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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Each year between 800,000 and 900,000 school-aged young women in the United 

States will become pregnant (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2000). 

Contiary to media representations of the "epidemic" of teen pregnancy, the rate of 

pregnancies by young women ages 15 to 19 dropped significantly over the last decade 

(CDC, 2000). Although the "problem" of teenage pregnancy seems more prevalent now 

than ever before, national birth statistics prove more 15- to 19-year-oIds gave birth m the 

late 1950s and early 1960s than in the 1990s (Flanagan, 1998). The "epidemic" of 

teenage pregnancy seems to be related to the fact that more young women become 

pregnant and raise their children out of wedlock. Indeed, rates of birth to unmarried 

mothers have risen dramatically over the past 20 years (Flanagan, 1998). Although an 

adolescent becomes biologically ready to initiate sexual activity and bear children, this 

act is perceived to be incompatible with society's demands for a ttaditional progression 

of school completion, marriage, then childbirth (Scott-Jones, 1991). 

Teenage pregnancy has been a national concern for decades, especially since the 

United States consistently has the highest teen birthrates of any industrialized nation 

(Maynard, 1997). Researchers estimate that adolescent childbearing costs taxpayers in 

the United States $6.9 billion each year, primarily in the form of public assistance 

programs, welfare, food stamps and medical-care expenses (Maynard, 1997). The 

potential consequences of adolescent childbearing are numerous. Children bom to 

adolescent mothers are more likely to be of low birth-weight, have more health problems, 

endure more instances of abuse and neglect, and are more likely to have tiouble in school 

(Maynard, 1997). Adolescent mothers are more likely to have difficulty completing 

school, spend more of their years as single parents, and frequently encoimter limited 

economic and vocational opportunities. 

Despite the highly publicized negative consequences surroimding teenage 

pregnancy and childbirth, early motherhood is not necessarily a predictor of disparaging 



outcomes for mother and child, but can prove to instigate positive growth and 

development (Farber, 1989; Flanagan, 1998; Jacobs, 1994; Upchurch, 1993). Many 

young mothers become more motivated to complete school and "redeem" themselves by 

tiansforming their lives in hopes of becoming a better parent than what they experienced 

(Rains, Davies, & McKinnon, 1998; SmithBattle, 1995,1998; Theriot, Pecoraro, & Ross-

Reynolds, 1991). 

Background of the Problem 

Flanagan (1998) asked, "When young mothers have difficulty finishing school, is 

the difficulty caused by motherhood?" (p. 241). A study by Rauch-Elnekave (1994) 

concludes, "early motherhood may represent an alternative avenue to experiencing 

success for girls who are having academic difficulties" (p. 91). A young woman's 

interactions with teachers, peers and the classroom environment compose a critical 

portion of her entire school experience. Negative school experiences may substantially 

affect the academic and life decisions a young woman makes during her school years. 

Sadker and Sadker (1994) concluded, "many girls who were ignored in school and had no 

academic options hope that having a baby will give purpose to their lives" (p. 119). 

Research by David and Myra Sadker and the American Association of University 

Women (AAUW) in the 1980s and 1990s exposed covert and overt gender inequalities 

that females were encountering in classrooms across America. These studies consistently 

found that girls receive less attention and praise in the classroom, are less assertive, and 

receive fewer special educational referrals than boys (AAUW, 1999; Sadker & Sadker, 

1994). 

While stiidies by the AAUW (1992, 1999) and Sadker and Sadker (1994) focused 

on gender inequalities foimd in American public schools, more recent gender-based 

educational research shifts to differences between males and females and the variance 

within each gender. Research by Gurian and Tmeman (2001), based on physiological 

differences between the genders, supported males and females should be taught 

differently, according to individual needs. Gurian and Tmeman (2001) supported males 



and females experience "gender advantage" and "gender disadvantage" in school (p. 57). 

They assert certain elements of the educational system favor girls while boys experience 

advantages in other areas. An appropriate goal for the schools is to ensure that every 

student, male or female, receives an equitable education. Practicing educational equity 

requires teachers and administrators to know individual students, recognizing academic 

stiengths and challenges, in order to ensure all students are successful. 

