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ABSTRACT 

Mental health challenges continue to rise amongst children, proving the 

need for successful school based mental health services. Agency schools can 

combine treatment and education in order to try and meet the diverse needs of 

students in-risk that are unable to succeed in community school settings. In 

conducting this study, I present and interpret the perspective of teachers for policy 

makers, administrators, and researchers to develop a deeper understanding of the 

structure and dynamics of day treatment programs and transitions, so that agency 

schools can continue to develop to meet the needs of students. In this qualitative 

case study, I investigated the lived experiences of teachers working in agency 

schools in a region in Southwestern Ontario. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted, and the data was analyzed through Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA). Five themes emerged from an analysis of the data: 1) Teaching the 

Whole Child; 2) Communication; 3) Collaboration and Team Dynamics; 4) The 

Present Role of Parent(s) and/or Guardians; and 5) Successful and Adaptive 

Transition. The themes present a general conception of how teachers identify their 

role in agency schools while providing evidence of the success of day treatment 

programs and student transitions.  

 

Key Works: risk; mental health; agency schools; teachers; interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA)  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

There is growing concern around the gap in achievement levels amongst the 

increasingly diverse population of students, as well as an increase in the number of 

students who are dropping out of school before graduating (Gallagher, Malloy & 

Ryerson, 2016; OME, 2010). Various individual, family, or school related factors place 

students at risk of not graduating. Some of these risk factors include, but are not limited 

to, those who are from minority groups, have various exceptionalities, live in poverty, 

and those who are not exposed to encouraging environments (Campie, Pakstis, Flynn, & 

McDermott, 2015; Hughes & Adera, 2006). Despite efforts to improve academic and 

overall achievement among students who are at risk of not graduating, a substantial gap 

exists between achievement levels among these students and others, specifically students 

experiencing difficulties among social, emotional, developmental and/or behavioural 

development (Brimblecombe et al., 2017; Hughes & Adera, 2006; OME, 2019).  

For the purpose of this research, social, emotional, developmental and 

behavioural development are defined as children’s ability to express and regulate emotion 

in socially and appropriate ways, form close and secure adult and peer relationships, and 

explore the environment and learn (Darling-Churchill & Lippman, 2016; Jones, Zaslow, 

Darling-Churchill & Halle, 2016; Yates et al., 2008). Some of the characteristics and 

skills of positive social, emotional, developmental and behaviour development include, 

but are not limited to, emotion expression and management, empathy, perspective taking, 

self-confidence, as well as the ability to develop and maintain relationships with others 

(Darling-Churchill & Lippman, 2016; Jones et al., 2016; Yates et al., 2008). 
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Maladjustment in these domains may impede a child’s ability to function in family, 

school, and other contexts (Darling-Churchill & Lippman, 2016; Yates et al., 2008). 

These issues can be very complex; however, the following list gives a brief overview of 

some of the examples of issues that children and adolescents can be facing due to an 

influence of both environmental and biological factors (El-Radhi, 2015; Ogundele, 2018). 

Behaviour challenges can include oppositional defiance disorder, conduct disorder and 

attention deficit hyperactive disorder; conduct disorders, which are often referred to as 

antisocial behaviours, can include aggression and theft; emotional problems can include 

depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder; and developmental disorders can 

include intellectual disability and speech/language delay (El-Radhi, 2015; Ogundele, 

2018). 

The prevalence of mental health issues is also on the rise amongst children and 

adolescents. According to the MHASEF Research Team (2015) as many as 1 in 5 

children and youth in Ontario will experience some form of mental health problems. 

Some common mental illnesses that affect children and adolescents include, but are not 

limited to, anxiety disorder, attention-deficit disorder, conduct disorder, depression, 

bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and suicide (MHASEF Research Team, 2015). The 

prevalence of these issues is even higher amongst students who are at risk of not 

graduating; further compromising their chances of success (Brimblecombe et al., 2017).  

Students can be deemed “at-risk”, “in-risk”, or “high-risk” when they lack 

resiliency skills necessary to overcome various risk factors. These terms are often used 

interchangeably to address the degree of intervention and support required for students at 

risk of academic failure (Campie et al., 2015; Hughes & Adera, 2006; McWhirter et al., 
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2017). Although this is terminology used by researchers and professionals in the field of 

education and social work, many individuals would argue that this is a deficit view of 

thinking that can be harmful to students (Hartwick & Kubisiak, 2014). Specifically, the 

term “at-risk” is used regularly in education policy discussions, news articles, and by 

professionals in education. Students attending alternative education in agency schools 

would be defined as “in-risk”, as they are currently unable to succeed in mainstream 

schooling due to various characteristics or conditions. When these terms are used 

effectively, they can be used to help identify risk and protective factors to help mitigate 

harm to students. In educational research and practice, these risk terms are commonly 

used to identify students who do not perform well in traditional education settings, 

however often times these risk factors that determine this status are often out of the 

control of the student and their families. The purpose of the terms is to suggest a focus on 

prevention and intervention for students, however it is argued that these terms can place 

harsh labels on students that perpetuate deficits (Hartwick & Kubisiak, 2014). I have 

decided to use this terminology in my research to keep consistent with the language used 

by current policy, as well as the professionals used in my research. However, I 

understand the implications of the terminology and use it sparingly.  

There are currently numerous programs and supports in place within local school 

boards to reduce or alleviate risk factors and issues students may be facing, such as 

school social workers, child and youth workers, student success teachers, as well as 

alternative forms of education such as agency schools. When children and adolescents are 

dealing with serious social, emotional, developmental, and/or behavioural issues that 
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need more support than their own school can offer, they may be assessed to attend day 

treatment in an agency school.  

 An agency school blends education with day treatment1 for individuals with 

serious mental, emotional, developmental and/or behavioural issues (OME, 2017; OME, 

2019). The Ontario Ministry of Education (OME) describes these alternative schools as 

“Educational Programs in Government-Approved Facilities for Care, Treatment and 

Custodial or Correctional (CTCC) Facilities” (2019). In Ontario, these settings were 

previously referred to as Sections 23 classrooms because this is the number and section of 

the funding regulation that allows these schools to receive provincial funding (OME, 

2009). Under the education act (subsection 171(1), paragraph 40), school boards have the 

authority to conduct education in CTCC facilities (e.g. community agencies, youth justice 

centres, mental health and/or hospital settings) where the school board provides the 

educational programming and the facility provides the care, treatment, and/or 

rehabilitation (OME, 2017).  

These services are designed to prevent movement to a more intensive level of care 

(OME, 2017).  Students attend the day treatment program during regular school hours, 

instead of their community school. Placement is considered temporary, and the average 

student is usually in a program for a year and then re-integrated back into their 

community school (OME, 2017). The goal for the interdisciplinary team working in 

agency school settings is to bring together mental health professionals and educators to 

                                                
1 Day treatment is a partial hospitalization program joint with education for those individuals with serious 
mental, emotional, developmental, and/or behavioural issues (OME, 2017, OME, 2019). These services are 
designed to prevent movement to a more intensive level of care (OME, 2017; OME, 2019). Although 
treatment is a medical term, it is used in this research to keep consistent with policy documents in Ontario, 
as well as the language used by the professionals interviewed in this research. 
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coordinate different methodologies and strategies to provide for the diverse needs of 

students (OME, 2019; Pazaratz, 1998; Stephan, Sugai, Lever & Connors, 2015). Some of 

these professionals include child and youth workers, special education teachers, social 

workers, psychologists, child psychiatrists, nurses, family physicians, and various 

therapists (OME, 2017). These treatment programs offer a variety of different services 

designed to support children, youth and families such as crisis stabilization, diagnostic, 

assessment, and intervention.  

Each school board has its own process for determining admission into these 

programs, and psychological testing is often required to determine how a student could 

benefit from this type of setting. Referral is normally carried out by school staff such as a 

teacher or principal who is referring an identified student to their respective board liaison 

to discuss the process and request a referral package from the agency schools’ committee 

(OME, 2019). Sources of referral will complete a package, and the agency school 

committee will contact the respective school to support the application process (OME, 

2019). The families of the student are then required to complete the application process to 

be admitted into the programs. There are a series of minimum expectations of intake and 

eligibility required by the OME (2019) and the Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth 

Services (OMCYS) (2015). A clear intake process must be developed and documented 

for families to have access to and the student’s needs and urgency of intervention must be 

assessed where preliminary service options are communicated to families (OMCYS, 

2015). When there is a waitlist for service, students and families will be provided with 

information and supports to help them while waiting such as other community services 

they can access (OMCYS, 2015). 
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Day treatment is regarded as a resocialization process for students to successfully 

transition back into their community school. Inclusion among peers is pivotal to students’ 

social-emotional development (Acramidis et al., 2000), and thus the socialization process 

is equally as necessary when a child returns from an agency school. For students who are 

facing risk factors, they tend to conduct themselves differently from their peers and are 

thus isolated socially. By removing students from the standard classroom, it is debatable 

whether or not this promotes inclusion by teaching strategies to improve behaviour upon 

return, or if it pervades pre-existing social isolation (Acramidis et al., 2000). Some 

definitions of inclusion state that those with exceptionalities should learn alongside their 

peers, while others deem this to be a hindrance to the inclusionary process (Acramidis et 

al., 2000; Claymore, 2017). Additionally, teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion and their 

ability to welcome students back into the classroom are correlated to the overall success 

of students. As such, it was important to my research to investigate the response of 

educators and their views on the reintegration and inclusionary processes.  

Importance of Study  

Providing every student with an equitable opportunity for success is one of the 

stated goals outlined by Ontario’s publicly funded education system (OME, 2009). 

Although public education is provided to individuals of all backgrounds, students who 

are living with additional challenges and risk factors are faced with much lower chances 

of success (Campie et al., 2015; Hughes & Adera, 2006).  The diversity of students 

considered in-risk is quite extensive, however the vastness of this group is markedly 

unrepresented in policy and programs intended to address the challenges being faced. 

Many programs group students in-risk into one category, even though their circumstances 
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may range from substance abuse and low-socioeconomic status, to developmental 

exceptionality (Hughes & Adera, 2006; OME, 2009). Therefore, the experiences, needs, 

and programs designed to help these students succeed should be equally as diverse. More 

research should be conducted in agency schools to understand the unique challenges that 

may be faced by the students attending these programs. Furthermore, I do not know of 

any completed studies encompassing the perspectives of teachers working in agency 

school settings, specifically in the Ontario context. By conducting this study, current gaps 

in research in Ontario agency school settings will be explored.   

Additionally, analyzing educational views on the programs available to assist the 

transition back to community schools will lead to an evaluation of what constitutes as a 

successful program and transition. Agency schools are reportedly saturated with supports 

and programs (OME, 2019), and thus it will be interesting and important to find if or how 

these programs and supports are adjusted in community schools. Bennett, Weber and 

Dworet (2013) explain that a hindering factor to educational success is the loss of 

consistency children face once they return to their community school. Programs that 

foster social and emotional health or coping skills sometimes end once the child is 

reintegrated, and rather replaced with demands of academic achievement instead (Bennett 

et al., 2013; Hughes & Adera, 2006).  

In conducting this research study, I sought to understand what resources and 

strategies are currently in place that help to make these programs successful. I also 

explored the challenges facing these students through the perspectives of teachers, as well 

as the efforts of the public education system to help these students reach academic and 

overall success during their transition back into community schools. 
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The purpose of this research is to present and interpret the perspective of teachers 

for policy makers, administrators, and researchers to develop a deeper understanding of 

the structure and dynamics of day treatment programs and transitions, so that agency 

schools can continue to develop to meet the needs of students in-risk.  

Research on the topic of students and their transition from agency schools to 

community schools requires a complex investigation into several factors that influence 

success. I started developing my interview protocol, which resulted in the following 

overarching questions. As such, the following research questions and sub questions aim 

to address these complexities by gaining first-hand accounts, opinions, and insight from 

classroom teachers:   

1. How do teachers perceive their role working with students who are receiving 

treatment in agency schools?  

2. How does their role affect the academic and overall achievement outcomes for 

students in-risk?   

3. What types of programs and strategies are in place for a successful transition from 

treatment in an agency school, back into a community school? 

Sub Questions: 

• How effective is the transition into community schools?   

Locating Myself in the Study 

  I locate myself in this study in a manner that is socially aware and knowledgeable 

of the complexity of this current topic in education. My interest and relation to this study 

is rooted in my own experiences as an elementary occasional teacher who has been 

exposed to social inequalities and risk factors amongst students.  I acknowledge my own 
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limitations as a researcher, due to my position as a Caucasian, socially-advantaged, and 

Canadian-born individual. In my recent experience supply teaching in an agency school, I 

was exposed to social factors effecting youth and their success, which I myself cannot 

fully relate to on a personal level. I have also volunteered and taken part in after school 

programs and school board events, where I have been able to assist families and children 

who may face discrimination, lack resources, as well as are from diverse cultures in an 

unfamiliar environment. I volunteered in these positions to increase my capacity as a 

teacher and a scholar in order to better understand variables affecting students and 

families. These experiences expanded my knowledge on a more personal level and 

fostered a sense of social responsibility and empathy to assist youth limited by these 

factors in transitioning back to community schools.  

My Emic and Etic Positioning 

 Firstly, I offer my experience as a former pre-service teacher at the University of 

Windsor, as well as an Early Childhood Education graduate.  I have experienced courses 

in teacher education, child development and social justice, as well as become exposed to 

diverse races, ethnicities, and social minorities in our current schools. These areas of 

study heightened my educational and social understanding of political and social 

limitations faced by individuals in society, and the ramifications this has for youths’ 

development and academic progress. During my time at the Faculty of Education, I have 

observed and gained experience working in Windsor and Essex County and being a part 

of the team countering various social and economic limitations, such as poverty, housing 

instability, stress, malnutrition, varying and instable parental work schedules, and 

inadequate access to healthcare. While completing my teacher education studies, I 
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participated in the Leadership Experience for Academic Direction (LEAD) course, 

wherein I was exposed to working with students and families facing the types of 

limitations listed above. I recall numerous instances where these limitations forced 

academics to become secondary importance because students were faced with issues such 

as frequently coming to school late, absenteeism, feeling hungry, not having healthy food 

options, not sleeping enough, and not receiving support with struggling homework or 

academics. During my time in this course, I worked with educators and parents to offer 

supports otherwise lacking from the core curriculum and available programs. Some of 

these supports included afterschool homework programs, breakfast and snack programs, 

and mindfulness programs.  

As a current occasional teacher, I have witnessed and had to intervene when a 

student’s inability to cope or their behavioral challenges interrupted the classroom and 

rendered them unfit to stay, thus requiring additional support and intervention from 

support staff such as a CYW. These students face isolation from peers and limited social 

and emotional development. Observing the struggles faced by these students first-hand is 

one of the greatest motivations for my research. While these experiences have provided 

me with insight into the risk factors faced by many students, I acknowledge that I am, in 

many ways, an outsider in this area as I compare the advantages that helped me succeed 

in school.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following literature review expands on various research elements of 

education, educators, agency schools, and their impact on students in-risk. First, diversity 

in education and the need for social and emotional learning is described.  Risk and 

resiliency amongst students are outlined, as well as the role that schools and educators 

can have to help students overcome risk and reach success. Lastly, this literature review 

describes the theoretical framework guiding this study, which consists of social capital 

theory and social learning theory. These theories assist in the formulation of interview 

questions and guide in analyzing the significance of the responses provided. In 

conducting this review of the literature, I sought to understand what current research has 

to say about the various elements required to support students attending agency schools, 

as well as during their transition back into their community schools.  

Education and its Function in Society 

Education is the sum of experiences, fact, and thought that an individual has 

gained over a lifetime (Richmond, 1975; Wood, 2011). Education is a lifelong process 

that deals with both the gaining of knowledge and the development of character and is 

not limited to a classroom or formal instruction (Richmond, 1975; Wood, 2011). 

Schooling is the formal process associated with education that takes place in elementary, 

secondary, and post-secondary institutions (Richmond, 1975). A significant dichotomy 

exists between schooling and education. Although it is impossible to think of one without 

the other, education is so much more than just the material that we learn in school. 

Schooling refers to a place intended to help prepare individuals for work and society, 
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whereas education refers to the lifelong process preparing the mind with knowledge, 

understanding, and skills (Richmond, 1975; Wood, 2011). Schools are responsible for 

formally teaching knowledge, specialized skills, norms, beliefs, as well as transmitting 

and refining cultural values (Wood, 2011).  

Educators strive to develop the abilities and creativity of each individual with the 

end goal of leading students to become functional members of society (Mishra, 2016; 

Wood, 2011). Educators take on an important role in the perpetuation of society through 

finding a way to preserve knowledge, belief, and core values (e.g. respect for authority, 

punctuality, honesty, repression of aggression, etc.), while also providing opportunities 

for change and improvement by creating a pathway for new values to be incorporated 

into existing culture (Mishra, 2016). Schooling in Canada comprises of both public and 

private primary and secondary schools. Private schools are partly funded through tuition 

paid by parents, whereas public schools are fully funded by taxpayers. For the purpose of 

this research, only publicly funded school will be referenced.  

Diversity in Education 

Developing an understanding of diversity in schools is an important part of an 

educator’s role to ensure the success of all students (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Swartz, 

2017; Taylor, Oberle, Durlak, & Weissberg, 2017). Student success encompasses a 

variety of interconnected components, measurable beyond academic achievement alone. 

When a student is successful, he or she feels confident and capable to achieve present and 

future goals, academically, as well as socially and personally. Students are then able to 

develop a positive self-concept, express happiness and satisfaction, engage in the 

classroom community, create meaningful relationships with peers and adults, as well as 
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fulfill the basic expectations of the core curriculum, to the best of their ability.  The term 

diversity describes all the ways in which individuals are both similar and different from 

one another (Kinsella & Senior, 2008). Teachers must create a classroom environment 

where all students feel safe and accepted despite differences, while also ensuring all 

students have equitable learning opportunities for academic and overall success (Swartz, 

2017; Taylor et al., 2017). There have been significant and rapid changes amongst the 

demographic makeup of Canada around immigration, growth in the Aboriginal 

population, and rural/urban migration, which is altering the cultural, linguistic, ethnic, 

mental health, and socioeconomic characteristics of Ontario public schools (Trypuc & 

Heller, 2008). 

 Multicultural education emerged to address various educational inequities among 

students based on their cultural characteristics and circumstances (Bennett, 1995). 

