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(ABSTRACT)

This study utilized a Quasi-experimental Pretest -
Posttest design to determine whether or not group counseling
would improve the achievement (measured by grade point
average), self-concept and locus of control (both measured
by the SAM) of low-achieving and/or underachieving mninth
grade students in an interdisciplinary alternative
educational program. Participants in this study were 66
students in an alternative educational program called
IMAGESS who were computer-assigned to either a treatment
group or a control group. Students who were in the treatment
group participated in ten 45 minute group counseling
sessions over a four month period of time. Concepts of
reality therapy were utilized during the group sessions with
an emphasis on goal setting, decision making and problem

solving skills. Qualitative information was collected



during the course of the study and utilized to formulate
conclusions.

Statistical analysis included descriptive statistics,
analysis of covariance utilizing parent participation, sex,
group membership and the corresponding pretest as
covariates. Once suitable predictors were identified,
multiple linear regression was used to identify suitable
models for future prediction. Although no significant
findings could be identified to support group counseling,
analysis of covariance produced significant results with the
post self-concept and post grade point average variables for
parent participation and with the post self-concept variable
for the interaction of parent participation and post grade

point average.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

"In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in
Education issued its famous report on American education, A
Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform"
(Presseisen, 1988, p.ll). Since then, educators across the
country have been questioning the educational reforms that
followed and their effects on certain groups of students.
Two of these reforms have to do with more rigorous course
work and higher 1levels of achievement. However, as the
requirements for high school graduation are continuously
upgraded, local school systems are witnessing an increasing
number of students withdrawing from academic participation.
Many of these students eventually become frustrated and drop
out of school. (McDill et al, 1986)

The issue of the student at risk of dropping out of
school 1is very complex and has been addressed by many
researchers and professional organizations in the United
States (Bloom, 1976; Cohen, 1985; Enos, Morrow and Dolan,
1989; Glasser, 1969; Pallus, 1984; Raffini, 1988; & Sartain,
1990). Specific causes for educational problems are
difficult to identify "because causal factors often are
related and overlapping" (Sartain, 1990, p. 8). While these
overlapping causal factors present a great challenge for

today’s educational system, lack of attention to this



chronic problem is producing a mediocre society of
unmotivated individuals with poor self-concepts (Glasser,
1986; Greene, 1986 and Raffini, 1988).

According to Larsen and Shertzer (1987), one out of
every four students who enter first grade will leave school
prior to graduation. Low or failing grades was the most
common characteristic of dropouts found in the literature
(Lotto, 1982; Larson and Shertzer, 1987; McDill, Natriello &
Pallas, 1986 and Ross, 1983). Other characteristics
included: communication difficulties (Ross, 1983), truancy,
(Ross, 1983), lack of participation in school activities
(Larsen & Shertzer, 1987 and Ross, 1983) and behavior
(Larsen and Shertzer, 1987 and McDill, Natriello & Pallas,
1986).

Raising academic standards presents special problems
for potential dropouts who are often low in academic ability
and reading skills. As a result, schools must identify
characteristics that can be altered to minimize the adverse
effects of these rising academic standards. Natriello (1984)
felt that "teachers in high demand classes must challenge
low—ability students without overwhelming them" (p. 106).
Without help, low achieving students will face frustration

and failure (McDill et al, 1986).



Underachiever or Low-achiever

According to Glasser (1986), 50% of all school age
children with average to superior intelligence function
below their potential in school and often in other aspects
of their lives as well. Bricklin and Bricklin (1987),
stated that 80% of underachievers have better than average
intelligence (p. 11). They defined underachievement as a
gap between what a child is capable of doing and what he/she
does. However, the same authors indicated that a child with
low "potential capacity" would not be considered an
underachiever. In reviewing counselor interventions with
low—-achieving and underachieving students, Wilson (1986)
indicated that underachievers were most often identified by
a "discrepancy between ability and academic performance as
measured by standardized tests and GPA" (grade point
average) while low-achievers were usually identified by
"failure of at least one academic course and teacher
referrel" (p. 628). Based on the above definitions, schools
are dealing with two groups of students which may exhibit
similar charactaristics - low-achievers and underachievers.
Since the focus of this study was academic improvement and
its relationship to self-esteem and locus of control, rather
than the etiology of poor performance, information on both

low—-achievers and underachievers were included.



