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ABSTRACT
The purpose of the present study was to explore student and
teachers’ perceptions of the academic environment in an urban
residential treatment center school setting, which serves female
students with myriad behavioral, social, emotional, and/or aca-
demic challenges, half of which have IEPs and the remainder of
which are significantly at-risk and also receive individual learning
plans. Using focus group interview methods provided important
information from both students (n = 58) and teachers (n = 27)
regarding specific areas in need of improvement. The research
team identified four primary themes throughout the student
data and four in the teacher data. Themes that emerged
throughout the student data included need for least-intrusive
behavioral management, preventative strategies for behavior,
differentiated instruction, and recognition. Teacher data resulted
in themes of lesson plan difficulties, academic versus social-
emotional well-being, balancing academic and behavioral
needs, and additional assistance within the classroom. Both
students and teachers voiced a number of significant concerns
and provided useful ideas that can enhance the preparation and
supports for teachers in training and practice, most immediately
the information informed teachers in this specific context.
Implications for research and broader practice are also discussed.
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teachers; behavior; school

Introduction

In the United States, there are 427,910 children and adolescents placed in foster
care (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2017), as well as an additional 70,792
adjudicated youths placed in other out-of-home-care facilities, primarily residen-
tial treatment programs (Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, & Puzzanchera, 2011). Youth
involved in the child welfare system display a variety of psychosocial problems
and risk behaviors, including substance use disorders (Pilowsky & Wu, 2006),
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risky sexual behaviors (Carpenter, Clyman, Davidson, & Steiner, 2001; Dworsky
& DeCoursey, 2009; Hoffmann, 2009), delinquent behavior (Day et al., 2013;
West, Day, Somers, & Baroni, 2014), and trauma (Greeson et al., 2011;West et al.,
2014).

Residential treatment programs are a setting where youth with serious emo-
tional and behavioral struggles live temporarily outside of their home. This
setting is often selected for those youth, whom outpatient treatment has not
been effective, and whose educational needs require more support and super-
vision than a less restrictive environment at their school can provide. There is
a large variety among residential treatment centers between, and even within,
states. Many treatment centers, however, offer intensive care and support
including comprehensive evaluations, therapy, psychiatric care, and an indivi-
dualized treatment plan that denotes specific goals and strategies to help the
youth grow emotionally, behaviorally, and academically.

Youth in out-of-home care are also at an elevated risk for experiencing
a variety of academic barriers and challenges. Trauma that occurs early in life
due to foster care placement can negatively affect youths’ ability to self-regulate
their behavior and form attachments (Cook et al., 2005), which, in turn, can
interfere with their ability to effectively communicate, memorize, and organize
information, as well as to form successful, positive relations with peers and
teachers (Massachusetts Advocates for Children, 2005). In addition, youth who
experience trauma frommaltreatment display academic vulnerability, as they do
not display appropriate social skills, and demonstrate problem behaviors more
frequently than non-maltreated youth (Jansen, 2010; see Stone, 2007, for
a review). Of note, females placed in out-of-home programs are more likely to
have experienced victimization, neglect, and physical, emotional, and/or sexual
abuse, than their male counterparts (Lev-Ari, 2001). Previous research has
demonstrated that females entering residential treatment, compared to their
male counterparts, have higher comorbidity of diagnoses, levels of hopelessness,
negative self-evaluation, depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation (Handwerk et
al., 2006). Given these findings, and the potential implications of these factors on
school functioning, research investigating female-focused outcomes regarding
residential treatment centers is crucial (Handwerk, 2006). Research specifically
looking at educational challenges among females in residential treatment centers
represents a current gap in the literature.

Youth in out-of-home care are also more likely to be assigned to special
education services (Trout, Hagaman, Casey, Reid, & Epstein, 2008), and their
graduation rates are significantly lower than their peers who are not in out-of-
home care (Grogger, 1997). In addition, court-involved youth, including those in
out-of-home care, in general, have lower IQ scores (Delaney-Black et al., 2002),
are less likely to perform academically at an appropriate grade level, and are twice
as likely to repeat a grade (Burley & Halpern, 2001). These academic problems
can be a serious challenge for not only the youth but also their teachers.
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Researchers examining educational outcomes of youth in out-of-home care,
including those in residential treatment centers, reported a serious gap between
care and education, and the failure of social services and schools to work
together effectively (Gharabaghi, 2012). Thus, it is imperative that teachers
and school personnel are well prepared and adequately trained to work with
students with problems in emotional regulation, behavior, and socialization, as
well as with students who come to school academically disadvantaged. Notably,
teacher and students’ perceptions of what they identify to be the challenges in
this academic environment has yet to be looked at in a residential treatment
program setting.