Multicultural education is defined as an approach for transforming education based on 

every student deserving equal opportunity and access to knowledge that will make them 

competent members of society regardless of origins, gender, sex, disability, and race 

(Bennett, 1995; Banks 1995; Levinson, 2009). Goals of multicultural education include 

increasing diversified student exposure, promoting social justice and equity, fostering 

children’s autonomy, and enabling all students to succeed (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; 

Levinson, 2009; Richards et al, 2007). Banks (1995) and Bennett (1995) believe that the 

structural organization of the school system is designed to the advantage of the dominant 

group; the dominant group being white, able-bodied, and middle class. According to 

those who hold this view, systematic changes are needed in education in order to 
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establish equity and equal opportunity for all students to reach success (Aronson & 

Laughter, 2016; Levinson, 2009; Swartz, 2017).  

 Culturally responsive practice emerged from multicultural education as a way to 

describe teachers who can understand how all students learn differently, and that these 

differences may be connected to factors such as background, language, and family 

structure. (Gay, 2002). Culturally responsive teaching is defined by Gay (2002) as “using 

the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as 

conduits for teaching them more effectively” (p. 106). Culturally responsive practice is a 

student-centered approach to teaching, where students’ unique characteristics are 

identified as strengths and used to promote a sense of achievement and well-being. It is 

divided into three functional dimensions: (1) the institutional dimension, (2) the personal 

dimension, and (3) the instructional dimension (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Richards, 

Brown, & Forde, 2007). The institutional dimension emphasizes that need to reform 

various factors that affect the organization of schools, school policies, school funding and 

school resources (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Richards et al, 2007). The personal 

dimension refers to the process teachers learn to adopt more culturally responsive views 

and practices (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Richards et al, 2007). The instructional 

dimension refers to the practices of implementing cultural responsiveness into the 

classroom (Aronson & Laughter, 2016; Richards et al, 2007). To implement this type of 

teaching requires a wide range of knowledge and experiences that allow for teachers to 

make curriculum and instruction for reflective and in response to diversity within the 

classroom. Some examples of adopting this type of practice includes adding real life 

experiences of diversity into teaching, incorporating all learning styles into instruction 
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and assignments, being aware of their own biases, and providing access to varied 

practices, ideas, and ways of life (Levinson, 2009; OME, 2017).  

This multicultural approach to education seeks to provide equitable learning 

opportunities for all students, despite the various racial, ethnic, social-class, or gender 

groups to which students belong (Bennett, 1995). This concept is an important aspect of 

not only education, but other fields such as medicine and social work (Davis et al., 2015).  

In-risk students often exhibit many diverse characteristics and circumstances. 

While the overall dropout rate of Canada remains quite low, at only 9.5% in 2006 

according to Statistics Canada, the number of students of specific groups who leave 

school early remains very high (Archambault, Janosz, Dupéré, Brault & Andrew, 2017; 

Trypuc & Heller, 2008). Attitudes towards diverse students can limit their success, 

further emphasizing how crucial it is for educators to develop an understanding of 

diversity amongst their students. From policy statements and school practices, it seems 

that agency schools are intended to assist students in continuing their education and 

resolve barriers that would otherwise potentially cause them to leave school early.   

In a 2002 study on race and education, six high school teachers from downtown 

Toronto were interviewed to understand their experience teaching racial and ethnic 

minorities (James, 2002). In this study, educators often stereotyped minority students 

with labels, such as learning disabled, disruptive, problem students, and those more likely 

to drop out. This tendency is significant when discussing the transition back to 

community schools, wherein students often face stigma and unacceptance (Gronholm, 

Nye & Michelson, 2018; Hughes & Adera, 2006; The Learning Partnership, 2004).  
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The issue of risk is important because educational attainment is linked to positive 

health, social, and economic outcomes in life (Javed, Javed & Khan, 2016; Zimmerman, 

Woolf & Haley, 2014). Ensuring that all students succeed within school and in the 

workforce is necessary for the future of our society and economy. However, despite the 

link between education and positive life outcomes, many students may be unable to 

succeed in school, and as a consequence these students are facing negative life outcomes 

such as leaving school early, getting involved in crime, joblessness, and negative health 

(Crocker, 2000; Javed, Javed & Khan, 2016; Zimmerman, Woolf & Haley, 2014).  

It is an expectation that teachers are to care for the whole child (OME, 2009; 

Noddings, 2005), thus considering each child’s academic, personal, social and emotional 

success and well-being (Swartz, 2017). Teaching the whole child is rooted in holistic 

education, which is an education philosophy where each individual is able to find 

meaning and purpose through the development of intellectual, emotional, social, physical 

and creative potential (Miller, 2016; Miller, 1990). Noddings (2005) further describes this 

approach to education as being an effective way to make our schools safer by building 

community and trust, “we must allow teachers and students to interact as whole persons, 

and we must develop policies that treat the school as a whole community” (p. 13). The 

concept of teaching to the whole child is relevant to my research, as a goal for agency 

schools is not merely to help students succeed academically, but also socially and 

emotionally (Ontario Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2012). 

One of my research questions sought to explore the types of skills being emphasized in 

agency schools by asking teachers, “What types of skills are you trying to teach these 

students?”. I am particularly interested in this topic, as students in agency schools often 
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struggle not only with academic performance, but also with developing a healthy self-

concept and sustainable relationships with peers and educators (Ontario Centre of 

Excellence for Child and Youth Mental Health, 2012; OMCYS, 2015). For all students to 

achieve overall success, education must address the needs of all students. Students faced 

with various adversity may be placed in-risk of negative education outcomes if they are 

not provided with equal learning opportunities (Campie et al., 2015; OME 2009)  

According to the OME (2017), multicultural education and culturally responsive 

practice are now widely implemented in schools across the province, and there are many 

different learning opportunities for educators around diverse and multicultural education 

such as conferences, workshops, and teacher education courses. On an anecdotal level, I 

have seen this shift in the practices being taught in my teacher education program, as well 

as the professional development training and policy documents released by the school 

board at which I work. There is an increase amongst cultural diversity, various types of 

families, and multiple gender identities that require a unique teaching approach that gives 

a voice to the diverse backgrounds that students are coming from today (OME, 2017; 

People for Education, 2018). To maintain the confidentiality with the school board used 

in this research, I did not assess the demographics of the agency schools involved. 

Although I do not specifically assess the demographics of the agency schools involved in 

this research, diversity in education is a very important topic to bring background to the 

realities of working with students in-risk. This movement towards multicultural education 

and culturally responsive practice will help shape education to be more inclusive, as well 

as combat risk factors that will help all students reach academic and overall success 

(OME, 2017).  



 

18 
 

Risk  

Risk is a collection of factors that increase an individual’s vulnerability to 

negative health and development (Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley & Weissberg, 2017; 

Hughes & Adera, 2006). These may include individual, family, school, and community 

factors that may lead to consequences depending on a child’s stage of development, as 

well as their level of resiliency to overcome these risks (Cabaj, McDonald & Tough, 

2014; Crocker, 2000; Domitrovich et al., 2017; Hughes & Adera, 2006). 

Individual factors include physical or mental health issues, disability, race, 

behavioural issues, substance misuse, learning difficulties, and negative social groups 

(Cabaj et al., 2014; Crocker, 2000; Domitrovich et al., 2017; Hughes & Adera, 2006; The 

Learning Partnership, 2004).  Family factors include low socioeconomic status, family 

stress, low parent education levels, lack of parental involvement in school, parental 

divorce, single-parent households, parental expectations, child abuse or neglect, and poor 

English language skills (Cabaj et al., 2014; Domitrovich et al., 2017). School factors 

include low academic standards, negative relationships with teachers or peers, 

unsupportive school culture, large enrollment and class sizes, low parent and community 

involvement, and lack of appropriate role models (Cabaj et al., 2014; Crocker, 2000; 

Domitrovich et al., 2017; Hughes & Adera, 2006). Community factors include lack of 

community services, high levels of crime, unsafe neighborhoods, high unemployment, 

lack of adequate healthcare, and lack of affordable funding (Cabaj et al., 2014; Crocker, 

2000; Domitrovich et al., 2017).  

If students are unable to overcome these various risk factors, this may eventually 

lead the child to be considered at-risk of academic failure (Cabaj et al., 2014; 
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Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley & Weissberg, 2017; Hughes & Adera, 2006). When 

understanding risk factors, risk accumulation is important to consider because greater 

exposure to risk will increase the likelihood of negative outcomes. Academic failure and 

leaving school early are a process that occur over time and result from a combination of 

individual, family, school, and community factors. The risk factors that are previously 

listed represent many types of diversity that teachers may encounter in their classroom. 

The studies mentioned above did not mention if or to what extent these risks are 

exasperated at the educational level when students transition out of agency schools. Many 

students experiencing these risks suffer from social isolation and bullying within the 

classroom (Acramidis, Bayliss & Burden, 2000; Claymore, 2017). In this research, I 

sought to understand how the education system is attempting to reach each of these risk 

factors, for not only students, but for providing support to families as well.  

Resiliency   

For youth and adolescents to facilitate a healthy development and reach their full 

potential, they must be able to overcome the effects of being exposed to various risk 

factors and negative experiences (Masten, 2018; Rak & Patterson, 1996). To adapt to the 

various challenges and stressors within the environment, youth need to develop resilience 

(Gardner & Stephens-Pisecco, 2019; Masten, 2018; Williamson & Witzel, 2016). 

Resilience is defined as “the capacity of those who are exposed to identifiable risk factors 

to overcome those risks and avoid negative outcomes such as delinquency and 

behavioural problems, psychological maladjustment, academic difficulties and physical 

complications” (Rak & Patterson, 1996, p. 368). When individuals are resilient, they can 
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cope with environmental stress and challenges in order to reach overall success (Gardner 

& Stephens-Pisecco, 2019; Masten, 2011; Williamson & Witzel, 2016).  

Early work on resilience focuses on resilience that is occurring naturally, whereas 

more recent efforts have shifted towards ways to promote resilience (Masten, 2018). 

Emmy Werner and Ruth Smith conduced an influential study that began the shift from 

risk to resilience (Werner & Smith, 1988). They conducted a longitudinal study that 

followed over 600 children born on the island of Kauai, Hawaii beginning at birth in 

1955 and continuing over the next 32 years (Werner & Smith, 1988). Werner and Smith 

(1988) found that there was a percentage of children who faced very adverse conditions 

such as chronic poverty, parents who had not graduated from high school, and family 

mental illness. Many of these children developed serious problems by the age of 10, 

however, one-third of the children in those adverse situations still managed to do very 

well in their lives. Werner and Smith named these children “vulnerable, but invincible” 

(1988). The researchers checked in with their participants regularly over 32 years. It was 

noted that more of the high-risk children began to do better as they got older. Many of the 

individuals who experienced difficulties as teenagers (e.g. delinquencies, mental health 

problems, pregnancies), had become successful functioning adults (Werner & Smith, 

1988). Werner and Smith (1988) found that despite potentially debilitating risk factors, 

those who showed the most resiliency were those who developed what they described as 

protective factors. They noted that positive relationships, rather than risk factors seemed 

to have a more profound impact on the direction of an individual’s life (Werner & Smith, 

1988).  
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Efforts have moved away from a deficit-based model to a strength-based model, 

which focuses on understanding strengths, protective factors, and promoting competence 

and positive development (Gardner & Stephens-Pisecco, 2019; Masten, 2018; 

Williamson & Witzel, 2016). The most common factor for children who develop 

resiliency skills is at least one committed and stable relationship with a supportive parent, 

caregiver, or other adult (Gardner & Stephens-Pisecco, 2019; Masten, 2018). Intervention 

for students in-risk requires adults to look for strengths, rather than weaknesses, and to be 

sensitive to a child’s life experiences and difficulties (Gardner & Stephens-Pisecco, 2019; 

Masten, 2018; Williamson & Witzel, 2016). Strategies used to prevent and protect 

children within a resilience framework include efforts to reduce exposure to adversity, 

boost resources (e.g. food programs, health care), and mobilize protective processes and 

skills (e.g. improve quality of parent-child relationships, strengthen adaptive skills and 

self-regulatory capacities) (Masten, 2018).  

It has been noted that agency schools have a large team of supports including 

educational assistants, social workers, teachers, and CYW’s who work as part of a team 

to address the unique difficulties of children in their care (OMCYS, 2015). As part of my 

research, I was interested to understand how teachers prepare students to develop the 

right tools and resiliency skills to successfully transition back into community schools 

where class sizes are larger and fewer educational supports are available per classroom. 

Social Cognitive Theory   

 Albert Bandura (1986) is the leading theorist in social cognitive theory (SCT), 

which emphasizes the importance of observing and modeling behaviours, attitudes, and 

emotional reactions of others. This theory was advanced by Bandura as an extension of 
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his social learning theory (1977) in order to put greater emphasis on the cognitive 

components of observational learning and the way behaviour, cognition, and the 

environment interact to shape individuals (Bandura, 1986). Bandura believed that 

behavioural theories presuming that environment determines one’s behaviour was too 

simplistic, and that the environment combined with one’s behaviour actually causes the 

other (Bandura, 1977). Bandura (1977) explains that,  

Learning would be exceedingly laborious, not to mention hazardous, if people had 

to rely solely on the effects of their own actions to inform them what to do. 

Fortunately, most human behavior is learned observationally through 

modeling: from observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviours are 

performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves as a guide for 

action. (p. 22) 

People can make choices through self-reflection; however, the environment is a 

main influence on the way that people behave and learn (Bandura, 1986). SCT was 

developed after Bandura, along with colleagues, initiated a series of well-known studies 

on observational learning called the Bobo Doll experiments (Bandura, Ross & Ross, 

1961). These experiments examined the learning process modeled upon the adoption of 

aggressive behaviour in childhood (Bandura et al., 1961). Through a series of 

experiments, they watched children observe adults attacking Bobo Dolls, which are dolls 

that when hit, they would fall over and bounce back up again. When the children were 

allowed in the room with the dolls, they imitated the aggressive behaviour of the adults 

(Bandura et al., 1961). However, when they observed the adults acting aggressively and 
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then being punished, Bandura noted that children were less willing to imitate the 

behaviour (Bandura et al., 1961).  

SCT explains that people learn from one another through observation, imitation, 

and modeling (Bandura, 1986). Individuals that are observed are called models (Bandura, 

1986). In society, children are surrounded by many influential models such as parents, 

family members, peers, and teachers. These models provide examples of behaviour to 

observe and imitate. Children pay attention to some of these models and encode their 

behaviour, a process involving the way individuals select and interpret the things going 

on around us (Bandura, 1986). At a later time, they may imitate the behaviour they have 

observed, whether the behaviour is positive or not (Bandura, 1986). The behaviour of the 

child will either be reinforced or punished by others around them, and this will likely 

determine whether or not the child will continue that behaviour (Bandura, 1986). 

Reinforcement can be internal or external, as well as it can be either positive or negative 

(Bandura, 1986). If a child wants approval from parents and peers, this is an external 

reinforcement, whereas feeling happy about being accepted is an internal reinforcement. 

A child will usually behave in a way that they believe will earn approval (Bandura, 

1986). 

The core concepts of the theory are explained by Bandura through what he 

described as a schematization of triadic reciprocal causation (Bandura, 1986). The 

schema shows that the reproduction of an observed behaviour is influenced by the 

interaction of three dimensions: personal, behavioural, and environmental (Bandura, 

1986). The personal dimension relates to whether the individual has high or low self-

efficacy towards the behaviour; the behavioural dimension is the response that an 
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individual receives after they perform a behaviour; and the environmental dimension 

relates to the setting or environment that influences the individual’s ability to successfully 

complete a behaviour (Bandura, 1986). 

Self-efficacy is a major concept in Bandura’s theory, which is described as a 

person’s confidence in his or her ability to carry out a task (Bandura, 1986).  Bandura’s 

theory predicts that people will choose, persist, and put forth effort on tasks that they 

believe they can carry out successfully, as well as they will avoid situations they believe 

exceed their coping skills (Bandura, 1986). A good sense of self efficacy is believed to 

provide individuals with the resilience needed to overcome various risk factors and 

challenging situations (Bandura, 1986). SCT suggests that because personal, behavioural, 

and environmental factors have an impact on an individual’s success, an intervention in a 

student’s educational environment could influence their academic success (Bandura, 

1986). Agency school programs could be thought of as an intervention because they 

target the risk factors and behaviour in a supportive environment that promotes self-

efficacy. Positive role-models are crucial for students in-risk, as they can develop 

protective factors and resiliency skills from watching others around them. In this 

research, I strived to understand if teachers are able to reinforce positive behaviours and 

skills through modeling, while helping students develop self-efficacy.    

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) 

For students to reach both academic and overall success and wellbeing, students 

must develop a set of skills and attitudes outside of the core curriculum (Taylor et al., 

2017). Social and emotional learning (SEL) is defined as the process that individuals 

understand and manage emotions, set and achieve goals, feel and show empathy for 
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others, make responsible decisions, and establish and maintain positive relationships 

(CASEL 2017; Greenberg, Dornitrovich, Weissberg & Durlak, 2017; Swartz, 2017; 

Taylor et al., 2017). According to Swartz (2017), SEL is “key to important life outcomes, 

such as school and career success, because it fosters the ability of children to integrate 

thinking about their emotions and behaviours in ways that lead to positive academic and 

social outcomes” (p. 521). The field of SEL evolved from research on prevention and 

resilience (CASEL, 2017). According to CASEL (2017), there are five types of 

competencies related to SEL skills:  

o Self-awareness: involves understanding one’s own emotions, values, and 

behaviours (e.g. self-confidence, identify emotions, recognize strengths); 

o Self-management: involves skills and attitudes that help to regulate one’s 

behaviour and emotion according to different situations (e.g. stress 

management, self-motivation, goal setting, impulse control); 

o Social awareness: involves understanding the perspective of others, including 

those with different backgrounds and cultures, while showing compassion and 

understanding social norms (e.g. empathy, respect for others, appreciate 

diversity); 

o Relationship skills: involves maintaining healthy and rewarding relationships 

with others, as well as resisting negative social pressure and behaviours (e.g. 

communication, teamwork); 

o Responsible decision making: involves knowledge and skills that will help 

make appropriate choices based on ethical standards, safety, consequences, 
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and the health and wellbeing of those involved (e.g. identify problems, solve 

problems, reflect). (p. 2) 

The skills and attitudes of each of these domains assist students in developing 

various short- and long-term goals. In the short-term, students can develop greater self-

confidence, greater attachment, greater empathy, fewer conduct problems, less emotional 

distress and risk taking and greater academic achievement (CASEL, 2017; Greenberg et 

al., 2017; Swartz, 2017). Follow up studies have shown that in the long-term, greater 

competence in SEL has made it more likely for students to be ready for post-secondary, 

succeed in their careers, have better mental health, and more positive relationships with 

family and friends (CASEL, 2017). Students who do not acquire these social and 

emotional skills are more likely to preform poorer academically and engage in negative 

behaviours, which can lead to students being placed at risk (Greenberg et al., 2017; 

Swartz, 2017).   