In discussing the plight of the underachiever, Greene
(1986) thought these individuals would fall into a gray
area in education since they exhibited only subtle or non-
specific problems that are not considered incapacitating
enough to warrant remedial assistance. Since the numbers
involved have become large, and the students are often quiet
and test as capable, these students receive no special
attention. Instead most schools have devised a variety of
ways of "tracking" these students in order to remove them
from other classes where students are learning. This method
places a large number of unmotivated students in one
classroom where teachers struggle to maintain order.
Although the amount of learning that takes place in these
classes 1s minimal, these students usually receive passing
grades. (Glasser, 1986)

Charactaristics of Underachievers and/or Low-Achievers

Many researchers have identified common characteristics
of underachievers/low—achievers as: lack of self-esteem;
lack of motivation; attitudinal factors and feelings of
unworthiness (Campbell and Myrick, 1990 & Greene, 1986);
right brain dominance (Carbo et al, 1986); external locus of
control (Nowicki and Barnes, 1973); fear of being ordinary;
fear of failure; and a passive-aggressive personality
(Bricklin and Bricklin, 1967; Butlor-Por, 1987; & Greene,

1986 ). According to Greene (1986), repeated experiences of



failure, frustration, and futility, tend to produce
"negative" children. These same individuals 1later become
troubled teenagers and poorly functioning adults.

Butler—-Por (1987) reported underachievers as having a
low tolerance for frustration. This low frustration level
prevented them from staying at a task for very long. These
students would only try things they know they could do thus
being assured of success from the start. Because
underachievement is cumulative, factors that might interfere
with achievement should be identified as early as possible
to assure school success.

Low performing students who are capable of doing well
in school but who are unmotivated need special attention
(McMullen, 1973 & Morse, 1987). Studies completed by
Elliott (1978) and Gold and Mann (1984) indicated that the
withdrawal of students from school was often in response to
academic and social goal failure. In a Position Statement on
Drop-out Prevention, the American School Counselor
Association (1989), stated that between 800,000 to 1,000,000
students drop out of school each year due to a lack of
academic success. Tardiness, high absenteeism, negative
attitudes, apathy, lack of motivation and unwillingness to
take responsibility for poor achievement were cited as
common characteristics of these students. Many students who

begin to withdraw from academic participation in elementary



and middle school proceed to drop out of school during high
school. (ASCA, 1989)

Weiner and Kukla (1970) found that highly motivated
students felt they had a sense of control while poorly
motivated students attributed success to forces outside of
their control. Based on the human need to maintain self-
respect, students who do not feel a goal is obtainable will
often make no attempt which leads to apathy (Sartain, 1990).
Students become disengaged in school when they perceive the
performance standards to be unobtainable (Natriello, 1984).
It is then not surprising that a student who is failing to
succeed will choose to leave the environment which
continuously bombards him/her with negative feedback
(Pallas, 1984).

Role of Parents and Early Life Experiences

Since healthy adjustment to school depends on a child’s
personality and motivation, early 1life experiences are
critical in shaping a child’s academic outlook. Satisfaction
of emotional and social needs (basic trust, trust in others,
trust 1in self, autonomy, initiative and self confidence)
determines a child’s healthy development and personality
which in turn will determine how well a child does in school
(Butler—-Por, 1987).

According to Bricklin and Bricklin (1967), self-

confidence is directly —related to achievement. If



achievement increases, self confidence will also increase.
An individual with an unhealthy sense of self-worth sees
himself/herself as being bad or unpleasing. He/she feels
disliked by significant others and thinks he/she deserves
not to achieve. He/she lacks confidence and distrusts
his/her abilities (Bricklin and Bricklin, 1967).

Current research indicates that parents play an
important role in helping the underachieving student. The
message parents convey, both verbally and non-verbally, is a
major variable in student success (Lehr & Harris, 1988 &
Sartain, 1989). Since parents often interpret a school from
memories of their own past experiences (Strother & Jacobs,
1987), they often resist <change due to fear and
misunderstanding (White & Riordan, 1990). Communicating
with parents then becomes a critical factor in providing
help for the underachiever. Because communications is an
important factor in helping the underachieving student,
schools must make the effort to identify common denominators
that provide an open dialogue between the school and the
home.

The Role of the School

According to Sartain (1990), almost all students enter
school hoping to succeed. In spite of these good intentions,
unfair competition in graded schools cause some students to

become discouraged very early in their education while



others quit because of lack of parental support. These
students often see the school as being insensitive to their
needs and inflexible in providing appropriate educational
programs. Years ago when students were not successful in
school, they worked on the family farm. Today, the Jjob
market requires technical skills making a high school
education mandatory for survival (Sartain, 1990).

Covington (1976) theorized that we must address the
student’s apathy in ways that will minimize the implication
that the individual 1lacks ability. Since many students
believe that their self-worth is directly related to
achievement, lack of success deprives an individual of a
major source of self-esteem. Unfortunately the American
school system 1is based on competition which 1limits the
number of students who can feel good about themselves.
According to Benjamin Bloom (1981), "the correlation between
measures of school achievement at grade three and grade
eleven is about .85, demonstrating that over this eight-year
period the relative ranking of students in a class or school
remains almost perfectly fixed" (p. 133). Students quickly
learn once below average, always below average (Raffini,
1988).