While there has been much research focused on working with and improving
behavioral problems within the classroom of youth in out-of-home care, less
focus has been on their specific academic needs. According toMinchew, Deaton,
and Koballa (2014), teachers create their lessons based upon their previous and
current knowledge of the children in the classroom to make the course material
relevant and applicable. Other studies also indicated teachers’ desires for greater
skills and information, as some teachers voiced concerns about their roles and
how to balance the students’ academic needs with the behavioral challenges
presented (Alisic, 2012; Zetlin, MacLeod, & Kimm, 2012). Further, one study
reported that teachers in a school located in a residential treatment center
conveyed a need for being able to “translate their trauma training knowledge
into practices conducive to an educational setting” (Crosby, Day, Baroni, &
Somers, 2015). In this study, one teacher specifically stated that it proved to be
difficult to keep the students’ trauma experiences from overshadowing the
educational efforts.

For youth in out-of-home care, and most notably, residential treatment
centers, which contain on-site schools, the school context is very proximal to
their daily lives. Educational attainment of youth in out-of-home care can
also counteract the negative effects of maltreatment, separation, and possible
lack of permanency, which are commonly experienced by youth in out-of-
home care (DuCloux, 2008; National Working Group on Foster Care and
Education, 2014). Educational attainment not only increases the chance for
economic success in adulthood, but also provides opportunities for improved
physical, social, and intellectual well-being during these critical developmen-
tal periods (National Working Group on Foster Care and Education, 2014).
However, much more needs to be explored to better understand teachers’
needs and find ways to help find a balance between curriculum and instruc-
tion, and children’s trauma experiences and behavioral reactions to enhance
academic experiences of youth in residential treatment facilities.

This study investigated teacher and student perceptions with a specific focus
on female adolescent students. The purpose of the present study was to better
understand teachers and students’ perceptions of the academic environment in
a residential treatment center school setting using a focus group methodology.
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More specifically, the aim was to better understand what teachers and students
identify to be the challenges in this academic environment, with the goal of
improving the existing curriculum.

Method

During each focus group, questions were asked from two semi-structured inter-
view protocols, one for students and one for school personnel. Each focus group
lasted approximately one hour and was held on school grounds. Students were
randomly selected using stratified sampling techniques to ensure equal grades
were represented, student and teacher focus groups consisted of approximately 10
individuals. The focus groups used for this study were collected over a two-year
period. A total of tenstudent and school teacher groups were conducted during
years 2013–2014 and six total student and school teacher focus groups were
conducted during years 2014–2015. Each year, a total of 30 students were
randomly selected to participate, and all faculty and non-administrative school
personnel were invited to participate. Numbers varied slightly due to absences on
the day the focus groupwas conducted. Each group consisted of approximately 10
individuals. There were 58 youth and 27 teachers, overall, who provided
responses. Each focus group was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

A secondary data analysis was run using focus group transcript data that
consisted of seven student focus groups and six teacher focus groups, which was
collected across a two-year span (2013 to 2015). Student participants consisted
of three focus groups of females between the ages of 13 and 19 who were
enrolled in grades 9 through 12, with 64% of the students identified as African
American, 7%White, 20% biracial, and 9% either Hispanic or American Indian.
Approximately 40% of the students enrolled in the school were adjudicated
youth and 60% were placed as a result of a substantiated abuse and neglect
petition. Approximately half had IEPs and the remainder were so significantly
at-risk that the school elects to create individual learning plans for them.
Individual learning plans (ILPs) are a program that is student specific regarding
curriculum and learning goals that the student helps create. While ILPs are
curriculum focused, IEPs revolve around what accommodations or modifica-
tions a student should receive based on a disability in order to ensure access to
the curriculum. Teacher participants included 7 males and 19 females, with one
who did not specify his or her sex. Of the 27 teacher participants, nine were in
their first year of teaching at this residential school. In addition, 70% of the
teachers identified as European American, followed by 19% African American,
7% other race/multiracial, and 4% unknown.