Schools should help students improve their overall wellbeing, rather than just 

their academic skills (Greenberg et al., 2017). Society is now changing in ways where 

families are beginning to face greater economic pressures, schools are becoming 

increasingly multicultural, as well as children are now exposed to more complexities of 

the world through social media (Greenberg et al., 2017). These changes are beginning to 

emphasize the need for children to learn how to better manage stress, as well as get along 

with others in order to meet adult success (Greenberg et al., 2017; Swartz, 2017). SEL 

can be fostered in schools through approaches that promote students’ capacity to integrate 

thinking, emotion, and behaviour to deal effectively with everyday challenges (Greenberg 

et al., 2017).  
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Research is consistently showing that integrating SEL skills into education has 

positive effects (CASEL, 2011; CASEL, 2017). In 2011, CASEL and collaborating 

researchers conducted a meta-analysis of 213 studies that involved school-based social 

and emotional programs totaling 270,034 students from kindergarten to high school 

(Durlak et al, 2011). Most papers (75%) were published in the last two decades (Durlak 

et al., 2011). This study showed that SEL programs improve mental health, social skills, 

and academic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). Following this study, CASEL and 

collaborating researchers conducted another meta-analytic review of 82 different 

interventions of more recent studies involving more than 92,000 students from 

kindergarten to high school (2017). Most studies were conducted in the United States, 

and thirty-seven were from outside of the United States, indicating that SEL programs are 

being conducted around the world (Taylor at al., 2017). SEL outcomes were sorted into 

seven categories that included both positive and negative indicators of well-being: social 

and emotional skills; attitudes toward self, others and school; positive social behaviours; 

academic performance; conduct problems; emotional distress; and substance use. Social 

and emotional interventions in each classroom varied and follow-up was collected 6 

months to 18 years post-intervention. This study found positive long-term effects of SEL 

programs across diverse age groups and demographics, including graduation rates among 

in-risk youth (Taylor at al., 2017).  

Within agency schools, social and emotional learning is a large part of the daily 

learning goals (OMCYS, 2015). Students attending these treatment programs often lack 

these skills that help them cope with daily experiences and stressors, and so this is a large 

part of helping them in transitioning back into their community schools, as well as 
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improving their overall wellbeing. In this research, I was interested to learn more about 

the skills being taught in order to reach these goals for students who may be facing 

various risk factors.  

The Role of Educators    

 Teachers play an important role in helping students overcome risk in their life and 

reach their potential of academic and overall success. Positive teacher-student 

relationships will help students feel safe in their learning environment, which will support 

academic and social development (Brinkworth, Mcintyre, Juraschek & Gehlbach, 2018; 

Newberry, 2010; Uitto, Lutovac, Jokikokko & Kaasila, 2018). Students who have a 

secure relationship with their teachers have a secure base with the presence of warmth 

and positivity, which helps to develop self-esteem and self-concept (Hagenauer, Hascher, 

& Volet, 2015; Murray & Malmgren, 2005). Students who possess various risk factors 

especially benefit from positive teacher-student relationships. Creating positive 

relationships amongst students attending agency schools is especially crucial, as these 

students are in a very vulnerable situation (Hagenauer et al., 2015). There are many 

professionals working with students in-risk attending agency schools, and so a large part 

of creating a positive environment of effective treatment is through developing strong and 

supportive relationships.   

  An interdisciplinary team works together in an agency school to help students 

successfully transition back into their community school. This team generally consists of 

various professionals such as educators, CYWs, special education teachers, social 

workers, psychologists, child psychiatrists, nurses, family physicians, and various 

therapists (OMCYS, 2015). Work in these classrooms is focused on helping students 
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develop the necessary skills required to cope with daily stressors and properly regulate 

behaviour (OMCYS, 2015). In this research, I sought to understand how teachers 

perceive their role and how the interdisciplinary team works together to help students.   

 Positive Relationships. Students can overcome difficulties when they are part of 

welcoming environments that place value on each student and hold a high expectation 

that they are able to succeed in life (Berkowitz, Moore, Astor & Benbenishty, 2017). 

Many students facing risk factors do not have positive relationships or family support at 

home (OME, 2010), and so it is crucial that educators and support staff who are working 

with students in-risk build positive relationships and become positive role models to these 

students (Aronowitz, 2005; Rak & Patterson, 1996).  

 Sanders et al. (2016), drew on data from a longitudinal investigation reporting on 

the role teachers play in building resilience and improving outcomes for youth 

experiencing various risk factors. Students reported on their experiences of teachers in 

educational settings (Sanders et. al., 2016). The experiences of two groups were 

analyzed, one facing high risks (n = 520) and the other facing low risk (n=400). The 

youth explained that in order for them to learn and stay engaged in school, they need their 

teachers to understand them at an interpersonal level and be able to understand the 

challenges that they may be going through (Sanders et. al., 2016). According to Saunders 

et al. (2016), “when teachers build positive relationships with students that emphasize 

respect, and which are empowering of students, their resilience resources will be 

enhanced, and this also applies irrespective of levels of risk” (p. 119). This is consistent 

with other findings that explain how high-risk youth required interpersonal care to be a 
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part of their relationship with their teacher in order to achieve academic success (Martin 

et. al., 2015).  

 The relationships that teachers build with their students can play a powerful role 

in mitigating the impact of risk that students may be facing (Martin et. al., 2015; Sanders 

et. al., 2016). In this research, I was interested to understand how teachers perceive their 

role working with students in-risk, and if they contribute student success and resilience to 

strong and supportive relationships with the teachers and agency staff.  

Social Capital Theory   

Social capital is a sociological concept which broadly refers to connections within 

and between social networks that can increase the likelihood of success in a purposive 

action (Bourdieu, 1983; Coleman, 1988). Though it is a widely used concept in a variety 

of contexts and disciplines, the core idea that social networks have value is shared (Acar, 

2011; Dika & Singh, 2002; Liou & Chang, 2008). Generally, the term refers to (1) 

resources; (2) the relationships among these resources; and (3) the impact that these 

relationships have on the resources involved in each relationship, as well as the larger 

group (Acar, 2011; Dika & Singh, 2002; Liou & Chang, 2008). Early attempts to define 

social capital focused on the degree that social capital as a resource could be used for the 

benefit of individual, group, or community. Although the term “social capital” originated 

as early as 1920, Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988) are foundational to introducing 

the initial theoretical development of the concept (Dika & Singh, 2002).  

Bourdieu (1986) described social capital as a cluster of concepts, which include 

economic capital, social capital, and cultural capital, whereas Coleman (1988) focused on 

the role of social capital in the creation of human capital. Although both scholars focused 
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on the roles that social capital had in the benefits for individuals or families through their 

relationships with others (Dika & Singh, 2002), there are significant variations between 

the two.  

Pierre Bourdieu (1986) proposes that the amount of social capital a person has, is 

dependent on the size of the network of connections they have, as well as the volume of 

capital possessed by each person to whom they are connected to. Therefore, his view of 

social capital is divided into two main elements: the social relationship that is allowing 

the individual resources to possess, as well as the quality and quantity of those resources 

(Dika & Singh, 2002). Bourdieu (1986) describes capital as a cluster of concepts, which 

included economic capital, social capital, and cultural capital. Economic capital refers to 

money, property, and other assets; social capital refers to networks of support based on 

family, friends, or other individuals; and cultural capital refers to forms of knowledge, 

educational credentials, and skills (Bourdieu, 1986). These types of capital are very 

important as society includes various groups that have different amounts of economic, 

cultural, and social capital. Bourdieu (1986) looked to address the social inequity caused 

by levels of people’s ownership over cultural capital. Privileged groups, such as groups 

of upper class, hold large amounts of economic capital resources such as greater access to 

social resources like information and knowledge (Liou & Chang, 2008). When 

understanding Bourdieu’s (1986) view of capital, these privileged groups aim to 

reproduce themselves, which means that those who are privileged will stay privileged, 

and those who fall outside of these groups will continue to be at a disadvantage.  

James Coleman (1988) describes social capital as a resource that goes beyond 

individuals and includes relationships of trust and shared values in wider social networks. 



 

32 
 

He defines social capital as, “a variety of entities with two elements in common: they all 

consist of some aspect of social structure, and they facilitate certain actors of actors – 

whether persons or corporate actors - within the structure” (p.98). For Coleman, social 

capital is productive and defined by its function, which means that it is used in a way for 

individuals to achieve something that would have been impossible without it.  

 Research on the link between social capital and educational achievement 

emerged from both Bourdieu’s (1986) and Coleman’s (1988) theoretical approaches 

(Acar, 2001; Dika & Singh, 2002). A major difference between Bourdieu and Coleman is 

that Bourdieu sees social capital as a tool of reproduction for the dominant class, whereas 

Coleman sees social capital as a positive way of social development (Dika & Singh, 

2002). Coleman emphasizes the idea that is up to the family to help advance their child’s 

life chances, whereas Bourdieu emphasizes the idea that there are structural constraints 

and unequal access to resources based on class, gender, and race.  

Coleman describes family and environment as the two main providers of social 

capital (Dika & Singh, 2002). He argues that the expectations and norms within 

education that exist within the family and community are important social capital. These 

forms of social capital will influence factors such as parental involvement and 

investment, which turns into academic and overall success (Acar, 2011; Dika & Singh, 

2002). Variations in academic and overall student achievement can be attributed to 

parental expectations and involvement, connections between families and school, the 

overall climate of the school, and cultural norms and values in school and the community 

(Acar, 2011).  
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Social capital is networks of shared norms and values that facilitate cooperation 

(Dika & Singh, 2002).  Family, friends, and community members frequently constitute as 

essential to individual well-being and success (Dika & Singh, 2002). A wide range of 

research illustrates the way in which the use of various social connections may make a 

difference to individual well-being (Acar, 2011; Dika & Singh, 2002; Liou & Chang, 

2008). Social capital theory provides a framework to this research. I sought to understand 

the types of social connections that are involved in helping a student reach success, as 

well as how teachers may be able to help increase a student’s social capital despite risk 

factors.   

Parent(s) and/or Guardian Support. The level of parental and/or guardian 

support in a child’s education has been proven to be critical for a child’s academic 

advancement and success (Haine-Schlagel & Walsh, 2015; Simon 2001; OME, 2010; 

Van Voorhis, 2001). Coleman (1988) uses indicators such as family structure and 

parental support to measure social capital that affects education. He emphasizes the 

importance of factors such as higher parental educational expectations, parental 

monitoring, parent-child connections, and parents’ involvement in their school as having 

a positive impact on educational outcomes (Dika & Singh, 2002). When parent(s) and/or 

guardians are involved in a student’s education, students have higher grades, school 

attendance, as well as graduation rates (Simon 2001; OME, 2010; Van Voorhis, 2001). 

Students may also experience higher self-esteem and self-efficacy, lower rates of 

aggression and violent behaviour, as well as overall well-being (Callahan, Pademacher, & 

Hildreth, 1998; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; OME, 2010).  

The OME (2019) and OMCYS (2015) place a great deal of emphasis on ensuring 
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that families have a critical role in supporting children and youth in community and 

agency school programs. Parent(s) and/or guardians are required to be involved in the 

treatment process of students attending CTCC programs, where they are attending 

scheduled meetings and being involved in social work services. OMCYS (2015) states 

that family capacity building is a service provided that seeks to promote the resilience of 

the family, as well as enhance the overall function of the family to support children and 

youth with mental health problems. Support may involve changing one’s parenting 

behaviour at home, continuing intervention delivery at home, as well as supporting the 

child’s behaviour changes (Haine-Schlagel & Walsh, 2015).  

Research by Brown and Beckett (2007) explain how crucial it is for parent(s) 

and/or guardians to be involved in the education of students facing various risk factors. 

However, they found that some alternative schools themselves that do not encourage 

outside involvement from classroom teachers or parents. They explain that it is typical 

that regular school teachers have little to no contact with alternative schools, and the 

parent’s only involvement is to attend entrance and exit meetings (Brown & Beckett, 

2007). According to Brown and Beckett (2007),  

Nowhere is the challenge of improving communication between parents and 

teachers greater than in schools that are resented by parents as stigmatizing 

children and isolating them from mainstream educational opportunities, and 

which charge teachers with the task of returning students as quickly as possible. 

(Brown & Beckett, 2007, p. 499) 

These findings were motivation for me to understand if agency school teachers 

and staff are promoting and supporting family involvement in their programs. Some 
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research around students facing risk factors, as well as students receiving mental health 

treatment, demonstrate that parental support in mental health treatment is lacking (Baker-

Ericzen et al. 2013; Haine-Schlagel et al. 2011). Parents may face challenges to 

participate actively in treatment such as by feeling blamed, judged, and not listened to by 

professionals, as well as feeling dissatisfied with their child’s education and mental 

health services in general (Baker-Ericzen et al. 2013). Support can also be influenced by 

various factors such as parent education level, language, socioeconomic status, cultural 

influences, and attitudes of school staff. Obstacles such as work, and transportation may 

also operate as barriers for parents to participate in their child’s education (Haine-

Schlagel & Walsh, 2015). According to Murray et al. (2014),  

there is evidence that some teachers may not invite parent involvement because of 

their frustration with low-achieving, low SES students (Eccles & Harold, 1993; 

Van Velsor & Orozco, 2007) or because they view the family as the source of 

their students’ achievement problems. (p. 4)    

Blaming the student or the parent for their lack of support places educators in a 

position of superiority, and thus results in a lack of strategies that could address the 

obstacles being faced by families facing various risk factors. 

In this study, I specifically aimed to understand what is currently in place within 

agency schools to promote parent(s) and/or guardian support, and what strategies are 

being utilized to overcome barriers for those who are otherwise eager to become 

involved, but cannot due to work obligations and financial limitations.  
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The Role of Schools  

 Schools play a critical role in ensuring that all students can achieve success, 

regardless of various risk factors. Although schools are unable to solve all the problems 

that students may be faced with, they play a large role in ensuring educational success. 

Creating a positive school environment that promotes success for all students is vital in 

creating an inclusive and supportive environment.  

Agency Schools. CTCC programs provide critical support to meet the needs of 

children and youth who cannot attend community school due to their need for care, 

treatment, or rehabilitation services (OME, 2019). My literature review revealed a large 

variety of CTCC programs labeled as ‘day treatment’, ‘alternative’ or ‘agency’ schooling 

across the province. Although labels may vary, these programs operate under CTCC 

guidelines (2019) and the OME has identified three essential elements for these 

programs: (1) instruction and intervention; (2) assessment, evaluation and reporting on 

educational achievement; and (3) transition planning. A list of the guidelines included in 

each of these elements can be found on p. 7 – p. 11 of the OME Guidelines for Approval 

of Provision of CTCC Programs (2019). According to the OME (2019), these elements 

“provide the conditions to improve achievement; reduce gaps in achievement; and to 

increase public confidence in the publicly funded education system” (p. 7).  

All classroom programs offer an academic program that is administered by the 

special education teachers, as well as various types of mental health services 

administered by social workers, psychologists, and CYWs, such as targeted prevention, 

counseling and therapy, family support, crisis support services, and life and social skills 

training (OMCYS, 2015). The primary academic focus of agency schools is on literacy 
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and numeracy skills (OME, 2009). Typically, there is maximum of eight youths per 

classroom, with a teacher and one or two CYWs assigned to each classroom at all times 

(OMCYS, 2015). In Ontario schools, the education program is based on Ontario 

Curriculum, however instruction delivery is differentiated based on individual student 

needs and strengths (OME, 2019).  

The shared goal of this interdisciplinary team is to help students attending these 

programs develop the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that will help them successfully 

transition back into their community school. Students are following an individualized 

approach to the OME curriculum guidelines to meet their specific learning needs. (OME, 

2019).  

Through this research, I explored the understandings of the educators involved in 

the types of programs offered at agency schools, specifically in Southwestern Ontario. 

Understanding the way in which agency schools operate was highly important for the 

research being conducted. The intention is that this knowledge will assist in bridging gaps 

in support and success for students in-risk as they transition back into community school 

settings.  

Successful Transition. Transition planning prepares children, youth, and their 

families for the transition back to community school, to other community supports, to 

adult mental health services, or for discharge from services (OMCYS, 2015; OME, 

2019). School board and agency staff must facilitate effective transitions where students 

receive continuous services and resources when being admitted and demitted from 

agency school programs (OMCYS, 2015; OME, 2019). When developing transition 

plans, multidisciplinary teams of individuals such as parents/guardians, educators, 
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community partners, and professional agencies create and develop plans based on 

students’ strengths and needs to create a seamless transition to and from agency schools 

(OMCYS, 2015; OME, 2019). Planning is completed by setting clear goals for treatment, 

as well as ongoing analysis in order to track student progress and adjust when necessary 

(OMCYS, 2015; OME, 2019). During this process, teachers from community schools 

will have access to student education plans and will attend transition meetings with 

agency school staff to assist with this transition, as well as planning and delivery in 

community school classrooms (OME, 2009; OME 2019). Along with a transition plan, 

education plans for these students include an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), a 

Behaviour Support Plan (BSP), or a Safety Plan. Students will often have these plans 

prior to attending agency schools, which are intended to remedy undesired behaviour and 

academic achievement (OME, 2010). 

The goal of treatment planning and preparation is to result in minimal disruption 

to treatment gains (OMCYS, 2015; OME, 2019). Following discharge, follow up contact 

is considered best practice and contact should be completed within three to six months 

(OMCYS, 2015). During this time, the child is assessed to understand if additional 

supports and services for the student are necessary. If the child or youth reports or 

displays deteriorated functioning, it will be determined whether or not the student’s plan 

will be revisited and what services should be recommended (OMCYS, 2015; OME, 

2019). In some cases, when appropriate, the child or youth may re-enter treatment 

services (OMCYS, 2015; OME, 2019). 

