social, emotional, and academic skills 

through safe and secure learning environments. 

The research questions, literature connections, and theoretical framework supports 

a classroom environment that goes beyond the expectations of simply complying with 

school rules. A classroom that follows the ideas of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs will 

foster positive relationships, implement engaging and meaningful content, and help 

students to develop positive habits that will change their behavioral outcomes. Based on 

current educational research, JAG supports a classroom that is dedicated to improving the 

well-being of students in an effort to prepare students to graduate from high school, 

develop their employability skills and improve their behavioral outcomes.  
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Theoretical Analysis  

Evidence from the participants’ case notes, researcher interactions, students’ self-

portraits, and interviews revealed that Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs played a role in their 

educational journey. The JAG program believes in re-shaping the psychological thoughts 

of students who enter the program. The goal of the program is to produce students who 

are skilled and confident. To improve student’s self-esteem and expand their skills, JAG 

focuses on meeting the psychosocial and safety needs of each student. As expressed by 

Weissberg (2016), for students to express a positive attitude towards themselves or 

others, they must be in a learning environment that is supported by empathy. Weissberg 

(2016) further suggested that students must also have a voice to build their connection 

and commitment to a school or program. By using the ideas of Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs, JAG helps students to intrinsically link their educational process and their 

personal purpose. 

The results of this case study describe the importance of developing students’ 

social and emotional well-being to remove social and emotional barriers. Educators must 

meet the needs of students socially and academically to equip students for lifelong 

success (White & Kern, 2018). When students have educators that use curricula similar to 

JAG, resiliency skills that promote compassion and self-advocacy decrease behavioral 

issues and increase their academic attainment (White & Kern, 2018). The benefits of such 

educational approaches are demonstrated in the data, as students share how a supportive 

JAG Specialist helped them overcome social and emotional barriers that prevented them 

from being academically successful before their entrance into the JAG program. The data 

further supported students need to feel a sense of love and belonging, a positive adult-

student relationship and a connection to their peers and learning environment. Maslow’s 
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Hierarchy of Needs encompasses ideas that help to intrinsically motivate students is all 

needs are met. The connections to the literature and the theoretical framework can be 

found in Table 4.7. 

 
Table 4.7 

 
Connections to the Literature and Theoretical Framework  

 

Themes   Literature Perspective Theoretical Framework: 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

Theme 1: The Need to 
Remove Social and 
Emotional Learning Barriers 

Meeting the needs of students 
to understand their 
experiences (Levy, 2008) 

Meeting and supporting 
students psychosocial and 
safety needs to build students’ 
self-esteem and reach self-
actualization.  

Theme 2: Student 
Connectedness in Learning 
Communities 

Needing to belong: the need 
for social and emotional 
curricula in K—12 education 
to remove social and 
emotional barriers 
(Weissberg, 2016)  

Belongingness & Love 
Needs: Meeting and 
supporting students 
psychosocial and safety needs 
to build students’ self-esteem, 
while helping students to feel 
a sense of love and belonging. 
This will also help to build 
positive intimate relationships 

Theme 3: Positive Adult 
Relationships and 
Interventions with the JAG 
Specialist 

Developing student’s 
employability, academic, and 
social skills through self-
efficacy and effective 
relationships (White & Kern, 
2018) 

Building positive 
relationships to meet 
psychological needs. 
  
 

 

Conclusion  

Cross-case analysis of the data provided themes across multiple participants or 

cases. This type of analysis helped to aggregate the data to discover commonalities 

among the participants. The themes described how the JAG program and JAG Specialist 

provided students with a positive adult relationship, innovating lessons, and social 
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support, which led to the removal of their social and emotional barriers. The themes 

reflected that students felt that being connected to their peers and their learning 

environment, establishing positive adult relationships, and participating in engaging and 

positive interventions to increase their self-esteem and self-awareness were all beneficial 

habits that were promoted within JAG. The combination of their actions and educational 

resources led to an increase in their academic attainment, which helped all of them to 

successfully graduate from high school.  

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to understand how JAG influences students’ social 

and emotional well-being. Analyzing data from participant interviews, case notes, and 

portraitures revealed key findings that can be used to help educators improve the well-

being of students, as well as assist in the removal of their social and emotional barriers. 

Although the study's participants were able to find help through the JAG program, they 

also encountered several educators along their educational journey who did not appear 

understand the difficulties of social and emotional barriers. As a result, the participants 

often relied on self-determination or self-soothing mechanisms to ensure they could reach 

their personal and educational goals. Finally, all participants felt unprepared for post-

secondary life until they entered the JAG program, which focused on developing key 

employability and academic skills.  

Interpretations of the Data  

To identify the findings, the researcher collected data from multiple data sources. 

The researcher used the research questions to guide the semi-structured interviews with 

the four participants. The central question in this study was “What impact did JAG have 
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on students’ social and emotional well-being?” This central research question was 

informed by three sub questions. First, in what ways did JAG inspire students to graduate 

from high school? Second, in what ways did JAG prepare students to find and keep 

employment for more than six months? Third, in what ways did JAG impact students’ 

discipline referrals? The results of this study led to several findings about the influence of 

JAG on students’ social and emotional well-being. In the following section, I discuss the 

four research findings as it relates to the research questions. 

 
Central research question: How does JAG impact students’ social and emotional 

well-being?  The participants shared how their negative life experiences influenced their 

life choices. However, all participants stated when they entered the JAG program, they 

immediately felt a sense of belonging and support. Their positive experience in JAG 

helped them to navigate through difficult life experiences, while developing their 

academic, employability, social, and emotional skills. Before joining the JAG program, 

all participants shared how they were at the lowest points in their lives. Student B shared 

his bouts with depression, while Student C shared her experience with low self-esteem. 

Student A even expressed suicidal thoughts. However, when the participants became 

more involved in the JAG program, they were taught how to build self-resiliency. "JAG 

taught me how to use self-resiliency to reach my goals," stated student D. Student D 

continued to state, "My goals were achieved when I began to develop key social and 

emotional skills that were learned while participating in the JAG program.” When the 

participants became more involved in the JAG program, they were able to develop key 

skills that promoted self-advocacy and self-regulation, which help to cultivate hope 
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within the students. Therefore, the program positively influenced their life choices, which 

propelled them to academic and social success. 