When students believe they have a chance for success,
the amount of effort they put forth increases. Since norm-

referenced tests tell students that ability is more



important than effort, teachers must reassess the manner in
which they evaluate students. The greatest threat to self-
esteem occurs when an individual exerts high effort and
still fails. According to Raffini, strategies that can
rekindle student effort include: individual goal setting;
outcome-based instruction and evaluation; attribution
retraining; and cooperative learning. (Raffini, 1988) Other
researchers (Campbell & Myrick, 1990 and Wilson, 1986) have
utilized counseling techniques to improve the achievement,
self-concept, locus of control, attitude and behavior of
low—-achieving and underachieving students.
Counseling Strategies
Group counseling 1is a strategy that has been used

effectively with low-achieving and/or underachieving
students (Benson and Blocher, 1967; Campbell & Myrick, 1990;
Creange, 1971; & DeEsch, 1979) . Group counseling provides
students with the opportunity to share with others and
assist others in coping with problems they have experienced.
Group counseling is prevention-oriented as it teaches the
individual how to smooth over the "rough spots" of every day
life. It motivates participants to take actions that can
maximize their potential and serves as an effective tool for
reversing self-defeating behaviors. (Gazda, 1989).

Wilson (1986), reviewed 19 published articles which

studied the effects of counselor strategies with low-



achieving and underachieving students from 1960-1983. 1In
each of these studies, the student’s GPA served as a
dependent variable. In Wilson'’s article, she stated that
"GPA provides a global assessment of performance and is
usually the chief criterion for promotion" (p. 628).
Included in this review were 14 studies on high school low-
achievers and/or underachievers. Wilson’s summary indicated
that group counseling may be more effective than individual
counseling in improving academic performance and that
directive and behavioral approaches were more effective than
person-centered approaches. In addition, Wilson’s summary
pointed out the importance of treatment length, the
increased success rate when students participated
voluntarily and the importance of parent participation as a
predictor of achievement for low—-achieving and/or
underachieving students.

Other studies have demonstrated the usefulness of group
counseling and other counselor interventions with secondary
students. For example, a study conducted by DeEsch (1979),
where disruptive secondary students, who participated in
group counseling, demonstrated a decrease in school conflict
and also showed improvement in self-concept (as measured on

the Tennessee Self-Concept Scale). The need for counselors

to educate teachers was evident when Lewin, Nelson, and

Tollefson (1983), reported that teachers often continued to
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feel negatively toward students who had been disruptive even
after behavior was improved. Bloom (1976) stated that "25%
of achievement variance may be related to the quality of
classroom communications" (p. 127). In another study
conducted by Rocks, Baker and Guerney (1985), the authors
demonstrated the counselor’s usefulness in providing
training for both teachers and students in interpersonal
communications skills. While Rathvon (1991), reported that
attitude towards self and school work were more important
than skill deficiencies and in need of more than brief
counseling interventions.

Few experimental studies conducted with low-achieving
and/or underachieving students have been published since
1970. Wilson'’s (1986) review of counselor strategies with
low—achieving and underachieving students indicated that the
most common group counseling approaches utilized during the
60's and 70's were person—centered and behavioral
approaches. This review, indicated that directive
- behavioral approaches were more effective than person-
centered approaches in raising student achievement.

Preceding paragraphs have addressed recent educational
reforms, the lack of achievement in today’s schools, the
characteristics of low—achievers and/or underachievers, the
importance of parents and early life experiences, the impact

of self-esteem and locus of control and the schools role in
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motivating students to learn. The fact that an increasing
number of students appear to be apathetic and withdrawing
from academic participation at a time when the technological
advances of modern society demand a higher 1level of
functioning from today’s graduates warrents the immediate
attention of all educators and policy-makers (Sartain, 1990,
p. 7). The literature presented above supported the need to
explore alternative methods for improving the academic
achievement of underachieving/low-achieving students. Group
counseling has shown promise for addressing the above
concerns.
IMAGESS

In order to improve the academic performance of low-
achieving and under-achieving ninth grade students, an
alternative educational program was instituted for the 1991-
92 school year called IMAGESS (Innovative Math and Growth in
English, Social Studies, Science and Vocational Skills).
IMAGESS is a "non-traditional" method for helping students
learn. Students are instructed in a large inter-disciplinary
teaching block that allows for more flexible use of time
than the traditional forty-five minute class period. An
inter—-disciplinary teaching block is made up of four 45
minute class periods. During this block period, students
receive instruction in four subjects: English, mathematics,

social studies and science. In these blocks, class schedules
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vary as follows: four forty-five minute periods; a double
period to complete a science lab; a triple period to view a
special English video or four periods for a planned field
trip or seminar. The flexibility for these decisions are
left to the block teachers who have a common planning period
daily.