When students move back into community schools, they are adjusting to new 

levels of support, adjusted curriculum, and larger class sizes. Students in-risk require 
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support during this transition period, as well as when they are fully integrated back into 

community schools to reach success. In this research, I specifically desired to understand 

what constitutes as a successful student transition, as well as how teachers are able to 

help students prepare for this significant adjustment back into community school settings.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

In this research study, I focused on the perspectives of teachers that are working 

with students in-risk who are receiving treatment in agency schools. I used an exploratory 

approach to investigate the lived experiences of participants. A qualitative research 

design served to be the most beneficial design for this study. Qualitative methodologies 

use a descriptive approach to understand people and events studied by focusing on 

inquiry, as well as understanding how the participants interpret their lived experiences 

(Creswell, 2007). I investigated the lived experiences of teachers working in agency 

schools in a Southwestern Ontario school board. This is a collective case study where 

multiple cases are selected (Creswell, 2007). I used the Interpretive Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), which is an approach to qualitative research that involves a detailed 

examination of a participant’s life, to understand a given phenomenon (Finlay, 2011; 

Piekiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & Osborn, 2007).  

Table 1 

Summary of Research Framework for this Study 

Philosophy Phenomenological 

Ontology Social Constructionism 

Epistemology Interpretive (hermeneutics) 

Methodology  Qualitative  

Approach Inductive 

Research Design Mono-perspectival study (perspective of teachers) 

Method Semi-structured in-depth interviews  
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Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 

IPA is an investigative and experiential approach concerned with making meaning 

of a certain experience to a given participant and recognizing its significance for that 

participant. IPA is an inductive approach that does not test hypothesis and avoids prior 

assumptions (Reid, Flowers & Larking, 2005). IPA was developed by Smith (1996) and 

combines the principles of phenomenology, hermeneutics, and ideography (Smith & 

Osborn, 2007).  

Phenomenology is a philosophical approach to the study of experience. 

Phenomenological inquiry has two different approaches: descriptive phenomenology and 

interpretive phenomenology. Descriptive phenomenology aims to describe a lived 

experience without attempting to give meaning to it (Smith et al., 2009). Edmund Husserl 

(1927) was the first to develop descriptive phenomenology and suggests that during data 

collection and analysis, the researcher should leave aside their previous knowledge in 

order to see phenomena as experienced. Husserl’s main influence in IPA is through the 

process of going back and reflecting on the phenomena, rather than attempting to address 

the experience. Interpretive phenomenology aims to reveal and interpret the embedded 

meaning in a lived experience. Martin Heidegger (1962) a student of Husserl, built upon 

these ideas by questioning the possibility of the lived world without that of an 

interpretative lens (Heidegger, 1962). He suggested that knowledge of the lived world 

can only happen through interpretation of people, relationships, and language. To 

recognize essential components of experience, phenomenological studies will look to 

how individuals talk about objects and events by focusing on understanding the human 

experience from the perspective of those who lived the phenomenon. This is carried out 



 

42 
 

by encouraging them to express their experiences freely and highly credits them to their 

actions and reflection having significant meaning and purpose (Piekiewicz & Smith, 

2014; Smith & Osborn, 2007).  

The next major theoretical foundation of IPA is hermeneutics. Hermeneutics is 

defined as the theory and practice of the interpretation of the meaning of text (Smith et 

al., 2009; Tuffour, 2017). According to hermeneutics, to fully understand an experience, 

you must be able to understand an individual’s language and mind-set (Piekiewicz & 

Smith, 2014). Researchers who apply the IPA approach draw on the perspectives of 

hermeneutic theorists such as Schleiermacher and Heidegger (Piekiewicz & Smith; 

Tuffour, 2017). Schleiermacher was interested in interpreting biblical texts in a way that 

would not only revel meaning, but also (un)intentional motivations of the original author 

(Schleiermacher, 1998; Tuffour, 2017). His interpretative perspective of understanding 

used a grammatical and psychological dual stance, where he would bring together the 

understanding of both the context of a text, as well as the understanding of the author 

(Schleiermacher, 1998). Building upon this, Heidegger explained that human existence is 

bound to the world of people, language, relationships, and culture (Heidegger, 1962). 

Therefore, in order to understand any phenomenon of lived experience you must be able 

to interpret the mind-set of an individual’s experience.  

The final theoretical foundation of IPA is ideography. Ideography is concentrated 

on examining the detailed experience prior to moving to more general claims, which 

focus on specific experience, rather than general experience (Piekiewicz & Smith, 2014). 

IPA focuses on analyzing a small number of cases to create meaningful understanding 

about narrow focus of participant experience (Smith et al., 2009). The main approach to 
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ideography is to explore each individual case before moving to the general cross-case 

analysis of convergence and divergence between cases. When analyzing the data, 

researchers are required to follow this approach by taking careful examination of the 

convergence and divergence between participants’ experiences.  

IPA is particularly used to understand under-examined phenomena, novel 

phenomena, or phenomena that is difficult to explain (Piekiewicz & Smith, 2014). For 

this purpose, a lived-experience used to make meaning can provide a very detailed 

understanding of a certain situation, as well as open other areas of exploration. IPA is a 

methodology that is frequently used in qualitative research with a small sample size and 

interviews (Piekiewicz & Smith, 2014). Applying IPA helped me explore and interpret 

the perspectives of the participants, as well as better understand the functioning of these 

programs and transitions. Moreover, this exploratory approach provides preliminary 

evidence that can be used in further research studies.  

Positive Psychology 

 In this study, I specifically chose to focus on a strengths-based approach when 

understanding the experiences of teachers working in agency schools. Positive 

psychology is an approach to studying human thoughts and behaviour, with a focus on 

strengths instead of weakness (Heffernon & Boniwell, 2011; Sheldon & King, 2001). I 

am particularly interested in the achievements of agency schools, as well as how students 

are able to successfully transition back into a community school setting.  

In psychology, focusing on the positive is more of a millennial phenomenon. 

Seligman is regarded as the person responsible for the creation of the positive psychology 

movement (Heffernon & Boniwell, 2011). He wanted to move pathologically focused 
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psychology towards studying strength and building what works and what is improving 

(Heffernon & Boniwell, 2011; Sheldon & King, 2001). Focusing on a negative bias or a 

deficit may limit understanding of typical and successful human functioning (Sheldon & 

King, 2001). Seligman and Csikszemtmihalyi’s foundational paper of this new field was 

published in 2000, which provoked a new focus on positive phenomena and establishing 

a base for the application of positive principals (Heffernon & Boniwell, 2011). Using a 

strengths-based approach will give a new perspective on existing ideas, as well as will 

look to how individuals and groups thrive in order to increase the wellbeing of one 

another. To gain further insight into the experiences of agency school teachers, IPA is 

used to capture and explore the meanings of their individual experience. Reid, Flowers, 

and Larking (2005) suggest that there is space for IPA studies to focus on positive 

experiences:  

In keeping with the broad premise of positive psychology (e.g. Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), there is scope for IPA research to become less disease 

and deficit-focused, and for participants to be given a chance to express their 

views about strength, wellness, and quality of life. (p.21) 

The questioning in this study was open-ended, and so participants were able to 

interpret the questions and answer in a way that was meaningful to them. Participants 

naturally focused on the strengths of the programs, while constructively including areas 

that could be improved. I began this research project in order to discover and capture the 

lived experience of agency school teachers through IPA.  
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Selection Criteria and Recruitment  

For this purpose of this study, I was only interested in the perspectives of teachers 

currently working in agency school settings for at least 2 years. It was believed that these 

teachers would be confident in their roles and have unique experiences and perspectives 

to share working with students with various risk factors.  

Before participant recruitment began, approval was obtained from the Research 

Ethics Board (REB) at the University of Windsor (see Appendix C), as well as approval 

from the school board used in this study. Once I received both approvals, the school 

board sent out a recruitment email (see Appendix D) in March 2019 to all teachers 

working in agency school settings. The email included information indicating the nature 

of the study, my contact information, and the letter of consent (see Appendix E). 

Teachers were given two weeks to decide if they were interested in being interviewed for 

this study. Willing participants responded to my contact information included on the 

email and I replied by sending an email verifying participant’s commitment, followed by 

a phone call to arrange a meeting time and location that was convenient for the 

participant. Reminder recruitment emails would have been sent out, however this was not 

necessary as I received a high response rate to the initial email. I used the first seven 

participants that responded to the recruitment email. Participants received a $20.00 gift 

card as compensation for taking the time to complete the interview process. This 

compensation was paid for by myself as the researcher and was approved by both the 

University of Windsor REB, as well as the school board prior to conducting this study. 

Volunteers were confident in their experiences and understanding of the programs 

and resources they offer because individuals who agreed to participate are more likely to 
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understand the validity and relevance of the study than those who refused to participate 

(Creswell, 2007). In this study, all participants were from one school board from a region 

in Southwestern Ontario, all were female, and all teachers had a minimum of two years’ 

experience teaching in an agency school setting. The participant’s involvement in the 

study was voluntary, and participants were very willing to talk in-depth about their 

experience as a teacher in an agency school. 

Research Design 

I explored the lived experiences of teachers who are currently working in agency 

school settings in a region in Southwestern Ontario. The study is based on semi-

structured interviews of seven teachers from elementary and secondary agency schools in 

a Southwestern Ontario school board. Semi-structured interviews resonate with the IPA 

model, which emphasizes discovering the meaning of various phenomena from the 

experience and perspective of the participant (Piekiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & 

Osborn, 2007). Seven participants were interviewed, and the perspectives of the 

participant group has an impact on the in-depth analysis of agency schools. IPA 

emphasizes that a small sample size will provide a more meaningful analysis in 

understanding novel circumstances (Finlay, 2011; Piekiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & 

Osborn, 2007). 

The interviews were coded so that I was able to recognize common themes and 

allow for an interpretative analysis of the data (Creswell, 2007). Using this design, I  

offer insight into how teachers perceive their roles in alternative school settings, and how 

their role affects the overall achievement of students in-risk. This study differs from an 

action research study because I am not trying to find a solution to a given problem, but 
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rather I am trying to further understand the perspectives of teachers based on descriptive 

and exploratory factors, in hopes of better understanding these programs.    

Data Collection  

Data was gathered from participants during one semi-structured interview (see 

Appendix B for guiding questions). When scheduling the interviews, it was important to 

find a location and environment that was both safe and comfortable to the participant. 

Interview dates were scheduled and arranged at the convenience of the participants. All 

interviews were conducted in either a private space in the participants’ school, or a 

private study room in a library near the participants’ school. These were the most 

convenient locations for the participants in this study.  

At the start of each interview, participants were asked to once again review and 

sign the consent form (see Appendix E). Participants were given time to ask any 

additional questions, and then the purpose of the study was restated before the interview 

began. Interviews were semi-structured, and on average, the total time for each interview 

was approximately 45 minutes.  

Interview questions were designed to gain perspectives on the roles of teachers 

who are working in agency school settings. The questions were used as a guide to 

facilitate reflection and deeper level thinking. I used a non-directive style of interviewing 

using open-ended questioning to allow participants to control the pace and subject matter 

of the interview. Open-ended questions are questions that can be answered in depth and 

allow for unique responses without being limited to one-word answers. Evidence was 

gathered using open-ended questions to encourage a meaningful dialogue that captured 

the experiences of the individuals. According to Creswell (2007), “the more open-ended 
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the questioning, the better, as the researcher listens carefully to what people say or do in 

their life setting” (p. 21). When clarification of information was needed, I used a more 

directive style of questioning.  

The primary concern of IPA researchers is to take detailed accounts of the 

experience of participants in order to understand the phenomena at hand (Finlay, 2011; 

Piekiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & Osborn, 2007).  For this reason, audio recording was 

used during the interview to ensure that data is accurate during the transcription phase. I 

also took notes during the interview to be sure that I was able to get an accurate 

representation of not only the participants answers, but their body language and emotions 

as well. A recording device was used. Files were deleted off the recording device and 

exported onto a USB by file number after the interviews were completed. Participants’ 

names and schools are be disclosed in this manuscript, and taping was kept confidential 

and secured in a locked cabinet. Participants were aware of this prior to giving full 

consent to participating in research. The interviews were a voluntary procedure and 

participants were free to withdraw responses at any point prior to the data analysis. At 

that point, all data contribution remained in the study. There was no consequence if 

participants decided to withdraw from the study. The destruction of the audio tapes was 

completed after transcription and verification. 

During the interview, it was crucial that as the researcher I was asking open-ended 

questions, as well as that I was able to build a rapport and build trust with my participants 

(Esterberg, 2002). I did this by trying to make the interviewee as comfortable as possible, 

as well as monitoring the participants’ emotions to be sure that they were not speaking 

about certain issues that made them uncomfortable or bring up negative emotions 
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(Esterberg, 2002). Participants were fully aware that they were able to skip any question 

during the interview process.  

Participants  

All participants were teachers working in an agency school setting for a school 

board in a region in Southwestern Ontario. Agency schools at the elementary level, as 

well as agency schools at the high school level were both used for this study. The two 

major differences between the types of schools involved in this study was the age and 

level of treatment, as well as the types of transition teams. At the secondary level, there 

was a transition team that included two transition teachers, and one transition CYW. 

Whereas at the elementary level, the student transitions fell under the responsibility of the 

homeroom teacher and CYW.  

Seven teachers participated in this research study. In order to maintain 

confidentiality and anonymity pseudonyms have been used, as well as the omission of 

other identifiable information such as school board and school information, specific 

lengths of service, and grades being taught.  

Participant A: Sara. Sara has been working as an agency school teacher for under 

five years. She works at an elementary school that teaches students up to 12 years of age.  

 Participant B: Jane. Jane has been working as an agency school teacher for over 

15 years. She works at an elementary school that teaches students up to 12 years of age.  

 Participant C: Mia. Mia has been working as an agency school teacher for over 

15 years. She works at a secondary school for students 13 years and older. 

 Participant D: Vanessa. Vanessa has been working as an agency school teacher 

for over 10 years. She works at a secondary school for students 13 years and older.  
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 Participant E: Patricia. Patricia has been working as an agency school teacher 

for 10 years. She works at a secondary school for students 13 years and older.  

 Participant F: Heather. Heather has been working as an agency school teacher 

for 20 years. She works at a secondary school for students 13 years and older.   

Participant G: Laura. Laura has been working in an agency school for over 5 

years. She works at a secondary school for students 13 years and older.  

Student Challenges. These agency school teachers described the students 

attending their programs as having many diverse challenges. They are placed into day 

treatment programming ultimately because they are not able to function in their 

community school for a number of reasons. Typically, students face severe mental health 

challenges that are coupled with behavioural and learning needs. A number of other risk 

factors including family challenges, poverty, bullying, and trauma were also described as 

being quite common. Many youth face extreme difficulties with self-regulation and 

coping because of these challenges. Self-regulation refers to the ability to control your 

behaviour and emotions in a way that is socially appropriate and in accordance with the 

demands of the situation (Miller et al., 2018).  

IPA Analysis 

 IPA analysis is an analytic process that encourages researchers to use their 

theoretical knowledge to inductively analyze data (Smith et al., 2009). IPA analysis 

differs from other qualitative approaches in that it focuses on the participants’ process of 

making sense of their experiences, as much as it does on the experiences themselves. 

Although there is no single method of data analysis for IPA, I have used the steps 

suggested by Smith et al. (2009) to guide me in analyzing the data as a novice researcher. 
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Analyzing the data after the interviews were completed involved a six-step approach (see 

Table 2).  

Table 2  

Steps for analysis in Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (Smith et al., 2009 p. 82-

107). 

Step 1: Reading and re-reading  

Step 2: Exploratory commenting   

Step 3: Developing emergent themes  

Step 4: Searching for connections across emergent themes 

Step 5: Moving to the next case  

Step 6: Looking for patterns across cases    

  

Individual Case Analysis. Step one involved a close examination of each 

transcript. This initial stage of data analysis involved immersing myself in the data in 

order to get a better account of what the participants are experiencing. While reading 

each transcript, I listened to the audio recording again to really hear the experiences 

shared. Step two involved initial noting to examine the content on a very exploratory 

level. During this stage, I documented the topics that seemed important and tried to 

capture the meaning of these topics. The comments were divided into three areas: 

descriptive comments, which focus on focus on content and describe the object of 

concern; linguistic comments, which reflect on the specific use of language; and 

conceptual comments, which ask questions of the data and move towards a more 

conceptual understanding of what the dialogue means in this context (Smith et al., 2009).  
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According to Pietkiewicz & Smith (2014) “each reading and listening to the recording 

may provide new insights” (p.12). During this process, I made notes about my reflections 

and observations of the experience that I believed to be significant to the research and 

emerging themes. My experiences as a teacher were able to assist me in interpreting 

participants experiences because I was able to compare some of the phenomenon of 

interest to my work teaching in community schools. 

Emergent Themes. Step three focused on creating chunks of text in order to 

understand what was learned through exploratory commenting. Emergent themes were 

developed to capture the understanding. Step four introduced structure into the analysis. 

Emergent themes were drawn together by identifying similarities between them, as well 

as looking for frequency of use during the interview. During step five, I began to analyze 

the remaining transcripts using stages one to four. Each case was approached individually 

to allow new themes to develop.  

Cross Case Analysis. The final stage involved searching for connections across 

cases. Through this process, themes were labelled, reconfigured, and discarded if they 

were not recurrent across cases. In the final analysis of the data, I developed a narrative 

account of the study that involved both the participants’ account of their experiences in 

their own words, as well as my interpretive understanding. This is followed by the final 

chapter, which includes a discussion identifying each theme, as well as reflection on 

initial research questions, implications and limitations of the study, and ideas for future 

research.  
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Ethical Considerations 

There were many important ethical considerations made during the recruitment of 

participants, data collection, and data analysis. The research proposal received approval 

from the University of Windsor’s REB, as well as was conducted using the principals 

stated in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct of Research Involving 

Humans. Approval to conduct research was also granted by the school board involved. 

All potential research participants voluntarily participated in the research. Once both 

institutions granted approval, principals sent out a participant recruitment email 

explaining the nature of the study.  

On the day of the interview, participants received a detailed consent form to 

review and sign. The consent form provided detail on the purpose of the study, 

procedures, potential risk, compensation, and protection of identity. In order to protect 

the identity of the participants and their schools, pseudonyms were used throughout this 

paper to keep confidentiality and anonymity. Although identities will be kept 

confidential, because of the nature of the study using a very small sample size, readers 

familiar with the city and school board used in Southwestern Ontario may be able to 

recognize the school or participants involved in the research. Participants were aware of 

this possibility prior to giving consent to participate. In order to minimize this possibility, 

I tried to only include information that would not easily identify the school or participants 

used, as well as kept participant descriptions brief.   