 
Sub-question 1: In what ways does JAG inspire students to graduate from high 

school?  One of the most consistent themes that emerged from the cross-case analysis 

was students' need to have a sense of belonging. Their social and emotional distress made 

it difficult for students to relate to or trust adults or peers. Student C shared she often 

struggled to find "where she belonged '' until she had the opportunity to join the JAG 

program. Each participant shared they found their sense of belonging while participating 

in the JAG program. The JAG Specialists, as well as their peers in the JAG program, took 

the time to develop positive relationships, which allowed the participants to feel like they 

were a “part of a family.”  

The participants also shared how they were encouraged to reach new academic 

heights by the programs engaging activities and interventions. All participants suggested 

a combination of both interventions, peer support, and positive adult relationship with the 

JAG Specialist inspired them to reach their goals of graduating high school with a 

traditional high school diploma. 

 
Sub-question 2: In what ways does JAG prepare students to find and keep 

employment for more than six months?  JAG is a program that focuses on building 

students' employability skills based on the current job market's needs. One goal of the 

JAG program is to provide activities that bridge a gap between secondary education and 

the workforce. As described by all participants, they felt JAG provided them with the 

necessary activities to develop their employability skills. As shared by Student D, the 



107 
 

opportunity for job shadowing and early job placement helped him to build his 

employability skills, which led him to be successful in creating and sustaining a lifelong 

career. Student A also shared her experience with JAG gave her the career advancement 

necessary to surpass entry-level positions with no advanced degree. All participants 

shared how the JAG Specialists focused on general skills as well as specific skills each 

participant lacked. By focusing on their weaknesses and professional goals, they were 

able to establish an action plan to help them reach their goals of graduation and finding 

employment. The action plans were designed to reach professional goals and objectives 

in a timely manner. The action plans in combination with their job shadowing experience 

led the students to employee recognition and promotion without formal training or 

advance degrees.  

 
Sub-question 3: In what ways does JAG impact students’ discipline referrals?  

Before joining the JAG program, all participants felt they did not have the necessary 

skills to control their emotions. Through aggressive and engaging activities, students 

accepted negative life experiences while working to promote positive experiences within 

their lives. As Student D described, he was able to reach his full potential because of the 

"unwavering support" from his JAG Specialist. Student D described specific JAG 

activities that allowed him to develop his behavioral skills while accessing additional 

mental health services within his community. The extra support helped him reach self-

actualization, as he had the coping mechanisms to deal with his behavioral disorder. 

Student C expressed how her fight with anxiety and depression impacted every aspect of 

their lives. Her fight with emotional disorders caused her to manifest negative behaviors. 

However, when she joined the JAG program, she learned how to treat her anxiety and 
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depression through effective coping strategies. The coping strategies helped the student to 

maintain positive attitudes and thoughts as she became more social in the learning 

environment. Due to the JAG Specialist providing the participants with additional mental 

health resources and effective coping strategies, the participants were able to decrease 

their discipline referrals in school and gain emotional stability.  

Summary of Significant Findings  

 Although the participants shared how their social and emotional barriers 

negatively influences their lives, they also shared how JAG helped them to increase their 

social and emotional well-being. The JAG Specialist was able to positively impact the 

participants well-being through engaging activities and positive interventions. 

Participants also expressed how their JAG Specialist worked with them to develop 

effective action plans to improve their employability and emotional skills. The action 

plans led to the students reaching their ultimate goals of graduating high school with a 

traditional high school diploma. 

This multiple case study aimed to understand the impact of JAG on students' 

social and emotional well-being. This study's research questions were designed to explore 

how JAG influences students' social and emotional growth to inspire them to graduate 

from high school. The results of this Problem of Practice led to four findings about the 

JAG programs impact on students social and emotional well-being. The four findings 

were the following: 

• Finding 1—social and emotional barriers present a variety of difficulties for 
students attempting to complete a traditional high school program and pursue 
post-secondary options. 

• Finding 2—students need positive social experiences, including positive adult 
Relations and interventions. 
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• Finding 3—programs, interventions, and activities that create a sense of 
belonging for students who have social and emotional barriers are important 
for their academic success and emotional well-being. 

• Finding 4—educators need to improve the type of classroom engagement as 
well as post-secondary support they provide for students who have social and 
emotional barriers. 

The next section presents these findings in more depth. 

 
Finding 1—Social and emotional barriers present a variety of difficulties for 

students attempting to complete a traditional high school program and pursue post-

secondary options. The students in this study explained how their social and emotional 

barriers made it difficult to attend school and graduate from a traditional high school. 

Students A and B discussed how their social and emotional barriers caused them to 

change their educational plans during their interviews. They both expressed the desire to 

overcome their barriers to reach academic success; however, they did not know how to 

remove their social and emotional barriers. "My social and emotional barriers presented 

additional stress in my life, which caused me to have anxiety," as expressed by Student 

B. He continued to share how he felt unprepared for school and struggled to find a sense 

of belonging when he began school at City High School. "I wanted help from all of my 

teachers not just my football coach. I wanted support inside of the classroom," stated 

Student B. The students' experiences are expressed in the literature regarding the 

difficulties social and emotional barriers present to students as well as the need for 

effective interventions and programs to remove students' social and emotional barriers 

(Weissberg, 2016). The research also suggests that when educators know about the 

students' experiences, they should create an educational environment conducive to 

supporting students' emotional and academic needs (Levy, 2008). The theoretical 
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framework, Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, also requires educators to learn about their 

students' lived experiences to help them reach self-actualization. Maslow also suggest 

creating a sense of inclusion to enhance students’ physiological and safety needs. By 

creating a sense of inclusion, students will become connected as they develop the skills 

necessary to remove their social and emotional barriers.  