While equitable practices in school can develop a successfiil student, inequitable 

practices in schools can contribute to a young woman having a considerably negative 

educational experience which, in turn, may have a profoimd effect on her self-esteem 

(Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Adolescents with low self-esteem and low educational 

achievement are more at risk for substance abuse, early sexual intercourse, delinquency 

and failure in school (Dryfoos, 1990). Dryfoos (1990) concluded, "low achievement 

results from an array offerees, many of which are outside the contiol of the child. The 

quality of the school is, of course, a major factor, as are the actual classroom practices 

and attitudes of the teacher" (p. 79). Through a continuum of not meeting the needs of 

students, self-esteem and academic potential suffer. A young girl with low self-esteem 

and low educational achievement may look to pregnancy and motherhood for personal 

gain and success. 

A multiplicity of variables has been identified that influence the incidence of teen 

pregnancy. Many yoimg women view pregnancy and motherhood as an altemative life 

course to compensate for limited economic, environmental and educational opportunities. 

Poverty and income inequity has been proven to be an overwhelming determinant of the 

incidence of adolescent pregnancy and childbirth (Dodson, 1996). In addition, many teen 

mothers come from non-intact families who commonly have low educational 

expectations for their daughters (Hayward, Grady, & Billy, 1992; Upchurch, 1993). 

Negative school experiences along with poor academic performance have been shown to 

be an antecedent to adolescent pregnancy (Flanagan, 1998; Holden, Nelson, Velasquez, 

& Ritchie, 1993; Rauch-Ehiekave, 1994). Equitable practices in schools would ensure 

that no student would experience a continuum of negative school experiences and failure. 



Statement of the Problem 

Negative school experiences, low educational expectations, and low achievement 

in school can contribute to a lack of motivation to delay sexual activity (Scott-Jones, 

1991). If schools aspire to assist in decreasing the incidence of teenage pregnancy, they 

must ensure that the needs of all students are being met. Schools must examine if 

learning problems in young female students are being detected and appropriately treated. 

Adolescents who view themselves as failures in school may seek to become successes in 

other areas, possibly through early parenthood. The problem explored in this study is 

students with poor academic performance and negative school experiences may become 

fiaistrated with school and seek to find success and respect through parenting. If negative 

school experiences influence a young woman's decision to become pregnant, give birth 

and raise a child, schools must examine their practices to ensure the needs of all students 

are being met. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to explore the past and present school experiences 

of pregnant and parenting female students to determine if these experiences influenced 

their decision to become pregnant and raise a child. Most research studies on the role of 

education for pregnant and parenting teens focus on program evaluation or critical 

analysis of the social "problem" of teenage pregnancy. Very little research exists on the 

self-perception of pregnant and parenting teens as students, including their academic 

history, successes, challenges and stmggles. This study was not to evaluate a particular 

system or program for educating pregnant and parenting adolescents, but rather to "give 

voice" to a unique and diverse population of female school students who are 

underrepresented in educational research. 



Questions 

Negative school experiences due to inequitable practices m school, expressed as a 

continuum of needs not being met, may contribute to an adolescent female student's 

perception that her future educational, vocational and economic opportunities are limited. 

Giving birth to and raising a child may become a means to achieving adult status and as 

an alternate route to success. This study explored the school experiences as perceived by 

eight pregnant and parenting female students. Three research questions guided this 

study: 

1. How do female parenting students describe their school experiences prior to 

becoming pregnant? 

Underlying questions included: 

• Were pregnant and parenting students' needs (academic, emotional, 

psychological) being met in school prior to becoming pregnant? 

• What is the role of education in a pregnant or parenting students' family? 

• Do socioeconomic factors play a more influential role than educational 

experiences in the incidence of teen pregnancy? 

This research question involved soliciting a recollection of the participants' school 

experiences prior to becoming pregnant. Students' levels of participation, effort, and 

academic performance in school were investigated. The non-academic aspects of school 

were also examined, including interactions with peers, relationships with teachers, and 

disciplinary issues. This research question also considered the effects of familial 

educational expectations and achievement on the school experiences of the participants. 

2. What is the relationship between the actual and perceived school experiences 

of pregnant and parenting female students? 

Underlying questions included: 

• How do the academic records of these students compare to their perceptions of 

academic performance? 

• Have students experienced learning problems that have not been addressed by 

the school? 



This research question was used to compare students' perceptions of their academic 

performance with what the academic records proved. The researcher was interested in 

investigating the accuracy of academic perceptions held by this population of pregnant 

and parenting female students. This research question provided insight into learning 

difficulties and challenges that participants experienced in school. Since some 

participants may not have been forthcoming with admitting to a learning difficulty, 

records illustiated areas of academic concern. 

3. How have school experiences changed for female parenting students 

following the birth of their child(ren)? 

Underlying questions included: 

• Do pregnant and parenting students view education as necessary for being a 

good parent? 