There was no intention on the part of the investigator to include any psychological 

or social risk to the participant. Participants had the right to withdraw from the study at 

any time prior to analyzing the data. Participants had the choice to refrain from answering 
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any questions in the interview. Lastly, all participants had the chance to review interview 

transcriptions for up to two weeks after it was sent to them. All seven participants 

reviewed their transcript and were able to many minor changes to ensure that their 

perceptions were accurately analyzed. Confirmation from the participants was needed to 

ensure that they reviewed their transcript prior to data analysis. Each participant sent 

email confirmation that they reviewed their transcript, as well as whether or not they 

made minor changes. The research study was reviewed to ensure that it respects the 

dignity and privacy of all participants. 

Limitations and Delimitations  

The primary limitation of the study was the generalizability of findings. This 

study consisted of only seven teachers from one school board in a region in Southwestern 

Ontario. Each school is a unique system, and so the results of the study cannot be 

generalized to other settings or schools. With only seven participants, there is no way that 

the experiences of the teachers in this study represent the experiences and attitudes of the 

teachers of Ontario. It should also be understood that any variations in participants’ 

experiences would have resulted in a different interpretation of the data, and as a result, 

themes and recommendations may have been different. Therefore, the findings should be 

interpreted with caution and not be generalized beyond the experiences of these seven 

individuals. However, this research did not seek to generalize, but rather to explore the 

subtle nuances and reflections on the lived experiences of teachers working in agency 

schools. To enhance the transferability of this research, further research studies should be 

conducted that employ a more diverse sample of special education teachers working in 

alternative school settings.  
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Another limitation of this study may be social desirability. Participants may have 

responded to the interview questions based on perceived social or political correctness, 

rather than based on their true attitudes and experiences towards agency schools and the 

resources and strategies currently in place.  

A delimitation to this study is that it did not take place in a large number of school 

boards. Various factors such as size, population, location, staff, and school culture may 

have an effect on the results of the types of programs and strategies that work for success 

of the students. Although the results of this study may explain resources and strategies 

only useful for the specific schools involved, this study looked to understand individual 

reflections that may be useful for future research. 
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA ANALYSIS 

In conducting this study, I have aimed to present and interpret the perspective of 

teachers to develop a deeper understanding of the structure and dynamics of day 

treatment programs and transitions. In this chapter the narratives that were shared by each 

participant during their interviews are presented through participant excerpts and 

interpretive commentary. Each teacher shared unique and meaningful perspectives on 

agency schools and student transitions. The seven attitudes toward agency schools and 

student transitions should not be generalized or considered to represent the attitudes and 

practices of teachers across Ontario. However, this study may give important information 

and insight to help support the current practice of teachers in similar circumstances. The 

experiences that these seven participants shared have generated further questions about 

this research field.  

To begin the semi-structured interview, all participants were asked preliminary 

questions using positive psychological strategies that were intended to give me 

background information about the participant and what they do, as well as to help make 

the participant feel more comfortable. These preliminary questions included, “How long 

have you been a teacher in an agency school setting?”, “How would you describe this 

role?”, and “What types of challenges are these students faced with?”. During this time, 

teachers spoke in detail about their schools and the services offered, how long they have 

been teaching in agency schools, the various roles they may have taken on over the years, 

as well as the diverse types of challenges students are facing. It was fascinating to hear 

the diverse set of experiences each participant had. Teachers taught different ages, had 
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various types of student needs, and years of teaching experience in an agency school that 

ranged from three to twenty years. Each participant had something very valuable to bring 

to this research. In order to gain insight into teachers’ perceptions and experiences 

working in agency school settings, the guiding questions for the semi-structured 

interviews focused on obtaining information about: (1) teachers’ role; (2) student 

challenges and risk factors; (3) intervention programs; and (4) student transitions.  

The following themes were drawn from applying IPA analysis: 1) Teaching the 

Whole Child; 2) Communication; 3) Collaboration and Team Dynamics; 4) The Present 

Role of Parent(s) and/or Guardians; and 5) Successful and Adaptive Transition. These 

themes will be discussed in detail through participant excerpts, interpretative 

commentary, as well as further discussion including the guiding questions used in the 

semi-structured interview.  

Theme 1: Teaching the Whole Child  

Teaching the whole child is an approach to teaching that does not merely consider 

a students’ academic success, but their personal, social, and emotional success as well 

(OME, 2009; Swartz, 2017). When students are placed in an agency school setting, they 

have a variety of challenges they may be facing which can affect not only their academic 

success, but their social and emotional health and well-being. It was clear from the 

interviews that day treatment programs place a very large emphasis on teaching the 

whole child and focusing on SEL to teach coping skills and strategies. Academics is still 

a part of their day; however, they are only required to cover parts of the literacy and 

mathematics curriculum (OME, 2009). When teachers were asked about their role and 
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what a typical day looked like, they spoke heavily about the intervention programs and 

SEL teaching strategies used on a daily basis.  

Many teachers explained that student treatment comes before academics. Laura 

stated that, “if we don’t have the mental health piece, academics take a back seat”. Jane 

agreed by explaining that being a treatment center often comes first,  

First, we’re a treatment center, and then the academics. So that’s why we only 

focus on numeracy and literacy. Because when we’re focusing on their behaviours 

and social skills, and just their mental health, there is not enough time to do all of 

the subjects in a regular school. And if the child is in crisis, why am I teaching 

them math?  

 Students are placed in these settings because they are unable to function in a 

regular school setting. Students may be experiencing serious mental health problems such 

as suicidal thoughts, anxiety, or panic attacks that make it hard to be in any social 

situation. Others may be facing behavioural issues such as extreme aggression or 

violence. When you begin to understand what these challenges look like, it becomes very 

clear why academics becomes secondary importance during intervention. Some 

participants explained that this is a large shift for many teachers. Emphasis on curriculum 

is a large focus for community school teachers. This is likely a factor that makes it so 

difficult for these students to function in a community school setting if their risk factors 

and challenges are not mitigated. Jane explained how her perception of teaching and 

accomplishment had to initially shift when she first started teaching in agency schools,   

Some teachers just want to teach. And when I first started teaching, I would bring 

this to a teacher who still teaches there now, but she has a few more years than 
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me. And I would say, you know, I feel like I didn’t do any teaching today. And as 

a teacher, that’s really hard to swallow because you want to teach. But she would 

say, well what did you do? Did all the kids stay in the classroom? Yes. Was 

everybody safe? Were there any fights? Swearing? We have to break it down to 

what you actually did accomplish that day. Sometimes we have students who 

haven’t been in a classroom for months. We’ve had students whose parents had to 

take them out of school because they couldn’t be in a classroom. So now because 

I have been teaching in it for so long, I can pull back when I have to. Or I can 

bring on the academics if they’re like the class I have now who are so willing to 

learn. 

I believe that there are many community school teachers who may also feel this way. It is 

very easy to have the same types of reservations as Jane because teachers can be 

constantly pushed to believe that the focus should be placed mainly on academic success. 

However, accomplishment does not solely come from what a child can achieve 

academically. I believe that this is something that both teachers and students need to shift 

to understand. Jane also explained the diverse challenges that students may be faced with. 

I believe that what she was explaining does not only focus on increasing their social and 

emotional health, but also on building strong student-teacher relationships in order to 

really understand and support students. According to Saunders et. al (2016), in order for 

youth to learn and stay engaged in school, they need their teachers to understand them at 

an interpersonal level and be able to understand the challenges that they may be going 

through. Jane also spoke of many relevant challenges for all teachers. With the diversity 

of classrooms changing (People for Education, 2018; OME, 2017), many teachers are 
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faced with a classroom of complex needs. Teachers need to be able to reflect on their 

practices and see that some days may be much more challenging than others, some days 

may be spent heavily on emphasising team work and collaboration in their classroom 

rather than heavily on academics; however, there will still be success in each day.  

Teachers were asked a variety of questions that for many of them lead to a 

detailed description of SEL. These questions included, “What supports do you provide 

for the students”, “What does a typical day look like for these students?”, “How does it 

differ from the average community school day?” and “What types of skills are you trying 

to teach these students”. The literature described how we are able to help students 

develop resiliency skills that will help them overcome risk factors (Gardner & Stephens-

Pisecco, 2019; Masten, 2018; Williamson & Witzel, 2016). Many times, the behaviour 

that a student possesses is a product of what they have learned from others around them.  

Having a positive role-model who is able to promote the proper skills and tools in order 

to help them develop protective factors and resiliency skills is a concept that comes from 

Bandura et al. (1961). Heather explained how they help students develop self-regulation 

skills in order to cope with various emotions,  

I would say self-regulation skills are a key. Whether it be an overwhelming sense 

of anxiety, or a sense of angry frustration. Whatever the emotion, the regulation 

and the ability to cope with those emotions and how that looks… those skills are 

being developed all the time. A few programs we use throughout the school is the 

beaker program, the decider program, which is another program that introduces a 

variety of skills related to interpersonal effectiveness, mindfulness, distress 

tolerance, and self-regulation. So those are all being developed within their team. 
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So social workers, teachers, CYWs would focus on those, it’s a part of the 

language within the schools.  

Self-regulation includes the ability to resist highly emotional reactions to 

upsetting stimuli, to calm yourself down when you are upset, to handle frustration, as 

well as to adjust to change (Miller et al., 2018). It is a set of skills that enables children to 

be able to work towards a goal, despite the unpredictability of our feelings and the world 

around us. Problems with self-regulation manifest in different ways depending on the 

child (Miller et al., 2018).  Some children may have instantaneous strong reactions, 

where other children may build up distress which eventually leads to a behavioural 

outburst. Regardless of the differences, children need to learn how to handle those strong 

reactions and be able to build skills that help them express their emotions in more 

effective ways. In order to build these skills, participants explained that they often 

provide support for students until they are able to handle the challenges on their own. 

Examples could include, if a student is getting frustrated, staff may prompt them to get up 

and get a drink, or using a timer to get periodic breaks.  

The ultimate goal for agency schools is for students to transition back into 

community schools. There are many other skills that students need to build in order to 

successfully integrate back when levels of support look very different. Laura described 

skills she teaches in order for youth to successfully navigate when they reintegrate back 

to community school,  

Definitely independence and advocacy. I think those are the two that I push the 

most. There is no shame in asking for help, because I feel that when they 

transition out into community school… and absolutely no disrespect to 
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community school, but they have such a large number of students. And I look at it 

that they are going to be 1 out of possibly 30, and they have to be able to say, “I 

am sorry I didn’t understand, could you write that down for me?”, those kinds of 

things. I think self-advocacy is probably the biggest skill that we teach in here… 

and independence. Learning that they all have jobs when they come in. So, those 

are probably the two. And unfortunately, academics sometimes comes behind 

those things.  

Independence and advocacy are two skills that I believe can be really difficult for 

students to develop. I have watched many students unfortunately struggle because they 

don’t feel comfortable and confident enough to ask a teacher for assistance. There also 

may be many times, especially in a community school, when teachers are unable to fully 

support students when they need additional assistance. This could due to factors such as 

large class sizes of 20-30 students, with no additional support staff. When this is the case, 

it is crucial for students to develop independence to be able to work on their own. 

Students coming from agency school support need to be able to adapt to no longer having 

the same number of supports they were receiving in an agency school.  

There may be risk factors that students are facing that could impede their learning. 

This could include families living in poverty and not having enough money for food. Jane 

described the factors that may affect student’s ability to learn, and the ways that the 

school helps students overcome barriers that may be inhibiting them from reaching 

success,  

We have other programs that run, occupational therapy, food programs, healthy 

snack programs. Food is a big thing, and to me that’s important because I’ve seen 
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kids come to school with no lunch, or a bag of chips and a pop. So, I was a big 

proponent on getting this healthy snack program in my school because food is 

obviously related to your behaviour. If you’re eating a ton of junk food or no food 

at all, that’s going to affect your behaviour. Imagine trying to learn, or you never 

had breakfast and it’s 10 o’clock in the morning, you’re starving, and you can’t 

learn. We’re pretty good at picking up on what a child needs, and so once we get 

those basic needs met, then we can teach.  

This is a strong component of teaching the whole child. Individuals need their basic 

needs met before they can begin to focus on things like academic success. Some of these 

additional programs mentioned by Jane are mirrored in community schools, such as 

healthy snack programs. This ensures that barriers to learning, such as feeling hungry and 

tired, are combated to help all students reach success. Additional programming is also a 

large part of some agency schools because it allows for youth to develop various skills in 

a different environment, other than a typical classroom. Patricia described the strengths 

and weaknesses that may start to evolve when outside of a typical classroom environment 

in their high school setting,  

We offer a number of things to the kids here such as greenhouse, shop, co-op, 

working in the store. After some settling in time, and if the student is interested in 

those things, then they start going out into these activities. When they are doing 

that, we start noticing a lot of their strengths or weaknesses coming out in this 

different environment.  

These types of different environments begin to promote building success in areas other 

than just academics, which is very crucial for students to understand the different ways 
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that success can be defined. These students need to build skills that will help them 

become successful and independent adults. For many of these students, success will be 

going immediately into the workforce, finding work co-op programs, or developing a 

skilled trade. In an elementary school setting, these environments would look very 

different for a much younger demographic of students. Spaces outside of the classroom 

setting might look like more physical activity time in a gymnasium or outside. Some 

programs even have the option for swimming as a regular program incorporated into their 

weekly routines.  

Teachers explained how working in an agency setting has now given them a new 

perspective on teaching. Although the student needs look different, they describe that if 

they were to ever teach in a community school setting, they would still put a very large 

emphasis on incorporating social and emotional learning into their daily practice. Their 

experiences have taught them that academics are only a small part of success for students, 

and there is a lot of other skills and learning that need to be focused on for all students to 

reach overall success.   

Theme 2: Communication  

Communication is viewed as one of the largest factors of success in an agency 

school setting. Whether it be communication within the interdisciplinary team, 

communication between the agency school and family, or communication between the 

agency school and the community school. It was clear from all participants that when 

there is strong communication happening, team members are able to more effectively 

meet the diverse needs of students in-risk. Teachers were asked the following questions 

that began the conversation of how crucial the role of communication is within their 
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team, “How does your interdisciplinary team work together to plan for the success of 

your students” and “How does this team within the agency school collaborate with 

students’ community school/teacher?”. Vanessa described the continuous communication 

and collaboration that happens between all those involved with the student,  

I would say we are very collaborative, nothing gets decided on its own. So, if a 

teacher wants to make a programming change, they would never just go ahead 

and change it. A team meeting would be called, and everybody would come 

together and talk about whether or not that is best for the student. If it is, this is 

how we proceed. So, lots of emails, lots of conversations.  

When a student is dealing with various risk factors such a diverse range of needs, it is 

crucial to have a diverse team of professionals working with that student. As a teacher, I 

am constantly asking for assistance from fellow colleagues when I am unsure of how to 

deal with a situation. In order for these professionals to give students the best intervention 

possible for their needs, communication and teamwork are imperative. Working through 

a team approach is also a great model for children and youth to see in order to help 

develop their own ability to work together toward a common goal.  

Some of the agency schools included in this research have a transition team who 

spoke of many successes with the communication they have with community schools. 

Heather explained how important communication is from the very beginning with 

community schools.  

Okay so, as I mentioned they are involved right from the beginning. And that 

wasn’t always our practice. It used to be, and even myself in the building, I use to 

become involved with the youth’s team at sort of the final plan of care before the 
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transition was going to take place. And over the years, what we found is the 

effectiveness of right from the beginning. So, right from the beginning, everyone 

is a part of that team. That way the school, from the intake point of view, they are 

able to share what is was looking like for that youth in the community school. 

What was presenting as the issue, what was tried, what was really getting in the 

way from their perspective. And then, they were able to follow along and see 

what different things the youth was working on here, what strategies they were 

building and how was it being implemented. So, I think in some ways that was 

learning for them as well. Because it’s different when you receive the 

information, versus when you are a part of that conversation along the way. And 

then, they are involved right through and they help us create the plan. They would 

help us create the recommendations.  

It was very interesting to not only listen to what is working successfully with continuous 

communication, but to also understand how the programs have evolved and made 

changes over time. Reflection is a crucial process to ensuring that program quality is 

continuing to meet the diverse and changing needs of students (People for Education, 

2018; OME, 2017). The teachers in this research spoke very passionately about the ways 

they are able to adapt to the changing needs of the students. Heather builds on their 

process of reflection and program adaption by explaining a new program they have 

recently started in order to improve upon their current transition practices,  

We have recently, actually through our transition group, also started some 

feedback from the students to get a sense of what was most helpful to them. And 

then a few years ago we also started gathering feedback from the key people that 
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we work with, so more the go-to people in community schools and how they feel 

about the transition process. It’s been insightful, and then it also allows us to 

continue to evolve in what we do.    

Although the programs have strong practices, challenges may come up along the way. 

The teachers explained how no student profile is going to be the same, which means that 

each intervention and transition plan will be individually tailored. Heather explained how 

challenges come up during the transition process for students, but communication among 

all members of the team, as well as the community school is key to plan adjustments to 

be sure that the student is moving forward,  

One of the challenges is because we can only go so far in experiencing the 

community school here, that sometimes we don’t always know what will come 

up. So, some of the youth who jump into full time right away, we have that a lot. 

We would often have follow-ups where “okay this has come up and we weren’t 

really anticipating it”. And then, we’re basically in the consultation role at that 

point, and the point of contact would be myself, or the others in the transition 

team. But, we have access to the full treatment team. So, we would do things like 

sometimes review the discharge plan. Did all the supports we thought would get 

in place, get in place? Did they hit a bump in the road related to something else 

and can we brainstorm? So, it could be three of four months after the student has 

gone full time, they may ask us if we can attend a meeting just to create a plan 

around how to help that student get through something that has come up. So, it 

again, can look very different, but we are absolutely available to the community 

schools. And that has evolved over time. It used to be where once they left, they 
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left. That was just how it happened, but eventually we reviewed our process, and 

it made most sense that if they could at least connect and brainstorm and check in, 

it could help that youth and that family.  