 
Finding 2—Students need positive social experiences, including positive adult 

relations, and interventions. The current study results illustrated how the participants 

overcame social and emotional barriers to graduate from high school with a traditional 

high school diploma. All the participants described how their JAG Specialist, counselors, 

coaches, or social workers provided them with emotional and academic support. Student 

B discussed his positive experience with his football coach as well as the additional 

academic support he received from his JAG Specialist. He stressed how the support from 

adults he admired changed his perspective on education and life after high school. The 

participants in this study experienced the need to rely on and seek help from professionals 

who provided academic and emotional support. As demonstrated in the literature, 

positive adult relationships are vital in helping students cope with their social and 

emotional barriers as they continue their educational journey (Darling-Hammond & 

Cook-Harvey, 2018; White & Kern, 2018).  

Participants in this study also discussed how their academic, social, and emotional 

success required self-determination. To help in their success, students must try to seek 

out and accept the additional resources provided by their JAG Specialist. While research 

indicates students, who experience social and emotional barriers need extra support, it 

also suggests that students must have the resiliency to self-correct and change negative 
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behaviors. The desire to change and self-persevere in the face of adversity was the type of 

self-determination that allowed the participants to become successful. As described by 

Student C, "I had the desire to win. I wanted to overcome my barriers so that I could be 

better for my family." She continued to express she had the desire to stay in school and 

succeed once she saw the additional resources that were provided by her JAG Specialist. 

Student C said she often told herself, "you can do this, girl! Keep pushing to make a 

way!" Her ability to self-talk was a critical factor in her success as she developed her 

pathway to success.  

 
Finding 3—Programs, interventions, and activities that create a sense of 

belonging for students who have social and emotional barriers are important for their 

academic success and emotional well-being. During the participant interviews, 

participants shared their most helpful intervention while participating in the JAG 

program. Half of the participants identified interventions that were related to academic 

remediation and employability skills, while the other half stated guidance counseling with 

the Specialist helped them to reach self-actualization. "The individualized time with my 

JAG Specialist allowed me to create a sense of connectedness and belonging," stated 

Student D. He continued to say that the community school-based program motivated him 

to develop relationships with others, which allowed him to widen his support group. 

"Through the connections I created with my peers, JAG Specialist, and counselors, I was 

able to develop skills that were vital in my academic success," as stated by Student D. 

This type of connection creates a sense of belonging that supports the social and 

emotional growth of students.  
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The participants in this study were able to make connections due to their engaging 

activities that allowed them to self-reflect as they learned how to manage their emotions. 

Evidence from the participants' interview responses indicated that the JAG program 

interventions and activities were positive influences on their social and emotional growth, 

as well as their educational outcomes. The social, emotional, and academic growth of the 

participants enrolled in the JAG program was also due to the JAG Specialist's willingness 

to listen and respond with empathy to the participants' physiological needs.  

 
Finding 4—Educators need to improve the type of classroom engagement as well 

as post-secondary support they provide for students who have social and emotional 

barriers. Teaching and modeling positive social and emotional skills require an educator 

who will naturally foster students' interpersonal skills (Weissberg, 2016). Trained SEL 

educators typically use techniques that promote student engagement as they model 

positive social and emotional skills in the classroom. One of the successful approaches by 

trained SEL educators is student-centered instructional interactions. Students who can 

learn in a student-centered classroom have the chance to develop their voice and 

autonomy as their self-esteem is increased through positive interactions with peers and 

adults (Weissberg, 2016). The participants in this study were taught by a JAG Specialist 

who promoted fair and equitable discipline policies, a positive sense of community, and 

emotional competence. Due to their supportive and safe classroom environments, the 

participants built a rapport with their peers and specialist that reflected trustworthiness, 

respect, and enthusiasm. The participants’ connection to the specialist, peers, and 

learning community caused them to be more engaged in the activities and interventions. 
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Increased engagement and commitment in the learning environment led to removing the 

participant's social and emotional barriers. 

Student A described how she felt more prepared for her post-secondary journey 

due to the interventions she experienced in the JAG program. "I was engaged in the 

classroom because the activities and the interventions were meaningful to me," as stated 

by Student A. Student A continued to describe how the activities helped her to self-reflect 

as she worked to combat her depression and low self-esteem. "When you are having fun 

and learning, it makes you feel confident; it makes you want to learn even more, as 

expressed by Student A. 

Student participation has a lasting effect on student’ ability to retain information 

and develop their interpersonal skills. Students who actively participate in meaningful 

activities are more likely to build confidence and reach self-actualization (Weissberg, 

2016). Programs such as JAG allow students to develop self-efficiency while removing 

barriers that prevent them from being successful. By promoting engagement in a 

supportive classroom, students are prepared academically to reach their post-secondary 

goals. Students who also receive continued support post-high school often struggle less 

with practical and educational barriers. "Once I graduated from high school, I dared to 

tackle the challenges I faced because of the support I received from my specialist. Her 

encouragement and resources combined with my self-efficacy allowed me to be 

successful," as expressed by Student A. According to the national JAG data (2020), over 

80% of the students have positive post-secondary outcomes, which include: full-time 

employment, enrolled and attending a post-secondary institution, and joined a branch of 

the military. The positive results primarily contribute to the JAG Specialist's ability to 
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engage and motivate students in the learning process as they meet students' social and 

emotional needs.  

Summary of Findings  

This study’s findings illustrate the need for stakeholders to understand the 

influence of JAG on students’ social and emotional well-being. Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs stresses the importance of satisfying students’ needs for them to reach self-

actualization (McLeod, 2018). The study participants expressed how their social and 

emotional barriers presented educational difficulties. Their academic difficulties led to 

negative social experiences within the learning environment and an increased level of 

disengagement. This led to the participants feeling as though they would not graduate 

from high school. However, once the students entered the JAG program, their educational 

and personal perspectives changed as they became more involved in their social and 

emotional growth. JAG helped students reach academic success by creating a learning 

community provides students with academic and career planning as well as career 

connection to local businesses. The program also provided guidance through effective 

mentorships and real-life connections to the curriculum as they focus on the needs of 

each student who participates in the program. The student-centered program helps 

students to reach their fullest potential as they prepare students to reach new academic 

and emotional heights.  