The study site is a single-gender, public, chartered, strict discipline academy
co-located on the campus of a large residential treatment facility in a large urban
city in the Midwest. The school and facility provide educational services exclu-
sively to female students who were currently or previously placed in a residential
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treatment facility, and all had experienced child abuse and neglect. The students
had varied traumatic histories, and the majority of enrolled students were three
to four years below standard grade level. About 50% of the students qualify for
special education; however, it is institution policy and practice to develop
individual education plans for all students enrolled. Class sizes were small,
typically no more than 15 students. The Common Core State Standards were
followed, as required for all public-school institutions.

Average length of stay in the residential facility was four to six months. The
school recognized that academic performance for each student is important, but
that in addition, there were other factors that shape the success of a well-
rounded student and the school aims to assist these students by adhering to
a school discipline system that focuses primarily on treatment. The goal is to
provide an effective social–emotional learning environment to teach students
emotion self-regulation and positive social skills, including how to make more
responsible choices.

Study Procedure

The study was approved by the first author’s university Institutional Review
Board. Information about the study was distributed to participants and their
legal guardians during school registration. An assumed consent process was used,
whereby students could opt out of participation at any time. These focus groups
were conducted during the school day and were limited to one class period in
length. Teachers provided verbal consent to participate in the focus groups. As
these focus groups were conducted during after school hours, teachers that were
not interested in volunteering were not required to stay after school.

Focus group method was used to explore student and teachers’ perspec-
tives of the academic environment in a residential treatment center. The
phenomenological approach was utilized to inform the design of the current
study. Phenomenology was selected because it provides the opportunity to
uncover hidden processes and phenomena (Palmer, Larkin, de Visser, &
Fadden, 2010), which is critical to understanding the unique needs and
experiences of this vulnerable population. Although not commonly used
in phenomenology, focus group were chosen because the data can uncover
specific shared lived experiences; elicit new perspectives as group members
confirm or deny each other’s experiences; and provide rich, intergroup
interpretation (Bradbury-Jones, Sambrook, & Irvine, 2009). Each focus
group participant was assigned a number; these ID numbers and their
corresponding responses were documented in the transcripts to ensure
that the researchers could offer an account of each individual participant’s
claims and concerns and capture commonalities of experience to account
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for context. Prevalence rates of identified themes were captured by fre-
quency and participant.

An important characteristic of the focus group is that groups are the focus of
the analyses (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). The main advantage of the focus
group is the opportunity to observe interactions in a naturalistic setting, which
provides the researchers an opportunity to collect data on a large range of
behaviors (Morgan, 1996). When using this method, researchers have the oppor-
tunity to identify the full range of perspectives of the study participants, allowing
them to clarify or expand upon their insights thatmight be left underdeveloped in
an in-depth interview (Powell & Single, 1996). In addition, group discussions
from focus groups can provide evidence about similarities and differences in the
participants’ perceptions and experiences, as opposed to reaching conclusions
from separate statements from each interviewee from individual interviews
(Morgan, 1996). Further, the ability to give the group control over the direction
of the interview is highly useful in exploratory research, and focus group can
produce concentrated amounts of data on the topic of interest (Morgan, 1996).
And finally, the advantage of focus groups is the reliance on group interactions to
produce data, and the comparisons that participants make among each other’s
perceptions and experiences are an invaluable source of insight into complex
behaviors (Morgan & Krueger, 1993).

Analyses

Transcripts were analyzed for themes using a critical hermeneutics process
(a line-by-line coding of the experiential claims, perspectives, and under-
standings of each participant) (Kinsella, 2006). Three researchers coded the
transcripts independently; these researchers then came together as a group
using constant comparison methods to explore commonalities, differences,
and main ideas derived from the experiential material (Dye, Schatz,
Rosenberg, & Coleman, 2000). Final themes and subthemes were derived
through group dialogue, which developed a more interpretive account of the
data. Focus group transcripts were coded by hand and prevalence rates by
theme were hand calculated across all transcripts.

The research team identified four primary themes throughout the student
data and four in the teacher data. Each student theme identified students’ self-
reported needs within the classroom as well as a variety of factors that could be
modified in order to improve their overall academic experience. Within the
teacher themes, various accommodations were identified that could improve the
classroom environment as well as suggestions to manage challenges they
encounter throughout the years in their position. These themes provide the
basis for general issues that could be hindering students’ learning environment
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as well as teachers’ instructional and classroom interpersonal effectiveness.
These themes are presented in detail and later discussed.

