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ABSTRACT
A Mixed Paradigm:
Study of a Transformational Learning Program
for
At-Risk High School Students
Marky Ellison Smith
Advisor: Robert L. Smith, Ph.D.

Purpose of the Study

This study was designed to investigate the effects of an Emotional Intelligence (EI)
program on at-risk tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grade students. The intent was to compare
the changes or improvement between the Experimental Group, which received the
treatment, and the Control Group, which took the pre-post-tests, but attended regular
classes instead of the intervention.

Procedure

This Personal Responsibility (PR) Group was offered during 2003-2004 at a high
school in Corpus Christi, Texas. The Experimental and Control Groups were each
composed of 20 students recruited from the school’s list of identified at risk students.
Subjects with two to six criteria were chosen, and a normal distribution of at-risk students
was assumed. All subsequent measurements were considered statistically average for the
population (Friedman, 1998).

Students were assigned to groups by a random, stratified sampling process. Students
in the Experimental Group received a ten-week EI skills intervention program.

Dependent variables were measured in pre-post-treatment, and in individual and small
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group follow-up. Data was analyzed using Multiple Analysis of Variance (MANOVA).
Qualitative assessment methods were utilized after each session and during follow-up.
This qualitative component provided richness and depth (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, &
Allen, 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

At the beginning, at-risk students were interviewed individually to discuss
participation in the program. The high school age group was selected because students
were at an important transitional time of life and because the Texas Education Agency
(TEA, 1988) treats these grades equally in type of counseling provided. Students in the
Experimental Group began the program, which met for one class period per week. The
weekly sessions were based on EI skills measured by the Personal Responsibility Map
(PRM) (Nelson & Low, 2003). Qualitative research was done weekly at the end of each
session and at the end of the intervention. Students in the Control Group attended regular
classes instead of the intervention.

During pre-post-testing, students also took Epstein’s Constructive Thinking
Inventory (CTI) (2001) and Snyder’s Hope Scale (2003). An adult rater evaluated each
student, using the Personal Responsibility Survey (PRS) (Nelson & Low, 2003). Other
outcome measures included data generated and used in school, including grades and a
behavioral cluster composed of conduct, attendance, unexcused absences, tardiness,
number and severity of discipline referrals, in-school suspensions (ISS), and out-of-
school suspensions (OSS).

Upon completion of the PR Group, both groups returned for post-testing. Students
who completed the groups were invited to a field trip to Texas A & M University —

Corpus Christi. An in-depth qualitative summary was completed during the two weeks



after the field trip; students were interviewed in small groups. Personalized results of pre-
post-tests and treatment recommendations were shared with students in individual
counseling sessions on strengths and goals.

Findings

Data was collected through four standardized instruments that analyzed the effects
of the program, and by school grades and behavior. Data was obtained at pre-post-
treatment and follow-up sessions. Effects of the intervention were determined both from
a between groups and from a within subjects perspective. MANOVA was used in
analysis of data. Nine null hypotheses were subjected to statistical testing. Seven
hypotheses (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 8) were rejected and two (7 and 9) were not rejected
(Lomax, 2001).

Conclusions

The major conclusion was that the EI intervention program was significantly
effective in impacting change, growth, improvement, and development in the majority of
factors considered. Seven of the nine null hypotheses were rejected, which fully
supported prediction of positive effects of the program. The two null hypotheses that
were not rejected indicated a positive, though not significant, change.

Significant improvement was seen in all four of the standardized assessments
used as pre-post-tests. Three of the tests (the PRM, CTI, and Hope Test) were self-
assessments by students. The fourth instrument, the PRS, was a behavior rating scale
included with the PRM. This survey was completed by an adult rater for each student,

and indicated significant improvement.
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The behavioral cluster of measures included number and severity of discipline
referrals, days of ISS and OSS, absences, unexcused absences, conduct, and tardiness
during the period of the study. All behavioral measures except tardiness showed a
statistically significant improvement in means between pre-post-testing for the
Experimental Group. The positive changes were impressive; it was not surprising that
one area showed little gain.

The only other area that did not have a significant improvement was grade point
average (GPA). This method of gauging academic performance was chosen because it is
used for class ranks and entrance into colleges/universities. The four-point GPA,
however, did not allow for much variation in grades. Letter or numerical grades might
have given a more accurate picture of change. Although GPA did not show a statistical
significance, there was some improvement. Also, the ten-week time period was only one
week longer than the nine-week grading period. This time frame was not long enough to
provide evidence of the significant cognitive and behavioral changes required to show a
positive change in academics.

Conclusions from the qualitative study provided information about the students
and the positive effects of the intervention program, when considered with the
quantitative measures. Most students gave little importance to goal setting, but did
consider themselves results-oriented. Most gave themselves low marks for self-control
and self-management, but were still hopeful and usually had moderate self-esteem,
despite the difficult circumstances in which many lived. Most of the adolescents were
superstitious. These findings were characteristic of teenage thinking, feeling, and

behavior.
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