Implications  

 Students experiencing social and emotional barriers often face academic 

roadblocks. In this multiple case study, I used portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997) to provide a more in-depth understanding of the complex narratives that were 
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presented by each participant. The portraits' purpose was to understand how JAG 

positively influenced four students' social and emotional well-being. By using a pro-

social model, JAG promotes pro-social behaviors while improving students' educational 

outcomes. The participants in this study were chosen because I worked with each of them 

closely for at least one year as a JAG Specialist. Each participant's story was told as a 

separate case, highlighting the five portraiture features described by Lawrence-Lightfoot 

and Davis (1997). Their narratives through self-portraits were followed by a cross-case 

analysis of all four cases and identified emergent themes across all cases. The  

findings are related to the literature and theoretical framework and offer an avenue to 

assist stakeholders in understanding the influence of programs such as JAG on students' 

social and emotional well-being. Several implications for stakeholders who serve 

students experiencing social and emotional barriers, as well implications for students' 

themselves are offered as a result of this study. These implications are discussed in the 

sections below. 

Teachers 

Educators, including educational leaders, should be tasked with meeting the needs 

of students experiencing social and emotional trauma in order to remove barriers to 

enrollment, misbehavior, attendance, and graduation. Removing these barriers will help 

to increase the number of students who will advance academically as they are able to 

reach the academic goals that are set for each grade level. Educators who teach social and 

emotional learning within the learning environment also improve their professional and 

personal success as they self-reflect on ways to grow as a professional. Students and 
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teachers experience “real growth” as both are connected and committed to learning and 

improving the learning environment.  

School District Leaders 

There are many benefits to implementing social and emotional learning: students 

who are able to self-manage themselves through self-reflection and students who have 

strong communication and empathetic skills, which will help to improve their pro-social 

behaviors. Those skills will also help to create relationships with peers and adults as they 

learn to connect and commitment to a group or organization (Durlak et al., 2011). In fact, 

implementing a social and emotional curriculum will help to improve student test scores, 

grades, attendance, and the high school graduation rate (Durlak et al., 2011). 

Mental Health Providers on Campus 

  Schools' academic and behavioral expectations challenge the 25%–50% of 

children who experience social and emotional trauma (Berg, 2017). When a child has 

experienced trauma or prolonged trauma, the amygdala (located in the brain's temporal 

lobe) becomes overactive (Berg, 2017). The overactive amygdala is triggered by stress 

hormones, which inhibit the student's ability to remain calm. The overactive amygdala 

causes students to be hypervigilant or hyperactive (Berg, 2017). Children who experience 

social and emotional trauma and hyperactivity struggle to regulate their emotions, which 

causes them to be impulsive or dissociated (Berg, 2017). This is due to the damage the 

nervous system has suffered during emotional trauma. To help students manage their 

social and emotional trauma, trained professionals must enforce a school-wide 

infrastructure and culture supporting students' well-being. The infrastructure must include 

trauma interventions mental health professionals create and lead to determine the 
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student's barriers as well as their social and emotional needs. Trauma-informed care led 

by mental health professionals will help the student's social and emotional growth as a 

mental health professional create a specialized trauma-focused treatment for each child. 

By implementing a specialized plan of treatment for each child, the mental health 

professional promotes resilience in the student while addressing social and emotional 

barriers and identifying critical personal goals that will be used to trigger new behaviors. 

As stated by Hallet & Skrla (2016) “mental health professionals also have greater 

effectiveness in meeting students' needs due to the empathic training that allows them to 

understand the complex cognitive, psychological, and physical effects that both acute and 

chronic trauma have on children and youth” (p.108). Therefore, school mental health 

professionals are vital to improving the psychological safety of all students as well as the 

improvement of their critical thinking skills.  

Student Support Groups at School 

Public schools play a large role in providing students with social and emotional 

services. To help students develop their social and emotional skills, schools have begun 

to initiate advisory programs where students are grouped with a trained educator. The 

educator will help build students' social and emotional skills as they foster a positive 

adult-student relationship. The trained educator will also advocate for the student to 

create practical solutions to address the students' concerns as well as their social and 

emotional barriers. The educator's willingness to support the students' emotional growth 

beyond the classroom helps them create a sense of belonging. The educator's role as an 

educator and mentor allows the student to have positive interactions with a supportive 

adult, which leads to positive social and emotional development and experiences. 
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Julianelle (2008) noted that advocacy groups or other supportive programs and activities 

also help create stability for students who do not find support and stability at home. The 

programs also provide practical support such as food, transportation, friendship, and a 

sense of personal security. 

Post-secondary Preparation Entities  

Earning a high school diploma is an immense task that demonstrates students' 

commitment to their educational goals and skills. The diploma opens new opportunities 

for students as they begin to build a professional career that provides a competitive 

salary, health insurance, and retirement benefits. Students who participate in college and 

career readiness programs are provided with a stronger connection to the real world. 

Students who participate in career readiness programs are exposed to academic content 

that is hands-on and aligned with career and college courses. As described by the study 

participants, they felt unprepared for life after high school, although they created a career 

plan and goals with their counselor. The sense of uncertainty may be due to the number 

of social and emotional barriers each participant had while in high school. To remove the 

feeling of uncertainty, research suggests these students will need mentors to offer 

multiple opportunities to engage in post-secondary learning, including career counseling 

at the students' chosen college or university. Post-secondary counselors should also assist 

the student in finding employment and provide academic support to enhance their post-

secondary life. 

Students 

The data analysis from this multiple case study revealed themes that had 

implications for educators, educational leaders, mental health professionals, support 
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groups and post-secondary institutions. The data analysis also revealed implications for 

students. To graduate from high school, students must rely on their desire to be 

successful. As they work to reach success, they must take the initiative to seek out 

educational opportunities and resources. However, their most valuable resource will be 

the positive adult relationships they create throughout their educational journey. This 

study revealed that positive adult relationships, like the ones they built with their JAG 

Specialist, were an essential factor that motivated them to reach their personal and 

academic goals. 

Conclusion 

To be effective, educational advocates must take a comprehensive approach to 

increase the number of students who graduate from high school yearly. In this study, I 

explained how JAG positively influenced four ethnic minority students' lives by 

providing them with effective interventions and activities that promoted social, 

communication, and career readiness skills. The study participants provided insight into 

the influence of JAG on their educational journey by sharing their life experiences. The 

data were analyzed, themes emerged, and connections to the literature and the framework 

from Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs were offered. The study findings highlight several 

evident themes that emerged from four students who participated in the JAG program 

during their senior year in high school. 