Results

Themes from the Student Focus Groups

Theme 1: Need for Differentiated Instruction within the Classrooms. The stron-
gest theme addressed by 77% of the students included their difficulties in the
classroom that could be addressed by proper use of differentiated instruction
techniques within the classroom to adjust to students’ vastly different skills and
backgrounds that they bring to school. For example, differentiation occurs when
there is strategic variation in topics covered and materials used by the teachers.
Approximately 26% of the students acknowledged that there is a need for more
detailed instructions, while another 18% voiced that they were not being chal-
lenged by the coursework provided. Thirty-three percent of students stated that
in order to address the variety of issues in one classroom, it would be beneficial
to have additional staff in each classroom, such as teaching assistants or tutors.

Students expressed their frustration regarding the speed at which some
teachers presentmaterials, their brief explanations, and teachers’ lack of patience
when they are asked to explain certain materials multiple times. One student
stated:

… they [teachers] don’t really know how to explain theyself or when students need
help with certain things they just be like it’s in the book, or ask somebody else. You
supposed to help us to understand … to help us visualize it, and we still don’t
understand it … go over it a thousand times until I get it, because Miss XXX, she
be able to break it down … then you still tell her you still don’t get it, she’ll come
over to you.

… sometimes I get irritated and I get mad if I don’t know what I’m doing and I’m
trying to ask and they are not really helping.” “Just because another student get the
work or whatever, that don’t mean this student gonna get it … you have to actually
take the time to explain.

Other students also expressed a need to be more challenged by the curriculum,
stating that the school was “too easy” and the assignments given were below the
level appropriate for their grade. These students expressed their concerns about
not being prepared for life outside of the classroom. As students had mentioned:

This school is too easy, like it’s no challenge. I think that’s why I get bored so
quick.

They should have like real classes that we have on the outside, and they need more
teachers and more classes.

Cause in real school you have challenges, this school, they just give you kinder-
garten work.
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… and then you’re done with the worksheet, there’s not another assignment that’s
comin’ for you, you just sit there.

… for like the last week, week and a half doing the same thing over and over
again … and it makes me mad every time … because I’m sitting here like I’m not
learning a single thing.

… we’re more than a grade behind.

… I had to take my ACT, I got a 13. I mean, I didn’t know nothing, nothing at
all … they really setting you up for failure at this school and they think you doing
something. I had … honor roll every quarter, you know or whatever, that’s only
cause it’s way-it’s super easy …

Finally, the students acknowledged that the teachers had difficulties with teach-
ing so many students at different levels within each classroom. They voiced that
the teachers struggled to meet the individual needs of each student, and they
believe that additional, trained support in the classroom would be beneficial for
both students and teachers.

Theme 2: Need for Least-Intrusive Behavioral Management. Thirty-four per-
cent of the participating students voiced their concern about staff and teachers’
methods of dealing with various student behavioral issues. Students expressed
a need to have less intrusive ways to deal with behavior problems, such as having
another adult speak with the student outside of the classroom and creating
a solution where class could continue while the problemwas being resolved. The
students mainly discussed that it was important to avoid stopping the class,
which would consequently interrupt the learning of those who were behaving
properly. One student stated:

… when she [teacher] seen one girl or a few off focus, she’ll stop the whole class.
I try to do my work, but when there’s so much talking going on that’s not about
the work, I tend to get upset. A lot of kids walk out of the class to go and we have
to stop like class… when they clear [when behavioral issues occur, all activity stops
until situation is taken care of] … you gotta go in the first room so you’re missing
some of your class for a minute because they gotta deal with the situation before
they take your out of the clear.

Theme 3: Need for Preventive Strategies for Behavior. The previous theme led to
this next largest theme found among students. Approximately 14%of the students
being interviewed identified a need for preventative strategies in the classroom
regarding behavior problems. During this discussion, students brought up possi-
ble preventive techniques, strategies, and coping skills that could be utilized, such
as taking a break outside the classroom, reading, or listening to music. Students
also discussed how it was beneficial when teachers and students had a positive
relationship, as thismade it easier for the teachers to recognize individual warning
signs and take action before the behavioral problems escalated. This is reflected in
the following quotes:
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If they got a problem have them step out in the hall and have somebody come [de]
escalate them.