The IMAGESS Program recognizes the fact that children
mature at different rates. Some students in Middle School do
not acquire the basic skills necessary to succeed in a high
school curriculum such as: problem solving ability; study
skills; note—taking; communication skills; and
responsibility for actions. IMAGESS can ease the transition
from middle school to high school by allowing students the
opportunity to mature as they learn and emphasizing these
basic skills.

Participants in the IMAGESS Program include low and
underachieving ninth grade students who are of mixed ability
levels (heterogeneous grouping) and who will have the
opportunity to improve their basic skills in a supportive
setting designed to decrease their risk of failure. Students
participate in creative instruction which meets curriculum
requirements while addressing individual student needs.

The focus of the IMAGESS Program is to assist students
in becoming more successful in school. IMAGESS encourages

cooperative learning that combines fun and lively
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interaction while it develops a sense of belonging. Groups
work individually and cooperatively in solving problems.
Problems can be as simple as structuring a better sentence,
completing a set of math problems, planning a science
experiment or an educational game teaching orienteering
skills.

In addition to English, mathematics, social studies and
science, students also took health and physical education,
a monitored study hall and/or their choice of elective
classes. Elective classes, physical education, lunch period
and study hall were taken with the rest of the ninth grade
class.

The goals of IMAGESS were as follows:

.to improve academic achievement

.to improve attitudes regarding learning

.to provide an opportunity to gain skills

necessary for college or work

.to assist students in resolving academic deficiencies

.to increase critical thinking abilities and foster

independent thought

.to assist the student in identifying the relationships

among the required academic courses

.to provide an alternative for those students who are

not able to cope with the abrupt changes from

middle school to high school
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While IMAGESS is an alternative educational program
developed to address the academic achievement of low
achieving students, research indicates that the deficiencies
of 1low achieving students extend beyond the classroom
including: 1lack of motivation, attitudinal factors and
feelings of unworthiness (Campbell and Myrick, 1990 &
Greene, 1986) right brain dominance (Carbo et al, 1986);
external locus of control (Nowicki and Barnes, 1973); fear
of being ordinary, fear of failure and a passive—aggressive
personality (Bricklin and Bricklin, 1967; Butlor-Por, 1987 &
Greene, 1986). In order to provide a more holistic approach
to the problem, group counseling was 1initiated to address
the above deficiencies and the Director of Guidance was
utilized as a resource during the planning and
implementation stages of the IMAGESS Program. In the role of
consultant, the Director of Guidance was able to: provide
the technical expertise needed to place the IMAGESS Program
into the master schedule; make suggestions to the
instructional staff on how to alter the <classroom
environment so that it would provide a supportive
environment which could nurture a student’s self-esteem;
suggest speakers and extra-curricular activities to support
the curriculum; discuss alternative methods for evaluating
student progress; serve as a liaison between parents and

teachers; and assist administration in the evaluation of the
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program. In order to address the issues of self-esteem and
locus of control, group counseling became an integral
component of the IMAGESS Program.

This study sought to examine the benefits of group
counseling in improving the achievement, self-esteem and
locus of control of low-achieving/underachieving ninth grade
students in an alternative education program referred to as
IMAGESS (Innovative Math and Growth in English, Social
Studies, Science and Vocational Skills). IMAGESS
incorporates inter-disciplinary planning, inter-disciplinary
teaching, cooperative learning and increased parent and
student involvement to improve academic achievement and
decrease the number of student dropouts.

This research aimed to provide insight into how group
counseling might be utilized by the teacher as an integral
classroom resource for improving student self-esteem,
addressing issues related to locus of control and providing
academic support. Group counseling will be utilized as an
integral component of the alternative educational program
(IMAGESS) to provide students with a constructive setting
for addressing issues related to academic performance, self-
esteem, locus of control and other concerns when identified

by group members.
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Problem Statement
The purpose of this study was to determine whether
group counseling contributed to the achievement, self-esteem
and locus of control of low achieving and/or underachieving
ninth grade students participating in an alternative

educational program.

Research Questions

In order to assess the effect of group counseling on
the GPA, Self-Concept and Locus of Control of ninth grade
students in the IMAGESS Program, the following questions
were asked:

1. Will the achievement, self-esteem and locus of
control (as measured by the Student Attitude Measure (SAM))
of ninth grade students participating in IMAGESS improve as
a result of group counseling?

2. Is there a correlation among the achievement, self-
esteem and locus of «control of ninth grade students,
participating in IMAGESS, as measured by Grade Point Average
(GPA) and the Student Attitude Measure (SAM)?

3. Can other independent variables be identified that
effect the achievement, self-esteem and locus of control of
ninth grade students participating in an alternative

education program?
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