The JAG program creates a sense of belonging while supporting character 

development. The interventions and engaging activities used within the program proved 

extremely helpful to assist students in developing self-determination and meeting their 

needs, while supporting their academic growth. The participants in this study described 
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how their experience in JAG prepared them for the real world. In addition, the 

participants shared how the program supported and alleviated their negative self-image 

and outlook on life by helping them first meet their basic needs. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Distribution of Findings 
 

Executive Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to examine how one specific 

dropout prevention program, known as JAG, impacts students' social and emotional well-

being to help them graduate from high school with a traditional high school diploma. I 

answered the central research question, what impact did JAG have on students’ social and 

emotional well-being I also explored three sub research questions: (1) in what ways did 

JAG inspire students to graduate from high school?, (2) in what ways did JAG prepare 

students to find and keep employment for more than six months?, and (3) in what ways 

did JAG impact students’ discipline referrals? These research questions uncovered 

findings to improve the social and emotional well-being of students who face social and 

emotional barriers.  

This qualitative study aids in increasing the high school graduation rate and 

developing students' social and emotional skills to remove barriers that prevent them 

from being academically successful in school. National and local educational leaders 

must seek to understand how to recognize and then take active steps to decrease the 

number of students who drop out of high school annually, especially students of color. 

These efforts shed light on a national platform that promotes education equity to improve 

the disadvantaged populations' academic attainment (U.S. Department of Education, 

n.d.). Although the overall high school dropout rate has decreased over the last two 

decades, due primarily to the country's ability to sustain expectations of accountability, 
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innovation, and equity, ethnic minority groups still struggle to maintain a high graduation 

rate (NCES, 2020). The low graduation rate for many minority students is often attributed 

to the increased social and emotional challenges many of them face. These challenges 

include students' low socioeconomic status, inequitable resources, low teacher quality, 

the growing academic achievement gap, and high crime rates within their neighborhoods. 

 The knowledge gained from the ethnic minority participants in this study 

provided insight into how components of JAG supported them to reach their educational 

goals of graduating from high school with a traditional high school diploma. The 

participants described the social and emotional barriers they faced before entering JAG, 

and how these barriers had previously prevented them from being academically 

successful. The participants also explained how their JAG Specialist helped them reach 

self-actualization through a curriculum and pedagogy that advocated for student 

advocacy and pro-social behaviors. Consequently, the participants learned how to self-

manage their emotions, make responsible decisions, and become socially aware. This, in 

turn, allowed them to develop and maintain relationships, as well as set and achieve 

goals, which improved their academic skills to help them earn their high school diploma. 

This research highlights the instructional strategies, methods, and approaches used by 

JAG Specialists to foster students’ social and emotional well-being and promote 

academic success. 

Overview of Data Collection and Analysis Procedures  

 This multiple case study employed a qualitative research design, which explored 

JAG’s ability to support and advance ethnic minority students who suffer from social and 

emotional barriers. The study provided a thick and contextual description of how JAG 
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Specialists are dedicated to ensuring each student's mental and academic growth. This in-

depth exploration is limited to one JAG school site in Lafayette, Louisiana metropolitan 

area. It is also bound in time and utilized multiple qualitative data collection and analysis 

strategies (Yin, 2017). I used a self-portraiture, as described by Lawrence-Lightfoot and 

Davis (1997), to reflect on students' social and emotional barriers and the effects on their 

educational outcomes. This design approach also helped to create a deeper understanding 

of the participants' perceptions and experiences during their enrollment in one JAG 

Program. 

Four ethnic minority individuals (two males and two females), who were a part of 

the JAG program for at least one year at the same school were participants for this study. 

Data were collected through individual, semi structured interviews, student artifacts, case 

study notes and self-portraits. This allowed for triangulation of data and ensured that 

participants’ stories were fully explored and shared. First, I identified participants from 

the JAG archive who had graduated within the last two years. I contacted those 

participants in hopes of sharing their experiences as former JAG students. Then, once I 

identified a group of students who were interested, I sent them an overview of the study 

that explained their rights and responsibilities as participants. Based on the response to 

the study overview, I was able to identify four willing participants. Finally, I conducted 

semi-structured interviews with those participants to better understand each participant's 

experience with JAG. Then, I studied artifacts, case notes, and self-portraits. 

 The data analysis process for this research took place in steps. Upon completing 

the interviews, I started to summarize the main ideas to determine a coding system that 

would highlight each participant's experiences. Pattern matching was used to compare the 
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data that were collected. The patterns were then broken down into broad themes that 

aligned with the literature. The final phase of the data collection process was a cross-

interview analysis. The cross-case analysis allowed me to triangulate the data to 

determine my key findings. Aggregating the data into themes showed the commonalities 

across the four interviews. The commonalities aligned with the study's theoretical 

framework and research questions.  

 From the analysis of the research, I determined three emerging themes. The three 

emerging themes uncovered how JAG helped meet students’ psychosocial and 

physiological needs by creating an engaging classroom that fostered inclusion. The JAG 

Specialist appeared to play a key role in these students’ success. The JAG Specialist took 

the initiative to build a positive relationship with each of the participants and her ability 

to remain empathic to her students’ needs allowed her to create a classroom that 

promoted emotional and social security.  

The specialist’s teaching practices helped students develop pro-social behaviors 

that promoted practical communication and leadership skills, leading to an increase in 

their academic attainment. Her continued dedication to the participants in this study led to 

developing relationships with family members and community stakeholders. She worked 

to connect students to employability, mental health, and educational resources to remove 

social and emotional barriers, which had previously hindered their academic success. The 

combination of resources and a supportive environment promoted a learning culture that 

positively impacted each participant's well-being.  
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Summary of Key Findings  

 Through my data collection and cross-case analysis process, I uncovered several 

key findings about the impact of JAG on student’ social and emotional well-being. Data 

from this qualitative study were collected to answer the study’s central and sub research 

questions. The central research question was, what impact does JAG have on students’ 

social and emotional well-being? The sub research questions were, (1) in what ways does 

JAG inspire students to graduate from high school?, (2) in what ways does JAG prepare 

students to find and keep employment for than six months?, (3) in what ways does JAG 

impact students’ discipline referrals?  The collection of data through semi structured 

interviews, student case notes, portraitures, and personal interactions with the participant 

helped inform these findings. 