It was very interesting to hear that some schools are able to adapt and intervene even after 

a student has successfully transitioned into community school. I believe that this is an 

extremely beneficial process because student risk factors do not go away, and so despite 

the right tools, they may still have difficulties that can arise. Schools that did not have a 

transition team explained that there was some disconnect in communication, specifically 

after students transition back into community school. Sara described some areas where 

communication could improve,  

We don’t have a lot of communication after they leave. We might during their 

integration, a little bit, depending on what school it is, with the teacher and the 

principal. I’ve even emailed a few times “hey, how’s everything going?”, and 

sometimes we don’t hear anything. And I get it, everyone is super busy, but we 

have a big disconnect after they leave, we really don’t know how they are. 

Whether that’s confidentiality, I don’t know. 

This leads me to wonder if this is a process that can be improved over time, or if there 

actually are barriers that do not allow these certain schools the opportunity to have as 

much communication and contact as they would like. When team members communicate 

with each other, they have the opportunity to fix issues that may come up that are 

interfering with the success of reaching the overall goal for their students. This also gives 

the opportunity to share and reflect upon experiences that will help to strengthen the 

programs.  



 

69 
 

Theme 3: Collaboration and Team Dynamics  

Teachers viewed the successful academic and overall achievement outcomes of 

students as being a result of the collective efforts of the interdisciplinary team. Teachers 

spoke very highly of the effectiveness of working as a team, and how the various 

professionals were able to give a different set of skills to meet the diverse set of student 

needs (Penney, 2011; OME, 2009). Jane explains that, “each member of the team just 

brings a lot to the table”. When Patricia was asked to explain how the interdisciplinary 

team works together, she was very confident in her response, “that’s what we do here, it’s 

our programming and it’s what we do”. She further described how her team is constantly 

collaborating about how they can best meet the needs of each of their students,  

Throughout the day, there isn’t a moment that goes by where we’re just kind of 

communicating, social worker is calling perhaps, and my CYW is relaying 

information to me, and then maybe I am needing to modify some work. Or, 

maybe we are needing to be a little bit flexible in our routine, if something has 

come up. Every day when the kids leave around 2:30, that is kind of our time to 

go through each individual kid and what their day is looking like, and what their 

goals are going forward.  

It was wonderful to hear how much communication and collaboration is happening 

amongst team members. This is an approach that really needs to be adopted in all 

schools. Although the amount of supports looks very different in an agency school, 

versus in a community school, community school teachers are able to adopt this practice 

to an extent with the team members available. Some of these members in a community 

school would include the school CYW, early childhood educators, educational assistants, 
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and developmental support workers. Each professional is able to bring a specific set of 

skills for students to thrive and develop the necessary skills in order to be successful. Sara 

explained how working alongside of a CYW each day has allowed for the development 

of better language skills when solving problems,  

Our CYWs are trained in problem solving, so they really work well with giving 

the educators better language with how to really get down to the root of the 

problem. It’s not that they don’t want to do their math, maybe it’s because they 

didn’t have breakfast this morning and they are actually hungry. So, they give us 

better language that we are not trained in to get to that problem in a roundabout 

way that will get the student feeling more empowered. So, like, it’s this big 

learning curve.  

Jane explained how working alongside of a CYW and a social worker has given her skills 

that have not only helped her teaching practices, but also her parenting,  

I’ve learned a lot working with the CYWs, even with just raising my own children 

at home. The CYWs taught me how to talk to a child, and get them to understand 

you, and get down to their level. Different strategies to address certain issues. 

Social workers are great at talking with the children and getting them to open up 

and work through some deep-rooted issues. Sometimes I have even said to my 

staff, I need help. And I am not afraid to say that. Even though I have been 

working there forever, there are many situations that I am like, okay I’ve done 

what I can do, someone help me. We help each other all of the time. 

Heather described how each individual team member is able to bring something different 

to the environment,  
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I think the team, everyone brings a piece. Whether it be the social history, or 

what’s happening at the home at any given time… we know how much of that 

comes in to the schools. And so, just having an awareness of that, I think is 

significant in helping the youth to be successful. I think that when you look at, 

whether it be trauma, or learning issues, or emotional regulation, everybody here 

within the team is building those skills. So, we have a lot going on in the 

classrooms in terms of building of skills, but then that carries over into the social 

work domain. And so, everybody working together I think is what makes it so 

rich because it’s in every part of their day. As opposed to someone who might be 

attending outpatient… they are coming and getting the support here, but it’s not 

necessarily translating, and I think what we’ve seen is that students need so much 

practice. When they know the skills, it’s then practicing to really make them solid 

in being successful. So, I think having that here offers that as well, because they 

are getting it in every component of their day. 

Many teachers explained that all of the practices and decisions are done through 

collaboration. Mia explained the type of collaboration and teamwork that happens when 

there may be an issue that arises with a student,  

If something is going on, we will go through some type of therapy to deal with 

how we can get them back to school. So, there is just a lot of teamwork, if there is 

an issue with the student, it’s not just me and the student, it’s me and the whole 

team. So, there is a lot of teamwork at this school for sure. 

When there are so many professionals collaborating together in one environment, 

the chances for student success drastically improves. Each member has a different set of 
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skills that they can use to help solve challenges that may come up along the way. This 

dynamic is an excellent example of what we hope to see in all school environments with 

the various professionals that work in community schools.  

Theme 4: The Present Role of Parent(s) and/or Guardians  

The role of parent(s) and/or guardians is described as a key factor in determining 

student success. When parents are involved in a student’s education, students have higher 

grades, school attendance, graduation rates, as well as they may experience higher self-

esteem and self-efficacy, lower rates of aggression and violent behaviour, as well as 

overall well-being (Callahan, Pademacher, & Hildreth, 1998; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; 

OME, 2010). Coleman (1988) describes family and environment as the two main 

providers of social capital (Dika & Singh, 2002). Teachers have the ability to influence 

forms of social capital through parental expectations and involvement, connections 

between families and school, the overall climate of the school, and cultural norms and 

values in school and the community (Acar, 2011).  

Teachers were asked, “What role do parents or guardians have in this support 

process?”, which started a lengthy discussion around the families of students who are 

receiving intervention. Some literature pointed to parents having very little engagement 

in alternative schools (Brown & Beckett, 2007).  However, the research I conducted 

presented the opposite. Not only is parental involvement a requirement set out by the 

OME for students to receive treatment, but the schools pride themselves in ensuring that 

parent(s) and/or guardians are involved and also receiving intervention themselves. In 

order for students to be admitted into day treatment, families are required to play a 
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supportive role in the process. Sara described how there needs to be a willingness to 

receive treatment from all members in order to meet the acceptance criteria,  

Families need to be on board for them to be in treatment. We’re a little bit 

different because they have to be willing to want to get the help. So, there is a lot 

of criteria that they have to meet before they can even get into the program. Not 

necessarily only based on need… it’s need and can you meet us in the middle and 

try to actually engage.  

 Although I believe that having this criterion increases the success rate for 

students, I do wonder if this eliminates the possibility for some students to ever receive 

treatment if they do not have the support of their families. I would be curious to 

understand what community schools are able to do for these types of students who may 

not be accepted into a day treatment setting, but still need some sort of intervention to 

succeed. Despite families being required to be a part of the treatment process, there is still 

a large spectrum of involvement that the agency schools see from the families. Teachers 

spoke about the lack of strong family support as a large risk factor. Jane describes how it 

can be a ‘detriment’ to some students if their families are not also willing to change and 

accept treatment,  

They just want us to deal with it, they want us to fix everything, and sometimes 

that kind of comes back to haunt them because if the parent isn’t involved and the 

child isn’t progressing, things are either going backwards or not going anywhere. 

Sometimes they do get discharged from the program, not very often, but it 

happens. And sometimes the parent is almost like a detriment to the progress of 

the child, they’re absolutely not on board at all, then they get discharged. And 
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then the child unfortunately loses in that situation. Because the parent is still 

going to be the parent, but then the child still has to go back to community school 

not knowing what to do, or how to be successful. But, then there are other parents 

who do come to every meeting, communicate very well with all of the team 

players of the school. And it just makes everything so much easier. And the child 

actually senses that.  

 This adds to the issue I mentioned above that questions what types of 

interventions could help the students who are not receiving the family support that is 

required for treatment. When a child is undergoing treatment in agency schools, teachers 

do not have much contact with the parents, which is a very different process than in 

community school. However, Sara explained how parents are supported, as well as which 

members do keep in constant communication with them,  

So, at our school, we have in home support workers. They do a lot of support for 

setting up routines, for setting up parents with parenting skills, things like that. As 

in how to deal with those behaviours at home and how to make their home life 

more structured. So, home support, in home support workers kind of deal with 

that more than I would. And a lot of communication is done through their social 

worker because they have a social worker, an in-home support worker, and a 

teacher.   

Although teachers are not in direct contact with parent(s) and/or guardians, Heather 

explained the ways that teachers are involved with the team to be sure that proper 

communication and care is being relayed to the families,  
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Parents are a big part of the program here. Each youth has an interdisciplinary 

team assigned to them. The social worker would be the primary person engaging 

with the parents on sort of a weekly communication with them, they would come 

in for sessions with the students. We would engage with the parents at Plan of 

Cares, or I might even be involved with a phone conference with the parents and 

the social worker. We try to keep it all interconnected because usually whatever 

we’re talking about will carry over to whatever supports the social worker will 

provide. So, we try as much as we can to do it that way and they certainly are a 

big part of the team in terms of understanding the youth and what they need. And 

then helping them understand how they can get that when they move forward into 

the community school again when they don’t have the entire team. 

During treatment, families are given many supports. The supports not only serve as a tool 

of communication for progress of the child, but they also serve as intervention for the 

parent(s) and/or guardians themselves. Families may receive tools to help them with their 

parenting, as well as community resources and support that could help them with various 

risk factors. Mia explained how parents are not just involved in understanding the 

progress of their child, but they look to the staff for support,  

I would say, that the parent’s kind of look to us for support and for coping 

strategies and skills that we can give to them. That way they can have a more 

successful home life because sometimes their home life is tough with the anxiety 

and depression, and the opposition at home. 

Teachers were asked “Are student’s families more knowledgeable about their child’s 

needs and the resources that are available to support them?”. Every teacher was very 



 

76 
 

passionate to confidently explain that they pride themselves on ensuring parents are able 

to learn the skills necessary to help their children succeed once they are no longer in 

treatment. Heather explained why she believes parents are more knowledgeable, as well 

as further explains the types of intervention families receive,  

I can with confidence say that it’s definitely a significant goal while families are 

involved with us. As I mentioned, there’s such a focus on the assessment and for 

us to get an understanding of the youth. And our goal as a team is to always help 

the parent with that as well so they can gain a strong understanding. Whether it be 

what might be getting in the way to self-regulate, or where they are in developing 

the skills, or for some parents it’s a whole shift in how they start to see their son 

or daughter as a learner and their strengths and needs. Again, we’re not always 

going to be there, so helping the families to help the youth is such a big part of 

what we do. And they’re part of when we do a psychological assessment, or a 

neuropsychological assessment, families are always key in that process. Then 

when we see how that is playing out in class, then we can get that feedback to 

parents. And then offer we are helping parents to help the youth practice some of 

those skills we are teaching the youth at home because we know that when they 

are able to model those skills and practice those skills in multiple environments, it 

will really solidify those skills for the youth.  

Assessment is a large piece of understanding the types of plans that will be developed for 

student treatment. Patricia described how parents are involved in order to help get them 

more knowledgeable about their children and what can be done to help them,  
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The second that we go through assessment and an existing psych. report, or 

maybe we get a new type of assessment while they are here, our team does such a 

good job at delivering that information to the families. This will paint a picture 

explaining maybe why their child wasn’t doing so well in community school, and 

this is what we’ve learned, and these are the skills we are going to work on. Often 

times, parents are on board, and they hear that feedback and they are thankful for 

that feedback. They wouldn’t have known this and maybe it’s why they weren’t 

doing so well in community school, so absolutely they are more knowledgeable. It 

is definitely a part of the process. And even if it is not formal assessment, 

anything that is going on is in constant communication with the families.  

Although family involvement is a large part of the program, and is currently very 

successful, Jane spoke about what it ideally should look like to get families more 

involved in the treatment process,  

I think ideally parents need to be at the school regularly too. We use to at previous 

agency schools have something called parent involvement. And for certain kids a 

parent or both parents would come during the day, and they would see how staff 

work with child, the language we use, the strategies we use, and then they would 

have some one on one time with their child, or with the social worker. And I 

really like that because you could tell a parent you know, this, this, and this. It is 

so helpful when they can see it and actually witness it. I think too kids are 

different at home than they are at school. So, they’re going to be different with us 

than they are with their parents. But, if the child realizes that everybody is on the 

same page, and everybody is doing the same thing, I think that the success rate 
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would be higher. I would love it if we could use the residential piece more. There 

used to be more involvement with families after school in the residence. And I 

think that was very helpful, because again, the more that parents can see how 

behavioural specialists actually deal with kids with behaviour problems, it just 

teaches the parents. And parents can take these techniques and use them in their 

own home.  

I believe that this model would bring a lot of benefits to the program. In order for 

parent(s) and/or guardians to also gain the tools and skills necessary to help their child 

once they are no longer in treatment, they need to actually watch the strategies being used 

by professionals. We know that modeling is an effective approach of learning for 

children, and so it is also an approach that should be utilized for parents as well in order 

to really understand the tools and strategies that can be used at home. I also believe it 

would really help the child to see how invested their parent is in helping them succeed. 

This motivation could really help students overcome various challenges.  

According to some research, parents of students facing various risk factors may 

lack the confidence to interact with school communities as they may feel stigmatized or 

judged (Fox, 2016). The goal of agency schools is to not only involve parents in the 

treatment process for their child, but help parents receive treatment supports as well. If 

parents are also able to receive the right supports, when students successfully transition 

out of an agency school, parents will hopefully have the right tools and knowledge to 

continue ensuring success for their child.  
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Theme 5: Successful and Adaptive Transition 

Treatment in an agency school is meant to be short term intervention, with the end 

goal being reintegration back into a community school (OME, 2019). Teachers spoke 

about how these programs are highly successful with giving students the necessary skills 

and tools in order to successful function in a community school after treatment, or in 

certain cases, finding alternative forms of success. When beginning this research, I was 

very curious to understand how we are helping students transition in and out of treatment. 

With the amount of support being so different at agency schools, compared to community 

schools, I was very curious to understand how exactly we prepare students to not only 

successfully transition back, but to also not be at a setback in comparison to the other 

students.  

 To begin the topic on student transitions, I asked teachers, “How does the 

transition process support the success of the students as they reintegrate into their 

community school” and “What resources are provided for students as they transition back 

into community schools?”. With these guiding questions, teachers began to explain what 

the process of transition generally looks like. Vanessa explained what she has seen as the 

typical timeline for treatment, as well as what factors start to differentiate what it looks 

like between students, 

Typically, a student would stay a minimum of a year because it would take that 

long to really understand their academic profile and their academic needs, and of 

course those coping strategies. Our mandate for sure is to have students transition 

back into the community school that they came from. That’s the goal. But, some 
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students depending on their needs might remain longer, some students might be 

shorter than a year. 

Generally, when a student is transitioning back into community school, students 

complete a shared placement, which is where they will begin to transition into the 

community school part time, with the remainder of the time continued at the agency 

school. This was typical practice for both the elementary and secondary schools used in 

this research.  Heather explained that a shared placement, where students gradually 

transition part time at each school, is usually the most effective way for students to 

transition,  

I think we have seen a lot of success with the shared placement. I think students 

and families feel that it gives them the opportunity to get there in a positive way. 

We’ve seen youth gain a stronger understanding of themselves when they are 

here, so when they go back they are more confident learners and they’ve had 

some positive experiences that they are able to bring that back and continue in 

their community school placements.  

Heather further explained that she believes this model is so successful because students 

are able to receive support and intervention, while they are trying to adjust to a new 

environment,   

I think the shared model has worked so well because it maintains the support 

system while the youth take on additional challenges. So, I think that they still 

have all of the supports here as they are starting to practice with a different team, 

with a different physical environment with different challenges. We have youth 

that start out and run into something at community school, and they will bring it 
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back to us to talk it through and solve how to move forward. And at first, we may 

be helping them by being that bridge between the school, and maybe contacting 

the school to help support them, but then as we move along we are trying to give 

them the tools to do that on their own. Instead of us being the person to call, they 

are going to their go-to person at the school.  

Each plan is individually tailored to that specific student. Sara explained how the timeline 

that a student is attending day treatment is always different, as well as there are different 

reasons that they may be transitioning back,  

So, the time always varies, for sure. And when it does get decided, it can be for 

different reasons that they might go back. It could be because they have met all of 

their goals, and they are doing fantastic, which is the ideal situation. You have 

skills, you have strategies, you can go in a regular classroom. I also have students 

that sometimes, this is the farthest that we can really bring you, we don’t know if 

you could really do this independently, but you have some skills and you’re are 

more settled at home and all of those things. And then we have students 

sometimes for lack of effort in the program, whether it’s the student, or home, 

were just not ready for all of this intensive treatment, then they will go back to 

school. 

It was interesting to hear Sara describe that some students are not ready for intensive 

treatment. This builds on Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory, which includes an 

individual’s behaviour being a factor of not only external reinforcement, but also internal 

reinforcement. Despite all of the supports available, a child and their family need to be 

open and willing to accept treatment. Another component of ensuring a successful 
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transition is around the support received by the community schools. In order for a 

transition to be successful, Jane described how the community school needs to be willing 

and welcoming to accommodate the students and their complex needs,  

We love when the community school is really welcoming of the student coming 

back. Sometimes, and I get it, some of these kids are very difficult, and so we try 

to share with them skills and strategies that they can take back to a community 

school. And we share, so I’ll say all the things that I have used in the classroom so 

that the community school teacher can use those same strategies. Sometimes they 

will take our advice, and sometimes they don’t, that’s out of my hands. But we 

know that what we have, is kind of unrealistic to think that a community school 

can replicate exactly what we have here. We get that, but we also have to take the 

student from a crisis situation, from like the lowest of that child, and bring them 

up to a place where we think that they are ready to go. They have been with us for 

a year, year and a half, and now we have to pass the baton.  