… there are some staff that will notice you’re upset and pull you out of class to talk
to you, try to help you calm down … a lot of the time they wait you know until the
last moment when you’re just about to explode or other kids are about to explode
uh, and then they’ll try to intervene.

Theme 4: Need for Recognition. Approximately 6% of the students interviewed
expressed that those who stay focused and complete their work should be
acknowledged. They talked about feeling frustrated with always striving to do
well, but their hard work is often overlooked because the teacher tended to focus
more on those who do not complete their work. The following quotes provide
evidence for this:

… focus on the kids that are doing their work and that are participating and want
to do good, don’t focus on the kids that are being loud and obnoxious … don’t
focus on those kids.

… focus on the kids that are trying to get their work done.

he’s [teacher] so focused on everybody else that he doesn’t appreciate us … they’re
so focused on these other troubled kids that they don’t focus on the people who
really doing good.

Like when they gave student of the month to a girl that was barely ever in class …
you give her multiple student of the months … and I’m sitting here like … I’m
doing well in that class … then I don’t get appreciated, I don’t get recognized …
I work my butt off and I don’t get any appreciation for it. And you just take it for
granted or like you just–you just don’t care.

Themes from the Teacher Focus Groups

Theme 1: Lesson Plan Difficulties. The theme most frequently discussed was
difficulties teachers experience when planning their lessons. Approximately 31%
of the teachers interviewed revealedmany challenges when creating lesson plans,
such as being aware of the traumatic experiences of their students. They noted
how difficult it was, especially as a new teacher, to know precisely what informa-
tion would serve as a trigger in which students and how to make information
relevant to the students’ experiences. They also discussed the little time they are
given to the lesson plan, and more specifically, insufficient amount of time for
class preparation, which is needed for making adjustments to the lesson plans.
As several teachers said:

I can have the first month of school planned out, and it could change the second
I have my first class and … I need to teach a week or two before I can like really
plan.
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I could plan a great lesson and I’m gonna have to do so much work every night
because this didn’t go well where in you know, 90% of other classrooms it would
probably have gone beautifully but it didn’t because of the nature of our school and
our students …

I teach Biology and one of our topics was genetics … it could really easily trigger
someone whose mom did this or I never knew my parents.

For me … it’s just a mindfulness of like their sensitivity to certain things that
would trigger them cause teaching social studies, there’s some pretty rough stuff
that … could set off a whole bunch of issues for some of the girls, so it just helps
me be more mindful and observant of their reactions …

Theme 2:Academic vs. Social EmotionalWell-being. Of the teachers interviewed,
29% brought up conflicting thoughts regarding teachers’ concerns with students’
academic growth versus the importance of students’ self-esteem. The teachers
noted that students’ academic well-being was important, but because of the
nature of the facility at which they are employed, often the academic mission of
teaching becomes overshadowed by the students’ social, emotional, and beha-
vioral treatment goals of the child welfare agency. The quotes below support this:

Attendance is terrible … it feels like they’re pulled out of school for a lot of
things … but at the same time, I know your education is, and their education has
already been put on a stand still given the situation that you’ve been in x multiple
schools.

When you have a student that actually wants to do well … they’ll get pulled all the
time, but they’re like “I’m not doing well in class,” it’s like you’re not here, but it’s
also not your fault … being in class is important for learning … and then it’s like
that feeling I don’t do well in school, you’re not successful, and they’re experien-
cing failure and … they shut down because they’re not doing well.

I don’t care if they are going to get 32 on their ACTs, I care that they gain confidence,
they feel good about themselves, and they leave a better person … they gotta learn
algebra 2, this is very important, but really it is not that important… I want all the girls
to be involved at whatever level they are able to achieve at.