• Finding one—social and emotional barriers present a variety of difficulties for 
students attempting to complete a traditional high school program and pursue 
post-secondary options.  

• Finding two—students need positive social experiences, including positive 
adult relations, and interventions.  

• Finding three—programs, interventions, and activities that create a sense of 
belonging for students who have social and emotional barriers are important 
for the academic success.  

• Finding four—educators need to improve the type of classroom engagement 
as well as post-secondary support they provide for students who have social 
and emotional barriers.  

The first finding shed light on the difficulties that students face due to their social 

and emotional barriers. Due to these barriers, participants often contemplated dropping 

out of high school. In the participants' stories, they shared how their emotional and social 

distress led to the failure of self-regulation of their emotions. This led to disengagement 

in the learning environment and increased discipline referrals due to their anti-social 
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attitude. Instead of focusing on the learning objectives in class, students focused on short-

term fixes to alleviate their social and emotional distress. However, once the participants 

joined the JAG program, they developed vital skills that improved their academic 

performance, their interactions with their peers, and their overall well-being. 

The second finding described students’ need for positive social experiences, 

including positive adult relations and interventions. The positive interactions with an 

adult gave students guidance and support as they navigated through their educational 

journey. The fostering of positive social engagement in the learning environment by the 

educator promoted pro-social skills as well as in-depth conversations. Positive 

interactions with the educator increased students’ self-esteem as they strive to develop 

their communication skills in a positive learning culture (Levy, 2008). To develop such 

skills, educators must cultivate lessons that promote collaboration, respect, and courtesy. 

When educators build lessons or interventions that support students' pro-social behaviors, 

they decrease students’ stress while strengthening their interpersonal skills (Levy, 2008). 

A supportive educator must model how to create a warm and responsive class culture in 

an effort to fulfill all students' needs. A combination of positive interventions, a 

welcoming and responsive class culture, as well as a positive relationship with the 

educators, appears essential to increase their academic skills and success. 

The third finding explained why programs, interventions, and activities that aim 

to create a sense of belonging are essential for students with social and emotional 

barriers. Educators who intuitively understand the need to create a positive learning 

community that supports social and emotional barrier removal often create spaces that 

support higher academic success rates (Weissberg, 2016). As Weissberg (2016) 
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described, students who are a part of intentional social and emotional lessons and 

activities are more able to enhance their self-efficacy and confidence as they become 

connected to the learning community. Weissberg (2016) continued to state educators who 

focus on improving students' empathy, respect, and attitudes will develop students 

committed to their personal goals and purpose. Increasing student interactions with social 

and emotional competences will likely improve their sense of belonging in the learning 

environment, mental health, and academic attainment (Weissberg, 2016). 

The fourth finding helps educators understand the need to improve the type of 

classroom engagement, as well as post-secondary support, they provide for students who 

have social and emotional barriers. Increasing the level of engagement in the classroom 

can lead to higher academic attainment for students. Increasing student engagement can 

also improve students’ social skills work collaboratively to solve inquiry-based problems. 

Classroom environments that increase engagement while meeting students’ needs 

decrease student misbehavior and stress while improving student’s communication skills 

(Levy, 2008). Meeting the needs of students also helps prepare them for post-secondary 

life. Educators can help by reinforcing self-determination, self-advocacy, and 

employability skills. Educators can also support students as they explore rigorous 

curricula that are connected to real-life application. The combination of strengthening 

students’ social, emotional, and employability skills helps prepare their entrance into the 

real world. 

This section explored the key findings based on the data analysis. The next 

section provides informed recommendations based on the four key findings. These 
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informed recommendations include key stakeholders such as school district 

administrators, community members, parents, and teachers. 

Informed Recommendations 

Based on the findings from this research, recommendations are offered to 

stakeholders. These recommendations help use the findings of this study to impact more 

students across our nation’s schools.  

 
School district administrators.  Based on the findings from the research, three 

recommendations for district administrators are offered. These are offered in an attempt 

to help administrators see the need for programs like JAG and to use resources to help 

establish programs like this on every high school campus. The first recommendation is 

for districts to consider investing more in the social and emotional well-being of their 

diverse student population. One example is to provide trauma-informed training to 

campus professionals to provide these types of instructional services to students in grades 

K—12. Additionally, school districts should partner with community health professionals 

to destigmatize mental health disorders. Creating the relationship will also help remove 

students' social and emotional barriers in a convenient and comfortable learning 

environment. The connection will also help identify childhood trauma, as well as mental 

and behavioral disorders, earlier in the students’ lives. This will help to develop clear and 

informative action plans to support the mental, social, and emotional growth of each 

student. 

The second recommendation is to promote student support groups at school. As 

described by Aviles de Bradley (2011), providing secure and inviting places where 

students can share their lived experiences is important. A large part of JAG's success is 
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the program's ability to promote a culture that supports empathy and communication. The 

program provides students with numerous opportunities for meaningful participation and 

relationship building as they share their experiences pertaining to social and emotional 

trauma. The interaction between peers promotes social support, self-confidence, and 

purposeful goal setting, which gives learners a voice and a choice (JAG, 2020). 

Participation in advocacy groups, student advisory boards, and group therapy allows 

students to share their lived experiences as they take advantage of the opportunity to 

speak about issues that affect them. It also allows them to explore solutions 

collaboratively that will yield positive outcomes. Findings proved that the JAG program 

was instrumental in doing this in the lives of the four participants in this study. 

The final recommendation involves allowing students to build non-academic 

skills that promote connectedness. JAG uses a comprehensive curriculum that focuses on 

removing students' social and emotional barriers through student advocacy, community 

service, job shadowing, and project-based learning (JAG, 2020). The program's 

competencies focus on establishing employability skills to develop economic and 

academic success once students have received trauma-informed therapy (JAG, 2020). 

The drop-out prevention program aims to provide disadvantaged youth with solutions to 

their barriers as specialists ask students to unpack what happened vs. what might be 

wrong with them (JAG, 2020). The JAG Specialist's support caused the student to feel 

confident in a positive culture that promotes social support, exploration, and engagement. 