As a teacher myself, I do believe that sometimes there can be a lack of understanding of 

what is happening in agency school settings. This can lead to teachers not being prepared 

when they do experience students in their classroom who are transitioning from being in 

an agency school setting. Not only is it the role of the agency school to help prepare for 

the intervention of the child, but it is also the role of the community school. I believe Jane 

brought up a very important point where she describes how these students may always be 

facing challenges. These programs are an intervention for what Jane describes as “the 

lowest of that child”, and so these programs will help students develop skills and tools 

that will help them better deal with their challenges, however it does not mean that those 
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challenges completely go away. Back in community school they will still need support 

and guidance that will help them continue to overcome their risk factors and move 

towards success.  

Transition teachers have a very unique role to help the students receiving 

treatment. Agency schools in high school settings have these positions to help students 

in-risk reach success. With some of the schools used in this research having transition 

teachers a part of their team, it was very interesting to hear how this additional role really 

benefits the process. Vanessa described this role, and how successful and beneficial it is 

for the students to have the additional supports,  

For myself as a transition teacher, I am involved in every meeting. From the first 

meeting that they come into as a student, to the last meeting. So, I am consistent 

through the whole process and I will be able to talk about how they are doing in 

their classrooms, from the homeroom teacher being involved. As well as, any 

issues, behaviourally that they might face with the CYWs, those sorts of things. I 

know all the aspects of what they have done with their social worker, what’s 

going on in the classroom, any peer issues, anything like that. I don’t really work 

directly one on one, but I am more seen as a supportive role to those individuals. 

I believe it is a real benefit to have an additional support role for these students who may 

not be working one on one with the child each day but is helping to develop suitable 

plans for that child when looking at the overall picture. Heather is another transition 

teacher, who built upon Vanessa’s explanation confirming the unique support this role 

allows. She described that the transition role is continuous throughout students’ entire 

time receiving treatment,   
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When students first come into our program, I may be helping the team to collect 

information. I think a significant priority is doing a really thorough assessment of 

the students to guide our ability to create a program that best suites them for skill 

development, as well as leads to a more successful transition. So, I would help 

gather data, connect with the schools, connect with the team, and then from there 

I help support the classroom team and the treatment team to decide on a schedule 

for the student. What it’s going to look like here, in terms of academics and what 

it will look like with their treatment program. Then throughout, I maintain 

involvement with the treatment team. I would attend all of the team meetings, and 

then I would also maintain that contact with the community school. We keep the 

community school involved throughout because we like to keep them informed 

throughout. And then just helping the teams along the way to determine if we had 

new assessment information that didn’t fit what we initially had set up, how do 

we tweak that to make it more successful. And then at the point of transitioning 

out of our program, I would work with the team, which is myself, another 

transition teacher, and a transition CYW. So, we would be involved in taking the 

students on tours, reconnecting the school to identify go to people, getting them 

comfortable in the physical environment of the school, we would work with the 

families to help them understand what it’s going to look like back in the school 

community environment. Because it looks so different right? Here, the classes are 

so small, and there are so many supports, so for them to take their advocacy skills 

and be able to transfer all of that out there is a really big step, and as it gets closer 

we see that anxiety increase.  
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Mia explained the strategies that have been put in place specifically to help 

students attending treatment at the secondary level. Transition groups have been created 

to help students reflect on their transition experience and receive support not only from 

adults, but from their peers as well,  

They will go once a week to a transition class with the social workers and they 

will talk about fears, and strategies to help them get ready for the next semester. 

So, they have that little transition meeting once a week to prepare them. Plus, we 

have met with the school, and they know we pick one or two classes to start. And 

then we fill out the form with the reinforcers, motivators, and goals. And then we 

just do that check in. So, when they are there, we check in and if there are any 

issues, we try to curb them before it happens. Each student has a contact at their 

new school, so they know if they have an issue, they can go to the LST office, or 

the guidance office, or the student success office.  

This was a very unique strategy that I believe would have a very positive impact on a 

student’s transition. Youth need to have peer acceptance, and so a process like this would 

really help students seek assistance and advice from youth around them, rather than 

solely the adults working with them.  

Although these programs are built in a way that is saturated with many supports, 

there are still various challenges that can come up along the way. Two of the guiding 

questions in this interview were, “What challenges have you experienced as students’ 

transition back into community school?” and What is the process if a student does not 

transition well back into community school?”. It seemed that these two questions were 

the hardest questions to answer for the participants. It is very easy to reflect on the 
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wonderful things that are happing in these programs and all the supports that are 

available; however, it is difficult and emotional to think of the challenges that can 

happen, as well as the worst situation where a youth is not successful in their 

reintegration process. Jane began to describe how some youth still have a very difficult 

time due to various challenges,   

A couple of times, not very often they have actually come back. Like, shortly 

after. But I think that has only happened once or twice that I am aware of. Some 

students do return, and then within a year or two, they come back. So, it’s not like 

once they are discharged, depending on their age, we only have kids until they’re 

13. So as long as they haven’t aged out, we will take them back after a period of 

time. 

Jane explained that the youth, “sometimes they feel like cut off, because they 

were a part of our family, and then they are taken away. So that is difficult for them to 

process”.  There are various factors for students that may get in the way of a successful 

transition, such as motivation and the mental health challenges. Despite receiving tools 

and strategies to help them cope, Mia describes how some students just cannot handle the 

transition,  

We have so much structure here at this school, and so sometimes when kids don’t 

have that structure, they crumble. It’s like they need that structure. When it’s 

more of their personal motivation, they can’t do it. So, I would say sometimes 

after like a full-time transition, sometimes we hear that they have dropped out. I 

just think that it’s more of the mental health that gets in the way usually. So, 

having that after care, making sure that when they are going to community school, 
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that they are set up in the community with teen health, or they can still come here 

once a week for therapy, just to have that person to check in with. And I think 

they like being accountable with someone, it gives them motivation. So, I really 

just think that mental health support is really important. 

Heather explained that some of these challenges may come from students trying to 

transfer the skills from such a small and supportive environment, to community school 

where there are less adults, more students, and more demands,  

I would say for some of our youth, transferring our skills from here to there. 

Again, the larger environment, the social demands can be very challenging for the 

youth and so sometimes we will see that get in the way of their ongoing success. 

Or sometimes it’s just a matter of that telling us we need to shift the plan a little 

bit. So, I would say that is a key. It is difficult for them, I would say to advocate 

for themselves, as much as that’s our focus here. It is one that, I guess as adults 

even, it can be difficult.  

Laura described the most difficult moment being when they are unable to help students 

succeed, even after every opportunity for support is given,  

I guess it can just be the breakdown where we are not able to help them, they 

don’t want to be helped, so then they just leave. Parents aren’t engaged, they’re 

not engaged, every support in the school has gone to them, even tried to get them 

to do the outreach program, and they just don’t want to do it. 

It is clear that this would be the most challenging scenarios as an educator. The teachers 

did not speak of this situation coming up very often, however it is very unfortunate when 
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despite all of the supports and tools the agency school team is trying, students are unable 

or unwilling to succeed.  

Despite the challenges that come up, there are many options for these students. 

The team works together to figure out some sort of solution for student success. Each 

case is individual, and the final goal does not always have to be community school if it 

just is not working out for the students. Heather explains that there are alternative options 

for these students, 

We have done some work with work-oriented programs, or in collaboration with 

the social workers because they are so knowledgeable in terms of financial 

resources that are available. Some of our youth stay until 18, and their goal isn’t 

to go back to community school, it’s work, or other community resources. So, we 

work closely with the social worker in that regard to figure out what makes sense 

as a next step. But, they would always leave with some transition plan, just what it 

looks like can be very different. We do, we have a lot go to college, and then 

workplace. Some youth considering University. And I don’t know if this fits here, 

but with our grade 8 program, too, we always encourage them to start grade 9 

here. So that is just another piece of creating successful transitions. That way we 

are able to help them start their pathway. And we do try to incorporate many of 

the things that the community school does. So, we will take the students to college 

and university tours. And again, it’s all team based.  

When students in-risk are a part of welcoming and positive environments with high 

expectations, they are able to overcome risk factors. It is crucial that students develop 

positive relationships with teachers and staff in order to feel supported (Aronowitz, 2005; 



 

89 
 

Rak & Patterson, 1996), especially through a hard adjustment such as a transition back 

into community school.  

 I can imagine how challenging working in an agency school setting could be. 

Despite the small class sizes, and the amounts of support, teachers are dealing with very 

challenging behaviours and situations on a daily basis. It is clear that it takes a certain 

teacher to work in this type of school environment. Every student comes with a very 

diverse set of risk factors and challenges that teachers need to try to mitigate. Despite the 

challenges that are faced throughout the process, teachers are able to reflect on the 

successes as being the most important thing. Laura reflects on how wonderful these 

programs are by describing two students she has previously worked with,  

I guess I reflect back to my very first year. I had a boy, on the spectrum. Super 

negative, he had been here two years prior to me coming. “I can’t learn, you’re 

not going to make me learn, I don’t want to learn”. Every day was negative. 

People would set him off just in just as they would come to the door... and he 

wouldn’t be able to function or manage. I had him for my whole three years, the 

first three years that I was here. He transitioned to community school and he 

would walk from community school for one class and walk back over here. And 

he would come to the door and just stand “I hate this… this is the worst thing on 

the planet…” and he just could not manage at all. I am thinking to myself, oh my 

gosh we are pushing him out to do more. Mom was extremely, extremely smart 

and she couldn’t understand why he can’t get a PhD. So, we worked really hard 

with her to say, “it’s okay, he can have his successes in so many different ways. 

He has two siblings that again, one had their doctorate. He ended up going to 



 

90 
 

community school full time, ended up with the principal’s award and came out 

with like the highest mark in English! But the fact that he went out there and he 

came and was able to overcome all of that. He became independent and worked 

on the food line. That’s the successes. Or we have watched kids, even one of my 

girls, I did not think she was going to manage. She was like, I am going to go on 

welfare, I don’t need to do this. And then she gets a part time job! She is living 

not independently, she still lives in a group situation, but I didn’t think she would 

ever have a job.  

Listening to Laura tell this story about her student, I could hear the passion and emotion 

in her voice. It was clear how invested she was in her students, and how despite 

challenges that come up, and how difficult some days may be working with students with 

such a diverse set of difficulties, the moments of success are truly amazing. As teachers, 

we work for these moments; the moments that a teacher feels like they have a lasting 

impact on a student. Vanessa explains how in every case that she sees, there is always 

some kind of success,  

I think each student that leaves here has their own success because although some 

might be bigger, and some might be smaller, they for sure have grown as an 

individual and with their coping skills and strategies and I think their life as a 

whole is better. At home is better, with their friends, they’re managing school 

success for the first time in their life and they are feeling positive about their life.  

I believe that Vanessa’s response truly encompasses what it means to be a teacher in any 

setting. Success is going to look very different for each student, and teachers need to be 

able to celebrate the differences that each of their students have.  
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It is clear that agency school programs are able to provide a very effective and 

successful environment for students to reach the ultimate goal of transitioning back into a 

community school, or in some cases, finding alternative forms of success. When teams 

are able to build an effective partnership with community school supports, as well as 

build strong relationships with the students and all interdisciplinary team members, an 

optimal environment is created to help students overcome risk factors and challenges 

along the way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

92 
 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The current study highlights the value and success of day treatment programs, and 

the resources provided as they transition back into community schools. Each of the seven 

participants in this research study had a unique perspective as they shared their rich 

experiences from their educational and professional lives. The participants shared their 

stories with me as an educator in an agency school setting, as well as they reflected upon 

the importance of these experiences. All seven participants emphasized the importance of 

agency school settings, and the positive impact these types of mental health intervention 

programs can have on our education system.  

 The use of IPA allowed me to gain a rich and nuanced account of the lived 

experiences of the participants involved in this study. In order to better understand and 

analyze the data, I moved from a descriptive to an interpretative researcher. This allowed 

me to organize common themes based on the experiences of the participants.  Five 

themes emerged from the data: 1) Teaching the Whole Child; 2) Communication; 3) 

Collaboration and Team Dynamics; 4) The Present Role of Parent(s) and/or Guardians; 

and 5) Successful and Adaptive Transition. These themes were recurring in the individual 

interviews and provided meaningful information on the successes of agency school 

programs and student transitions.  

Much of the literature shares key attributes of agency schools and the importance 

of overcoming risk factors through resiliency, positive student-teacher relationships and 

social capital (Bourdieu, 1983; Bandura et al., 1961; Bandura, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Rak 

& Patterson, 1996). 
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In the following section, I will highlight my interpretations of the key findings by 

addressing the following research questions, as well as the limitations of the research and 

recommendations for the future.  

1) How do teachers perceive their role working with students in-risk who are 

receiving treatment in agency schools?  

2) How does a teacher’s role affect the academic and overall achievement outcomes 

for students in-risk?   

3) What types of programs and strategies are in place for a successful transition from 

treatment in an agency school, back into a community school? 

Sub Questions: 

• How effective is the transition into community schools?   

First Research Question 

How do teachers perceive their role working with students in-risk who are 

receiving treatment in agency schools?  

Participants spoke very highly about their role as a teacher in an agency school. I 

received a very high response rate after my initial recruitment email was sent out, which 

gives me the impression that teachers are very motivated and eager to share their 

experiences in these positions. One guiding question I asked early on in the interview 

was, “In an ideal world, what would your ideal classroom look like?”. Looking back on 

the interviews, this served as one of the most important questions in my research because 

almost every teacher answered by explaining how the classroom they are currently 

teaching in is what they would describe as their ideal classroom. Their passion as an 

educator really came out as they answered this question. They spoke about the small class 
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sizes, the amount of professional support, as well as the additional programming that 

made their classroom an ideal learning space for any student. Their answers also told me 

that these agency schools are really making a difference for students if they are able to 

collectivity and confidently say that these programs and strategies are what their ideal 

classroom would always look like in any school environment.  

The literature was clear that teachers play a very important role in helping 

students overcome risk in their life when they are able to build secure and positive 

teacher-student relationships with their students (Ainswort, 1982; Hagenaur, Hascher & 

Volet, 2015). These teachers understood that in order to for students to overcome risk 

factors and crisis situations, they must first feel safe and secure in their environment to 

develop the necessary self-esteem, self-efficacy, and resiliency skills. Students must also 

feel like they are understood at an interpersonal level. They require teachers who are 

empathetic to the challenges they may be facing.  

Throughout my experience working with these agency school teachers, it became 

very clear that these teachers have a challenging role as they work with students with 

such a diverse set of needs. However, it is evident that these teachers are very passionate 

about their work, while encompassing strong empathy and compassion for their students. 

They emphasized the importance of building strong relationships, teaching the whole 

child, and working collaboratively with a diverse range of professionals in order to meet 

the needs of all of their students. Participants explained that being a teacher in an agency 

school has provided them with unparalleled learning experiences. It was very clear that 

these teachers want to share what they do each day with their students. They know that 

their interventions work, and they hope that this research will begin to open up the 
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discussion of what goes on at agency schools for policy makers, administration, fellow 

teachers, and community members.  

Second Research Question 

How does a teacher’s role affect the academic and overall achievement outcomes 

for students in-risk? 

In order for students to reach overall success, students must develop a set of social 

and emotional skills outside of the academic curriculum (Swartz, 2017; Taylor, Oberle, 

Durlak & Weissberg, 2017). Each teacher stressed the importance of social and emotional 

health and coping strategies. Many teachers emphasized that without these sets of skills, 

students would never be able to reach academic and overall success. Teachers really 

emphasized their goals of helping students develop the necessary skills to better manage 

stress, as well as get along with others. Their hope is that these students will not only be 

able to function in community school, but once they become adults, they will be able to 

live an independent and successful life.  

Something that really stood out in these interviews was that teachers viewed the 

successful academic and overall achievement outcomes for students as being a result of 

the entire interdisciplinary team’s role, rather than their individual role. Students in-risk 

have a very diverse set of risk factors, making it necessary to have a diverse team 

working with them to help them build the resiliency skills and tools to reach success 

(Highes & Adera, 2006). Teachers spoke very highly of the effectiveness of working as a 

team, and how the various professionals were able to give a different set of skills to meet 

the diverse set of student needs. SCT explains that people learn from one another through 

observation, imitation, and modeling (Bandura et al., 1961; Bandura, 1986). When 
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children and youth are surrounded by positive models, they may after time imitate this 

behaviour and develop protective factors and resiliency skills from watching others 

around them. With such a diverse set of skills amongst team members, students are able 

to develop the necessary skills that will not only help them succeed in a school setting, 

but also succeed in their life as a whole.   

Third Research Question 

What types of programs and strategies are in place for a successful transition 

from treatment in an agency school, back into a community school? 

 When developing transition plans, interdisciplinary teams must create and adapt 

plans based on individual student strengths and needs (OME, 2019). These teachers 

spoke about the extensive programs and supports being offered to students, as well as the 

continuous reflection happening in order to continue improving these services.  

Some of the programs and strategies currently in place are, but are not limited to, shared 

placements, transition teams, as well as continuous support from interdisciplinary team 

members before, during, and after successful transition.  

The programs and strategies differed as I compared the agency schools used in 

this research. For example, transition teams were available at the high school agency 

schools used, but not at the elementary schools used. These transition teams provided 

immense supports to students, however I can understand that there are factors that would 

limit these types of additional positions in all agency school settings. Despite the 

differences in certain strategies and supports, there are three strategies that stood out as 

being very effective at all of the schools interviewed in this research.  
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The first effective strategy shared amongst each of the schools used was shared 

placement. Shared placement is where students slowly transition into a community school 

setting by splitting their time between both community and agency school, until it is 

believed that they are ready to integrate full time. This allows for the student to slowly be 

introduced to new challenges, while still receiving intervention support from their agency 

school. It also allows some flexibility in terms of readjustment to their goals if the 

transition is too difficult.  

The second strategy that stood out as being effective for a positive transition was 

communication between team members and community school staff. Although this level 

varied between schools, it was evident that this was viewed as being important to all 

schools involved. When there is continuous communication and support before, during, 

and after agency school treatment, the team is able to provide a very effective treatment 

plan for the students. Some teachers spoke of this being a factor they wished they could 

improve upon.  

The final strategy that stood out at all schools as effective was ensuring that the 

process was reflective and adaptive. Each teacher spoke about the importance of making 

changes to student plans when challenges would arise, as well as reflecting on the process 

as a whole. Teachers were able to introduce new strategies such as transition groups for 

students, as well as student feedback on intervention in order to continue to allow their 

programs to grow.  

How effective is the transition into community schools?   