Theme 3: Balancing Academic and Behavioral Needs. Concern was also
expressed by 29% of the teachers regarding balancing students’ academic and
behavioral needs in the classroom. The concern was regarding the way in which
behavioral issues were handled as to not distract others from the overall learning
process. The teachers also mentioned about finding a balance between learned
helplessness of the students and their own expectations of them, need for
structure within their classrooms, and beingmindful of students’ trauma triggers
and prevention of those behaviors from escalating. As the teachers have stated:

Structure is very important to the girls, having some consistency and things that
they can expect realizing that they appreciate that structure and support as far as
knowing what to expect and consistency.
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I mean some of my really good students will then get triggered because they wanna
learn and they want their teacher and their elders to be respected and they want to
like defend the teachers … I’ve noticed with students getting triggered is not only
with like the verbal assault that escalates and sometimes you know, physical assault
also the inconsistency of like guidelines and consequences within our school …

Theme 4:Additional Assistance within the Classroom. Approximately 14% of the
teachers voiced a need for additional and consistent assistance in their classroom.
They expressed the varying academic levels of the students in one classroom. In
cases where behavioral issues may arise, they believe that having another person
in the room with them could improve these students’ academic experiences.
Some teachers acknowledged that they had received help in their classroom;
however, those aids often were not trained to be working with this population.
The following quotes support the above:

… if someone [student] is put into (X) class and it’s an algebra 2 class and they are
not even ready for multiplication yet, we have to alter according to the kids skills
‘cause that is what is expected here.

I don’t have a TA, I rarely have consistent staff, so it’s difficult to rely on that kind
of assistance … when I do get staff, I don’t use them as efficiently because I plan on
not having consistent staff …

If I don’t immediately… run over to them[students], but of course eight different girls
are calling my name at the same time … but often they do- are agitated by that and
they’re like … nobody cares, everybody’s ignoring me, and that gets to me.

Discussion

Results of this study offer insight into teacher and female students’ perceptions
of what they identify to be the challenges in a female residential treatment center
academic environment. This is currently a gap in the literature, which the
current study addresses. The various themes identified throughout the present
study reflect complexities in students’ academic and behavioral difficulties as
perceived by both the students and teachers in a residential treatment center
school. This school context is unique, but the issues experienced by the students
in a residential treatment center are similar to those experienced by students in
traditional K-12 settings where classrooms have significant number of students
with behavioral, social, emotional, and/or academic challenges. In the present
study, perspectives from both students and teachers revealed similar as well as
different perceptions about the causes of and solutions to students’ academic
challenges. However, there are some themes identified uniquely by the teachers
and not the students, and vice versa. For instance, both students and teachers
shared concerns such as a desire to have extra help within the classroom and the
difficulty balancing education and behavioral needs. On the other hand, only the
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students mentioned feeling under-challenged and not receiving enough reinfor-
cement. All of the themes are discussed next, and these findings provide open-
ings to help improve educational opportunities for female students in this and
similar residential treatment centers, by improving the teachers’ preparation and
supports in both training and practice.

Students perceived the class sizes to be too large and voiced their concern that
their educational needs were not being adequately met. In addition, both
teachers and students recognized the varying academic levels that comprised
each classroom, which seemed to also negatively affect the overall academic
environment. While class sizes at this school generally do not exceed a total of
17, there appear to be variations in students’ academic skills and thus their needs
for help may be overlooked. Students suggested having separate classes depend-
ing on the level of the students, but the teachers reported that some students
have a difficult time waiting for assistance and suggested having properly trained
help in the classroom. Indeed, there are residential staff members in the class-
room to help with behavior management, but they do not typically have training
in education. While both are solutions to improving students’ achievement
within the classrooms, these solutions may not be practical due to the nature
of the facility as well as budget concerns. Working with youth at different levels
within one classroom occurs in almost every school, and because of this,
differentiated instruction has been heavily emphasized over the past few years.
However, this becomes complicated by high level of turnovers in residential
settings. Teachers in each classroom need in-depth training, which would
include how to adapt to the varying environments and students’ skill levels, in
addition to behavioral training. Indeed, in-depth, in-classroom training has been
suggested as critical for teachers’ academic intervention (e.g., see Leisy Stosich,
2016), and this likely applies to these students as well.

Students’ behavioral problems are common occurrences in residential treat-
ment center schools. Training is provided to all school staff at the beginning of
the year in all areas – behavioral, academic, community building, and procedural
development. However, both students and teachers reported struggling with
how disruptions in the classrooms are often handled. Both students and teachers
mentioned that once a student exhibits disruptive behaviors, the remaining
students are negatively affected by the disrupted flow of the educational envir-
onment and learning. Clearly, teachers cannot control the fact that some stu-
dents develop intense triggers, but the students discussed possible preventative
techniques that could work for each of them individually. Examples included
teachers and staff being aware of the warning signs, or allowing students to take
a break, read, or listen to music. A previous study supported these notions, with
teachers reporting that unless behaviors were severe, it can be difficult to notice
the subtler signs of behavioral problems (Frauenholtz, Mendenhall, & Moon,
2017). Students also emphasized that those who disrupt the class should be
spoken with in privacy, rather than inside the classroom where the rest of the
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students are present. These are all instructional skills that would ensure teachers’
success in handling students’ behavioral problems in the classrooms.