The engaging projects and activities in JAG linked students to real-world competencies 

and helped them prepare for real-world success. 
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Community members.  Effective community programing can involve more 

community members in the social and emotional growth of all students through. Such 

programs can help in preparing students academically and professionally as they develop 

skills that are necessary for success. Community members can support barrier removal, 

character growth, and the development of pro-social behaviors by developing and 

supporting after school programs, job shadowing and internship opportunities, as well as 

quality mentors who will help students to develop their character, academic, and 

professional skills. Each form of programming will engage students in their own success 

as they succeed academically, socially, and emotionally. Effective community 

programming will also help students to build workforce readiness skills, self-confidence, 

and goals setting.  

 
Parents.  Parents who learn how to incorporate social and emotional learning into 

their parenting techniques can help their children to develop key skills that are necessary 

for social and emotional growth. By arming parents with the necessary knowledge of 

social and emotional strategies parents are helping to develop their child’s voice as they 

foster skills that will enhance their abilities to succeed in school and life. Parents who 

invest in their child’s emotional intelligence are helping them to connect to others as they 

enhance their school connectedness, self-perception, and critical solving skills (Durlak et 

al., 2010). 

 
Teachers.  Social and emotional strategies help to improve the school’s culture 

and climate as teachers work to create a safe learning environment. Educators play a 

critical role in fostering activities, procedures, and policies that promote pro-social 



131 
 

behaviors. The use of social and emotional learning techniques and strategies will also 

help to create fair and equitable discipline procedures as they help students to discover 

the cause of their misbehavior. Educators who enforce SEL learning allow students the 

opportunity to connect with their peers as they integrate a multiple-tiered system that will 

support empathy. Furthermore, teachers who align their academic targets with curricula 

that support social and emotional learning see an improved academic performance among 

their students as well as a decrease in misbehavior.  

Findings Distribution Proposal 

 The research findings are addressed in this section. It will address the target 

audience, proposed distribution methods, and materials as the research findings are 

shared with key educational leaders and community members who will help to improve 

the educational experiences of all students. This section will first address the target 

audience, followed by the proposed distribution methods and finally, the distribution of 

materials.  

Target Audience, Proposed Distribution Methods, and Materials  

The research study's findings and recommendations will be shared with 

community stakeholders and education leaders to help create learning environments that 

support social and emotional learning for all students, especially those from diverse 

backgrounds. Specifically, the educational leaders and community members who will 

receive the information are (1) Louisiana Workforce Commission - Office of Workforce 

Development, (2) Louisiana State Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, (3) 

Louisiana Parish School Board and Administrators (4) community members and (5) 
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parents. While other school entities are important, I wish to begin with my own state of 

Louisiana in sharing these findings.  

The first group of educational leaders to receive the findings of this study is the 

Louisiana Workforce Commission-Office of Workforce Development. Under Governor 

John Bel Edwards's direction, Louisiana expanded the number of JAG programs as part 

of his commitment to make programs like JAG available to students across the state. 

Louisiana Workforce Commission - Office of Workforce Development will financially 

support the JAG programs to ensure students have the necessary employability skills to 

thrive in various career pathways. The program will also be financially supported by 

private sector partners who believe in maximizing the employability potential in the state 

of Louisiana. The Louisiana Workforce Commission’s continued financial support will 

help develop students who are prepared to thrive in the Louisiana workforce.  

The second group of educational leaders to learn of the findings of this qualitative 

study will be the Louisiana State Board of Elementary and Secondary Education. JAG 

should expand their success to core classes in secondary education as students learn how 

to develop critical skills to advance their post-secondary lives. JAG uses a pro-social 

model to increase students' social and emotional skills. They foster emotional healing by 

employing specialists who are trained in differentiated instruction and adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs). By focusing on the students' needs, JAG Specialists help students 

remove their social and emotional barriers. Once removed, students are more inclined to 

focus on their educational goals. Incorporating JAG competencies into core secondary 

curricula will reinforce strategies and lessons that will help grow students socially, 

emotionally, and academically.  
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The third group of educational leaders to learn of the findings of this study  will 

be the Louisiana Parish School Board and Administrators. City High School Parish 

School Board currently has seven schools that are making inadequate academic progress. 

These schools are low performing and have received a letter grade of a D or F as defined 

by the Louisiana Department of Education. The expansion of the JAG program across 

these schools can help students' social, behavioral, and emotional skills, which will likely 

increase their academic attainment. Increased attention to the social and emotional 

barriers these students face will help to improve the school scores of each school as 

students become more engaged in the learning environment. 

Next, community stakeholders and parents should be presented findings of this 

study to increase community engagement and parental support about the importance of 

healthy social and emotional support for students. One of JAG’s goals is to connect with 

community stakeholders and parents. JAG's goal of helping students succeed is directly 

tied to the JAG Specialist relationships with community members and parents. 

Community stakeholders, including parents, must know how to improve students' social 

and emotional well-being. They must be aware of programs that are committed to the 

mental and academic growth of all students. Not only does JAG provide a holistic 

approach to developing the whole child, but it also provides additional resources for 

parental support. JAG posits that support from the community and parents will help 

further develop students’ social and emotional skills to enhance their lifelong capabilities. 

If parents and community members better understand the work of JAG, they will be more 

inclined to support the program. 
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During a scheduled meeting with the target audience, I will share my research 

study findings in a presentation that will demonstrate the positive impact of JAG on 

students' well-being. I will also share current literature that supports JAG's goal as a 

program that promotes student advocacy, reliant training, and trauma-enforced therapy 

through engaging activities and positive adult relationships. The presentation will also 

include (1) the research participant’s role, (2) the theoretical research framework, (3) the 

research findings, and (4) the recommendations.  

Throughout the presentation, I will provide the session participants with 

opportunities for self-reflection and questions before proceeding with the possible next 

steps for the JAG program. A copy of the presentation will be provided to the session 

participants. Session participants will also receive a one-page document that will contain 

an overview of the research, research findings, as well as recommendations.  