It can be concluded that there are many strategies currently in place for a 

successful transition, and that the student transitions are viewed as being very effective. 
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Although there were differences amongst the schools involved, and there are areas that 

the participants explained could be improved, it can be concluded that transitions are 

viewed successful as whole. Team members are constantly problem solving, adapting, 

and individualizing transition planning in order to meet the diverse needs of students in-

risk.  

It was very interesting to learn how many options there are for these students to 

be successful. Although the ultimate goal is for students to successfully transition back 

into community school, some students are just unable to reach that despite the support 

and strategies given. In those cases, these teams work together to figure out an option that 

will work for this student to be successful, whether that be other community supports, 

work and co-op programs, or adult mental health services. Transition plans are being 

developed and created amongst interdisciplinary team members and community supports 

based on students’ strengths and needs in order to create the most appropriate goals for 

students, as well as to create the skills necessary for students to be successful in their 

lives. 

Recommendations  

Based on all teachers’ perspective and literature review, I suggest the following 

recommendations. 

 Build a Relationship of Trust. Each teacher stressed the importance of 

communication between interdisciplinary team members and contacts at the community 

schools, however teachers did not mention the importance of building a relationship of 

trust. Although communication is key for constructing relationships, the effectiveness is 

minimal if these professionals do not trust one another’s unique knowledge and expertise 
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(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Gray, Kruse, & Tarter, 2016). Trust provides a foundation for 

a successful and reciprocal relationship, and in order to build trust there needs to be an 

understanding of one another’s identity and role (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Gray, Kruse, 

& Tarter, 2016). This recommendation extends to community school administrators, 

teachers, and support staff also building trust in the expertise of agency school staff. As a 

result, this will move towards building a stronger partnership and continue to strengthen 

successful student transitions.  

 Emphasize Holistic Education. It is clear from the literature, as well as from 

evidence in this research that social and emotional learning is key to develop the 

necessary resiliency and coping skills that will help all students reach academic and 

overall success. However, there is little explicit mention of holistic education (Miller, 

2016; Miller, 1990), as well the extension that needs to be present for this type of 

learning in all classrooms across the education system. Teachers are encouraged to reflect 

on the value of seeing every student as an individual first, where they are able to build a 

strong relationship in order to truly understand their strengths and weaknesses to reach 

success. Focusing on creating “whole” individuals will help students become well 

balanced in their outlook on life, as well as help them develop an understanding of 

themselves in relation to the world.  

 Knowledge of Agency School Environments. Teachers spoke about the 

importance of community members, families, as well as community school teachers 

requiring a stronger knowledge of what happens in agency schools. It is expressed that 

there is a stigma around mental health in children and the type of services being offered, 

and efforts cannot expand without significant support from these members. Literature 
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also emphasizes that when it comes to mental health challenges and risk factors amongst 

children and adolescents, families sometimes fear criticism or judgment which can lead 

to not seeking services (Murray et. al., 2014). To gain clearer understanding of agency 

school program goals, more knowledge around the increase of mental health, as well as 

the services being offered amongst community members and all those involved in 

education would be beneficial.  

I also believe that it would be beneficial if teacher candidates were able to 

complete student practicums in agency school settings, thus gaining incomparable 

experience around developing programs and strategies for students in-risk. This type of 

experience would not only build knowledge specific to agency school settings, but also 

knowledge that can be extended to any classroom setting.  

Suggestions for Future Research  

I recommend that future studies look to understand interdisciplinary team 

dynamics, the role of parent(s) and/or guardians in this support process, as well as similar 

research studies. The successes of the interdisciplinary team were brought up many times 

by teachers and were even regarded as one of the most important factors for program 

success in agency schools. Some of these professionals include child and youth workers, 

social workers, psychologists, child psychiatrists, and various therapists. I believe a 

future study involving the perspectives of all of these team members would be very 

beneficial to better understand their successes and challenges, as well as the types of 

dynamics that can be extended into community school programs. Each member is trained 

in a different skill set and role, therefore each member brings a very unique perspective 

of agency school success.  
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 Other research that could offer tremendous benefits could look to understand the 

role of parent(s) and/or guardians in this process. This was a theme that emerged in the 

data, however this study only gained the perspective of teachers. Students must undergo 

an application process in order to be accepted into day treatment programming, and one 

of the main criteria for acceptance is support from parent(s) and/or guardians. The 

program looks to not only help students gain the necessary resiliency and coping skills, 

but to also help families build these skills as well. Teachers explained that this can 

become a challenge for many students and their families. Gaining the perspective of 

social workers who are deeply involved with the families, as well as even the perspective 

of parent(s) and/or guardians would be very beneficial.                                

 The final recommendation is for the need for additional research to be conducted 

similar to this study. The current research study is the first, to my knowledge, to 

investigate the perspective of teachers working in agency school settings in Ontario. It is 

recommended that future studies continue to investigate this topic, perhaps on a larger 

scale, or as a comparative study in various school boards across the entire province.   
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION  

Agency schools play an important role in the education system. These 

intervention programs assist with meeting the goal of helping all students reach success, 

regardless of their needs and risk factors. The agency schools involved in this study have 

been shown to be a very successful intervention for students experiencing serious 

emotional, social, developmental, and/or behavioural issues. The aim of the current study 

was to present and interpret the perspective of teachers for policy makers, administrators, 

and researchers to develop a deeper understanding of the structure and dynamics of day 

treatment programs and transitions, so that agency schools can continue to develop to 

meet the needs of students in-risk. Literature examining students in-risk have implied that 

resiliency, SEL, positive student-teacher relationships and role models, as well as social 

capital can have successful effects of mitigating various challenges and risk factors 

(Bandura et al., 1961; Bourdieu, 1983; CASEL, 2017; Coleman, 1988; Domitrovich et 

al., 2017).  

As mentioned previously, I do not know of any other studies that investigate 

teachers’ perceptions of agency schools and successful transitions. In fact, no studies 

have been found with teacher perceptions in Ontario.  This study helps to address a gap in 

the literature. A qualitative case study was used in order to understand this topic and 

identify recommendations for future practice and research. The participants consisted of 

seven teachers currently teaching in agency schools in a school board in Southwestern 

Ontario. I was able to collect rich and meaningful data from these participants because 
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they each had a great deal of lived experiences to share working with students receiving 

day treatment in agency schools.  

Through IPA analysis, five themes emerged from the data: 1) Teaching the Whole 

Child; 2) Communication; 3) Collaboration and Team Dynamics; 4) The Present Role of 

Parent(s) and/or Guardians; and 5) Successful and Adaptive Transition. The themes 

present a general conception of how teachers identify their role in agency schools, while 

providing evidence of the success of day treatment programs and student transitions. It is 

not surprising that these educators spoke to these themes in depth. Together, they 

encompass what takes to create a successful school environment. The themes discovered 

in this research helped to produce important recommendations for future practice and 

research.  

Positive psychology was used as a foundation for this research in order to 

understand a strengths-based approach of agency schools and student transitions. In the 

current study, all participants self-identified agency schools as positive interventions for 

students. This investigation of teacher perspectives provides insight into the 

understanding of agency school programs and student transitions, as well as insight into 

the role that teachers have in a setting like this. The current study allowed participants the 

opportunity to reflect upon their experiences, consider their own attitudes towards 

programs and transitions, and discuss their future roles as agency school teachers.  

In addition, the current study contributes to the field of special education in 

Ontario by giving a voice to special education teachers working in agency school 

settings. The hope from this study is for individuals to become more knowledgeable 

about mental health interventions in schools, so that these programs can continue to 
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advance. The hope is that the findings and recommendations of this study not only 

benefit those in agency school settings, but also educators in community school settings.  

Mental health challenges and diverse risk factors continue to rise amongst 

children and youth (MHASEF Research Team, 2015). It is an unrealistic expectation for 

all teachers to be able to learn about every type of diversity and risk factor that they will 

encounter in their classroom. However, it can be suggested that the more we seek to 

integrate teaching holistic education and SEL into our everyday teaching, as well as the 

more that we try to educate teachers and community members about services being 

offered, the more awareness and success teachers will bring for students who may be 

facing various risk factors, as well as social, emotional, developmental and behaviour 

difficulties.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Definition of Key Terms 

Agency School. Agency schools are a type of alternative schooling that blends 

education with day treatment programs. Students are temporarily placed in these settings 

for exhibiting various risk characteristics and circumstances that lead to social, 

emotional, developmental and/or behavioural issues that inhibit them from being able to 

attend mainstream schools. Teachers work alongside various professionals such as child 

and youth workers, psychologists, and social workers from relevant agencies (OME, 

2019).  

Behaviour Plan. A written plan designed to target the underlying reason for 

behaviour and replace the behaviour with one more appropriate (OME, 2010).  

Day Treatment. Day treatment is a partial hospitalization program joint with 

education for those individuals with serious mental, emotional, developmental, and/or 

behavioural issues (OME, 2017, OME, 2019). These services are designed to prevent 

movement to a more intensive level of care (OME, 2017; OME, 2019). Although 

treatment is a medical term, it is used in this research to keep consistent with policy 

documents in Ontario, as well as the language used by the professionals interviewed in 

this research. 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP). An IEP is a written plan outlining the 

special education services required by a student, based on their strengths and needs 

(OME, 2010).  

Students In-Risk. Students can be deemed “at-risk”, “in-risk”, or “high-risk” when 

they lack resiliency skills necessary to overcome various risk factors. These terms are 
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used interchangeably to address the degree of intervention and support required for 

students at risk of academic failure. For the purpose of this research, students attending 

alternative education in agency schools would be defined as “in-risk”, as they are 

currently unable to succeed in mainstream schooling due to various characteristics or 

conditions.  

Risk factor. Risk factors are attributes, characteristics or exposures that increase 

an individual’s likelihood of academic failure or failure to complete high school (Hughes 

& Adera, 2006; The Learning Partnership, 2004).  

Safety Plan. A written plan is developed for a student whose behaviour poses an 

ongoing risk to themselves, other students, or staff (OME, 2010).  
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

1. How long have you been a teacher in an agency school setting? How would you 

describe this role? 

2. What types of challenges are these students faced with?  

3. What supports do you provide for the students?  

4. What role do parents or guardians have in this support process? 

5. In an ideal world, what would your ideal classroom look like?  

6. How does your interdisciplinary team work together to plan for the success of 

your students?   

7. How does this team within the agency school collaborate with students’ 

community school/teacher?  

8. What does a typical day look like for these students? How does it differ from the 

average community school day? 

9. What types of skills are you trying to teach these students?  

10. How does the transition process support the success of the students as they 

reintegrate into their community school?  

11. What resources are provided for students as they transition back into community 

schools?  

12. What successes have you experienced as students’ transition back into community 

schools?  

13. What challenges have you experienced as students’ transition back into 

community schools?   
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14. What is the process if a student does not transition well back into their community 

school?  

15. Are there additional supports and resources that would assist teachers as they help 

students transition back into community schools?  

16. Are student’s families more knowledgeable about their child’s needs and the 

resources that are available to support them?  
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Appendix C: Ethics Approval 

This is to inform you that the University of Windsor Research Ethics Board (REB), 

which is organized and operated according to the Tri-Council Policy Statement and the 

University of Windsor Guidelines for Research Involving Human Subjects, has granted 

approval to your research project on the date noted above. This approval is valid only 

until the Project End Date.  
A Progress Report or Final Report is due by the date noted above. The REB may ask for 

monitoring information at some time during the project’s approval period.  
During the course of the research, no deviations from, or changes to, the protocol or 

consent form may be initiated without prior written approval from the REB. Minor 

change(s) in ongoing studies will be considered when submitted on the Request to Revise 

form.  
Investigators must also report promptly to the REB:  
a) changes increasing the risk to the participant(s) and/or affecting significantly the 

conduct of the study;  
b) all adverse and unexpected experiences or events that are both serious and unexpected;  
c) new information that may adversely affect the safety of the subjects or the conduct of 

the study.  
Forms for submissions, notifications, or changes are available on the REB website: 

www.uwindsor.ca/reb. If your data is going to be used for another project, it is necessary 

to submit another application to the REB.  
We wish you every success in your research.  
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Appendix D: Recruitment Email 

 

Hello,  

My name is Gelsea Pizzuto and I am a graduate student for the Education department at 

the University of Windsor. I am working under the supervision of Dr. Geri Salinitri while 

completing my Master’s Thesis. You are receiving this email as a request for your 

participation.  

The title of my research is Examining Factors, Supports, and Transitional Resources 

Among Students Attending Agency Schools in Southwestern Ontario. The purpose of this 

study is to examine factors, supports, and transitional resources among students in-risk, 

from the perspective of teachers who are currently working, or have worked, directly 

with students in-risk that are attending treatment in agency schools in Southwestern 

Ontario.  

 

Participants who are currently working, or have worked as a teacher in an agency school 

setting, are invited to share their experiences working in agency schools. You must have 

a minimum of one-year experience working in an agency school setting.  

 

If you volunteer to participate in the study, you will be asked to:  

 

1) Partake in a single in-depth interview on your experience working with in-risk 

students that are attending treatment in agency schools in Southwestern Ontario. 

The lead researcher (Gelsea Pizzuto) will conduct, as well as audio-record the 
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interview. The interview will last approximately 45 minutes, and will be 

completed at a time and location convenient for you.  

2) Consent to the audio taping of interviews. This is a voluntary procedure and you 

are free to withdraw responses at any time. To withdraw statements, you must 

give verbal or written consent to the lead researcher, Gelsea Pizzuto. Your name 

and school will not be disclosed, and that taping will be kept confidential and 

securely stored by file number.  

 

For participating in this study, you will receive a $20.00 gift card from Amazon as 

compensation for your time and willingness to contribute to this research. If you are 

interested in participating in this research study, please email me at 

pizzutog@uwindsor.ca. An email will be sent back to you with a letter of information to 

verify your commitment, followed by a phone call to arrange a meeting time and location 

that is convenient for you. If you have any questions of concerns about this study, please 

feel free to contact me by email.  

 

Please respond by March 6, 2019 to confirm your willingness to participate.  

 

Sincerely,  

Gelsea Pizzuto  
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Appendix E: Letter of Consent to Participate in Research 

 

Title of Study:  

Examining Factors, Supports, and Transitional Resources Among Students Attending 

Agency Schools in Southwestern Ontario  

 

You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Gelsea Pizzuto, from the 

Faculty of Education at the University of Windsor under the supervision of Dr. Geri 

Salinitri. The results of this study will contribute to Gelsea Pizzuto’s thesis work.   

 

If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel to contact Gelsea 

Pizzuto from the University of Windsor by email. Dr. Salinitri can be reached by email or 

by phone.  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study is to examine factors, supports, and transitional resources 

among students in-risk, from the perspective of teachers who are working directly, or 

have worked directly, with students in-risk that are attending treatment in agency schools 

in Southwestern Ontario.  

 

PROCEDURES 

 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to: 

1) Partake in a single in-depth interview on your experience working with in-risk 
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students that are currently attending, or have attended treatment in agency schools 

in Southwestern Ontario. The lead researcher (Gelsea Pizzuto) will conduct, as 

well as audio-record the interview. The interview will last approximately 45 

minutes, and will be completed at a time and location convenient for you.  

2) Consent to the audio taping of interviews. Audio recording will be used during the 

interview to ensure data is accurate during the transcription phase. This is a 

voluntary procedure and you are free to withdraw responses at any time by 

requesting that the taping be stopped. To withdraw statements, you must give 

verbal or written consent to the lead researcher, Gelsea Pizzuto. Your name and 

school will not be disclosed, and that taping will be kept confidential and securely 

stored by file number.  

 

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 

 

There is no intention on the part of the investigators to include any psychological or 

social risk to the participant. The interview is done on a volunteer basis. The interview 

will be audio recorded. You have the choice to refrain from answering any questions in 

the interview. You will be given a pseudonym and the name of your school will not be 

disclosed. The information that you provide will remain confidential and will not be 

shared with anyone besides Gelsea Pizzuto and Dr. Geri Salinitri.  

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 

 

The study will expand on the research on agency schools in Southwestern Ontario. Data 
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from the interviews will give insight into the efforts of the public education system to 

help students attending agency schools reach academic and overall success during their 

transition back into community schools. Moreover, it will provide you with the 

opportunity to reflect on your experience with the program.  

 

COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION 

 

Participants will receive a $20.00 gift card from Amazon as compensation for your time 

and willingness to contribute to this research.   

CONFIDENTIALITY 

 

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified 

with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. To 

ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used for reporting and your name and the 

school that you belong to will only be available to the lead researcher (Gelsea Pizzuto) 

and Dr. Geri Salinitri. However, it is possible that a person who is strongly familiar with 

the school boards in Southwestern Ontario may be able to recognize the participants of 

the study. The report will be written in a manner that will minimalize this outcome. 

Audio recordings of the interviews will remain in a secure location in which only the 

researcher has access.  Responses will be destroyed after September 1, 2019.  

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
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This study is completely voluntary for all participants. You have the choice to refrain 

from answering any questions in the interview. Participants have the right to withdraw 

and amend their responses, without consequence, two weeks after transcription is sent to 

them by email. Participants will respond by sending back any changes, as well as signing 

the transcription. After this point, they no longer have the opportunity to withdraw from 

the study. Data analysis will be conducted after all interviews have been completed. Data 

will be kept indefinitely. 

If for any reason, the researcher has the need to withdraw the participants from the 

research, the participant will be notified and an explanation will be given.  

FEEDBACK OF THE RESULTS OF THIS STUDY TO THE PARTICIPANTS 

 

A summary of the findings and any post-study information will be made available via 

internet. Web address: https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/research-result-summaries/. Date 

when results are available: June 1, 2019. You will receive an email with information 

pertaining to the above website when the data is complete.  

SUBSEQUENT USE OF DATA 

 

This data may be used in subsequent studies, publications, and presentations.  

 

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
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If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact:  Research 

Ethics Coordinator, University of Windsor, Windsor, Ontario, N9B 3P4; Telephone: XXX-

XXX-XXXX, ext. XXXX; e-mail:  ethics@uwindsor.ca 

SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT/LEGAL REPRESENTATIVE 

 

I understand the information provided for the study Examining Factors, Supports, and 

Transitional Resources Among Students Attending Agency Schools in Southwestern 

Ontario as described herein.  My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I 

agree to participate in this study.  I have been given a copy of this form. 

 

______________________________________ 

Name of Participant 

 

______________________________________   _________________ 

Signature of Participant       Date 

SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR 

 

These are the terms under which I will conduct research. 

 

_____________________________________   _________________ 

Signature of Investigator      Date 
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