The prevention effort noted by both students and teachers as being the most
important was positive teacher–student relationship, which is facilitated by
a trusting relationship, allowing teachers to know the students on an individual
level and becoming more aware of their triggers ways to calm them. One study
that focused on classroommanagement strategies found that developing a rapport
with each student was the most effective strategy (Brown, 2004). A study by
Hughes, Wu, Kwok, Villarreal, and Johnson (2012) also found that a positive
student–teacher relationship buffered the risk of low self-competence among
students who were academically at-risk, resulting in less academic disengagement.
Importantly, teachers can explicitly display care in constructive ways and to reflect
on this in an ongoing manner, which was shown to have a positive impact on the
students (O’Connor, 2006). This skill, while already incorporated in the training
during the beginning of the year, could be enhanced and repeated periodically
throughout the academic year to better prepare teachers for students’ triggers,
should they arise. In addition, teachers may also include students in de-escalation
or calming strategies. For example, teachers could ask the students to name three
things that would be useful in a situation where behavioral problems escalate.
Doing so can improve student–teacher relationships by allowing students to
provide feedback in situations in which they are directly involved. Students may
also become more self-aware of their feelings and utilize skills that work best for
them.

Another theme that emerged from the findings is academic expectations. The
student group perceived their teachers as having low expectations of the stu-
dents. Many expressed concerns that they would be underprepared for the “real
world” once they complete the program, which can negatively affect their views
of themselves and their academic potential. One earlier study reviewed research
on self-fulfilling prophecy and teachers’ expectations (Brophy, 1983). The study
noted that while the effects of self-fulling prophecy can be small (about 5%-10%)
in average classrooms, these numbers can increase based on students’ perception
of their teachers’ behavior. In the present study, the students reported feeling as
if they were not being held to the same standards as students in traditional public
schools. Interestingly, teachers reported difficulty in challenging their students
without overwhelming them. Moreover, many teachers admitted that the focus
on academics can sometimes inadvertently shift when mental health and beha-
vioral needs become more urgent. In the process of striking a balance between
academic and behavioral expectations, both teachers and students will likely
benefit from enhanced and explicit supports, starting with targeting teachers in
training.

Finally, students voiced their concern about not being acknowledged in their
classroom. Many expressed feeling upset that those who worked hard, completed
their assignments, and excelled academically did not receive enough positive
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reinforcement. They continued to express that teachers focus mostly on students
who were struggling or who exhibited behavioral problems. Teachers in most
schools experience challenges when they attempt tomeet the needs of all students
in situations where they must expend their energy inadvertently to a particular
student who is acting out. In situations where teachers are confronted with
students who demonstrate behavioral problems, they are more likely to respond
by providing negative feedbacks (see Sprouls, Mathur, & Upreti, 2015). However,
among the students who receive treatment at this facility, most have trauma
histories and emotional/behavioral disturbances. There is a critical need for
teachers to be trained to respond with positive feedback for students with special
needs. To do so, teachers need to be provided with explicit and ongoing instruc-
tions on how to respond with encouragements to these students.

Limitations and Implications for Research

The issue of reliance on interactions in the group to produce data that is inherent
in the focus group can be both a strength and weakness. The inherent weakness
of the focus group is that the group itself may shape the nature of the data it
produces, and might generate concerns about the tendency toward conformity
(see, e.g., Sussman, Burton, Dent, Stacy, & Flay, 1991). The questions as asked
elicited the responses that are presented, but it may be of benefit for future
research on this topic to pull for information on potential themes for what is
working well in the setting, if those more positive themes do not naturally
emerge. Also, considering that the study participants were in a residential
treatment center located in urban Midwest, the present study did not consider
the socio-economic status and poverty, which can seriously undermine their
educational experiences. Further, given the unique nature of the sample for this
study (female youth in a residential treatment center), future research should
focus the same questions examined in this study on other contexts such as
therapeutic boarding schools or mixed gender treatment centers, which are also
unique compared to the current sample. This is important as the results of this
study may not generalize well to residential treatment facilities with a mixed
gender or all male student body. Another consideration for future research is the
teaching experience of the educators that were sampled in the focus group.
Approximately one-third of the teachers were within their first year of teaching,
and it is possible that their experience level may have influenced their responses
in the focus group. These limitations aside, the study findings have major
implications for future research.