Finally, these findings should also be shared at educational conferences to inform 

attendees of the importance of programs such as JAG. Findings will be shared in the 

manner consistent with conference presentations. Additionally, book chapters and other 

papers will be developed to continue to highlight the needs of such programs like JAG 

into school spaces. 

Conclusion 

Providing minority students with the opportunity to receive social and emotional 

support to increase their opportunities of graduating from high school is necessary. Social 

and emotional skills give rise to mental stability, responsibility, and self-regulation as 

students strive to reach their personal goals (Durlack et al.,2011). Participation in dropout 

prevention programs such as JAG allows minority students to gain adequate skills and 
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knowledge necessary for academic and career success. To decrease the high school 

dropout rate for minority students, the U.S. Department of Education must not only focus 

on teacher quality, but educational resources and programs that support social and 

emotional learning of all students. Combining such educational resources and programs 

with quality teachers can increase the number of ethnic minority students who graduate 

from high school on time with a traditional high school diploma. The inclusion of such 

programs also offers hope that these students are equipped to embrace the next steps of 

their lives with a plan to lead productive lives.
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APPENDIX A 
 

Consent Form for Research  
 
 

Consent Form for Research 
 

Protocol Title: The Impact of Jobs for America’s Graduates (JAG) on Students’ 
Social and Emotional Well Being: A Multiple Case Study 
 
Principal Investigator: Brandi Clay 
  
Supported By: Baylor University Introduction  
 
Introduction:  
Please read this form carefully.  
The purpose of this form is to provide you with important information about 
taking part in a research study. If any of the statements or words in this form are 
unclear, please let us know. You have the right to discuss this study with another 
person who is not part of the research team for clarification before making your 
decision whether to be in the study.  
 
Taking part in this research study is up to you. If you decide to take part in this 
research study, we will ask you to sign this form. We will give you a copy of the 
signed form for your records.  
 
The person in charge of this study is Brandi Clay, under the supervision of Dr. 
Leanne Howell. We will refer to Brandi Clay as the “researcher” throughout this 
form.  
 
The Purpose: 
The purpose of this study is to understand the influence of JAG on students social 
and emotional well-being. We are asking you to take part in this study because 
you have direct experience with the JAG program as a former participant. You 
were also a student of the researcher.  
 
Four subjects will take part in this research study at Baylor University. 
 
How long will I take part in this research study? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for the summer semester, 2020. 
During this time, the researcher will ask you to participate in at least one 
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interview in a public location to be named, for example, a library or restaurant. 
Another option for the interview will be Zoom.  
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
• The researcher will include case notes or observations from meetings with the  
students in the study. 
• Information from participants’ published stories about their experiences with  
JAG will be included in the final report. 
• Each participant will also be asked to participate in at least one interview that  
will be audio recorded using a cell phone. If the Zoom option is chosen the 
interview will be recorded via the recording feature on Zoom.  

 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
To the best of our knowledge, taking part in this study will not harm you. 
However, you may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the 
questions. If you do, tell the researcher at any time if you want to take a break or 
stop the interview. 
 
If, during your participation in this study, we have reason to believe that you are 
at risk for harming yourself or others we are required to take the necessary 
actions. This may include notifying your doctor, your therapist, or other 
individuals. 
 
Future Studies: 
Future use of this study’s information is optional for this study. If you do not want 
your information to be used for future research, you can still be in the study. You 
will indicate your decision at the end of this form. 
 
Loss of Confidentiality: 
A risk of taking part in this study is the possibility of a loss of confidentiality. If 
you do not want your name used in the study, let the researcher know and the 
researcher will use a pseudonym. 
 
Records will be Confidential: 
We will keep the records of this study confidential to the degree that they will be 
used only for the information in the study, but participants will be asked if they 
will allow their names to be used, along with their published stories.  
 
The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such 
as quality control or safety: 
• The Researcher and any member of her research team including peer reviewers  
• Authorized members of Baylor University who may need to see your  
information, such as administrative staff members from the Office of the Vice  
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Provost for Research and members of the Institutional Review Board  
 
The results of this study may also be used for teaching, publications, or 
presentations at professional meetings. If your individual results are discussed, 
your identity will be protected by using a pseudonym rather than your name or 
other identifying information, unless you give permission for your name to be 
used. 
 
Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
There are no benefits to you from taking part in this research. 
You will not be paid. You are volunteering your time and information for this 
study.  
 
Indicate your decision for the below for the optional research discussed earlier in 
this form:  
 

Optional Consent 
Future research with study information. Do you agree to let us store your study 
information for future research related to JAG’s impact on students’ social and 
emotional well-being? 
 
 ______YES  ______NO  _______INITIALS  
 

Future Contact 
We may like to contact you in the future as a to follow-up to this study. Do you 
agree to let us contact you in the future?  
 
______YES  ______NO  _______INITIALS  
 

Statement of Consent 
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible 
benefits. I have been given the chance to ask questions. My questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in the study. 
 
 
 
_____________________________________  ____________________  
Signature of Subject      Date  
 
 
 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
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 I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions. I 
will give a copy of the signed consent form to the subject.  
 
 
 
________________________________________   _______________________  
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date 
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APPENDIX B 
 

Interview Protocol  
 
 
Date and Time of Interview: _________________________ 

Location of Interview: _________________________ 

Interviewer: Brandi Clay  

Interviewee: _________________________ 

Central Research Question: How has JAG impacted students’ social and emotional well-
being? 

Theme(s) addressed: (1) Social and Emotional Learning, (2) JAG influences on students’ 
behavior and academic attainment including their desire to graduate from high school (3) 
activities or interventions that were helpful to the participants social and emotional well-
being.  

Interview Questions: 

1. Describe your home life. 
2. How do you identity yourself (race, ethnicity, and sexuality)? 
3. Describe the social and emotional barriers your faced prior to joining the JAG 

program.  
4. Do you still have those barriers since exiting the JAG program?  
5. Describe your educational experiences before and after JAG. What were specific 

interventions or lessons did you find helpful?  
6. Did your social and emotional barriers change once you entered the JAG 

program?  
7. Did you have educational goals prior to joining the JAG program?  
8. How did JAG influence your social and emotional well-being? 
9. How did JAG impact the number of discipline referrals you had?   
10. How did JAG help you to keep and sustain employment?  
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