As previously stated, empirical scholarship on educational attainment and
outcome of youth in out-of-home care is limited, in comparison to studies on
behavioral problems and emotional disturbance of these youth. Future studies
might build on the current findings by exploring multifaceted factors that might
be related to educational outcomes of youth in out-of-home care. Research
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might consider, for instance, quality of students’ friendships and peer relation-
ships, work-related burnout experienced by teachers, and perceptions of other
school staff members in residential treatment center schools. In a review of
research on outcomes of youth in residential treatment center, Hair (2005)
concluded that positive behavior and educational outcomes can be sustained
in residential treatment centers that utilize a treatment that is multi-modal,
holistic, and ecological in its approach. Thus, an ecological approach to under-
standing factors that are associated with educational outcomes of youth in out-of
-home care is warranted.

Implications for Policy and Practice

Students’ behavioral disruptions might supersede academic instructions, which
is a common challenge expressed by teachers. Teaching various academic levels
in one classroom is also a challenge, which can compromise students’ learning
and academic performances. Students who require extra help may not receive it
at the pace they need and can fall behind as a result. In addition, students who
need more challenging assignments may express boredom, do not learn at the
level at which they are capable, and are at risk of behavioral problems.Moreover,
students who work hard and excel may not receive the recognition and positive
reinforcement that they feel they deserve, which can generate resentment and
academic disengagement.

Ideally, residential treatment center teachers would be trained to help stu-
dents in the classrooms on both behavioral and academic matters. However, this
may not be feasible due to budget constraints in many of these centers. One
solution could include additional training for current staff, residential staff, and
teachers, particularly on how to provide intervention for academics among this
at-risk population. Cross training between different types of staff/teachers can
result in everyone working toward the same goals, which is most likely to
produce the most successful outcomes in students (Dishion & Stormshak,
2007; Kirby & Fraser, 1997; Margolis, Fosco, & Stormshak, 2016). It will be
most helpful for teachers and students in residential treatment center schools if
there is an enhanced emphasis on both academic instructions and behavioral
intervention that will best meet the unique needs of these students. For youth
with both behavioral and academic needs, interventions should (a) be contex-
tually sensitive and consider a lifespan focus and (b) consider the important role
of adults (e.g., teachers, staff members, caregivers) in meeting the educational
and behavioral needs of the students (see Dishion & Stormshak, 2007; Kirby &
Fraser, 1997). In order to achieve this, it is necessary to provide an ecological
assessment, which comprehensively assesses a youths functioning across multi-
ple settings. For example, a youth may do well in math and science classes, but
have behavioral outbursts during language arts. Or, a youthmay be calm in class,
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but become irritable and upset during unstructured time or during family time.
Gathering this specific information on the functioning of each child, across
various settings is essential to best understanding behavioral antecedents to
focus on for treatment.

Many teachers who enter pre-service training may not know they are prepar-
ing to work in a residential treatment school. Very few universities offer pre-
service training to prepare teachers to work in alternative school environments in
which a high proportion of students have been exposed to trauma. To address this
gap, the 115th Congress has introduced the Trauma-Informed Care for Children
and Families Act of 2017; this bill, if passed, would require the Department of
Education to award grants for the improvement of trauma support services and
mental health care for children in educational settings.

Conclusion

Residential treatment centers strive to incorporate both behavioral and academic
learning into their students’ daily lives. Trainings for teachers and staff on work-
ing with students in residential treatment centers are provided annually.
However, the study findings suggest that additional efforts are needed to improve
not only the academic functioning of students but also the overall academic
environment. These particular findings can be used to inform the development
of an intervention to address the academic concerns outlined by the students. For
urban youth in residential treatment centers, educational success is critical to
their overall long-term well-being. To achieve this, the first step is to ensure that
appropriate care is provided to students with behavioral problems and that any
academic barriers are addressed.
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