• Does the birth of a child provide academic motivation for the mothering student? 

This research question expressed how students' perceptions of school may have changed 

due to a pregnancy or birth of a child. The researcher investigated how the lives of the 

participants were affected by the birth, or impending birth, of a child. This question also 

investigated the role of education in the lives of the young mothers in this study. Since 

each of the participants were attending an altemative school program for pregnant and 

parenting female students, the altemative school experience was also examined. 

Significance of the Study 

The majority of educational research concerning pregnant and parenting students 

involves altemative education program assessment. Since schools are required to provide 

educational services for pregnant and parenting students, appropriate research is 

necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of these programs. Absent from research 

involving pregnant and parenting students are their perceptions of school experiences 

preceding their pregnancies. Equally deficient in educational research regarding pregnant 

and parenting students are the voices of the students. This study is significant in that 

school experiences were told by those who lived through them, the students. 



Many adolescent mothers conquer numerous obstacles and succeed academically, 

socially and emotionally, contrary to societal expectations. By examining the past and 

present educational experiences of pregnant and parenting teens through their own words, 

it is possible to evaluate the role of the school in their lives. If this study determines that 

the system of school, through altemative or regular public educational stmctures, has and 

continues to facilitate a positive and equitable experience for these adolescent females, 

then these schools can access their stiengths and examine ways of increasing their 

influence. 

If, on the other hand, the young women in this study describe school through a 

series of negative experiences, administiations, teachers, curriculum, and instmction must 

be examined to determine the fallacies contributing to these negative perceptions. When 

students experience a considerable amount of academic fiiistiation, their self-assessment 

of ability is adversely affected and school becomes an impleasant place to be (Zabel, 

2001). An adolescent female who is stmggling academically, socially, and emotionally 

may seek altemative means for finding success. 

The voices of the yovmg women in this study will provide an assessment of 

educational equity experienced in school. This study is significant because the pregnant 

and parenting students will reveal the factors and experiences they perceive as important 

and influential in school. The results of this study may serve schools by supporting the 

importance of assessing the individual needs of each student to ensure that all students 

are successful. Since a positive school experience may actually affect an adolescent's 

decision to become pregnant and raise a child, assuring that all students receive an 

equitable education that meets their needs may actually influence the incidence of teen 

pregnancy. 

Definitions 

The following definitions will assist in clarifying terms used throughout the 

discussion of this study. 



Altemative program for pregnant and parenting students, for the purpose of this 

study, is the educational program which serves secondary students who are pregnant or 

have children. The school is housed on a separate campus equipped with three day-care 

centers, and facilitates a pediatric and obstetric nurse and weekly pediatrician visits. 

Students follow a traditional secondary curriculum and meet in a ttaditional class 

schedule of seven 50-minute classes. 

Educational equity refers to the degree of providing quality education and equal 

opportunities for all students (AAUW, 1999). 

Home (high) school refers to the school a participant attended prior to the 

altemative program for pregnant and parenting students. 

Pregnant or parenting students, are those students enrolled in an altemative public 

school program for grades 7 through 12 who are currently pregnant, or have given birth 

and are raising a child. 

Self-esteem reflects the judgment of worth placed on oneself, based on two 

sources: the perception of performance in areas in which success is intrinsically 

important, and how one believes he or she is being perceived by significant others, such 

as parents, teachers, or peers (Orenstein, 1994). 

Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) is a standardized test used to 

measure the level of a student's proficiency in reading, math, and writing. Students are 

required to meet minimum expectations on all sections of the TAAS test in order to 

graduate from high school. 

Assumptions 

This study asstimed that all of the participants made a personal choice to attend 

the altemative program rather than remain at their home school. Also, the assumption is 

made that each of the participants made a conscious decision in favor of parenthood, 

abandoning other options such as abortion or adoption. 

This study rests on the description of past and present educational experiences of 

pregnant and parenting students. Therefore, it is assiuned that participants recollected 



specific and descriptive accounts from throughout their educational careers. It is further 

assumed that these experiences can be classified as decidedly positive or negative. Since 

adolescent students are very concemed with how they are seen by others, especially by 

adults in an authoritative role, this study assumes that secondary-level students will 

provide honest answers to inquiries without embellishing or omitting information. 



CHAPTER n 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore the past and present school experiences 

of pregnant and parenting female students to determine if these experiences influenced 

their decision to become pregnant and raise a child. Teenage pregnancy affects a 

diversity of institutions, federal, state and local governments, schools, health providers, 

and individual families. In order to understand the complexity of variables associated 

with early sexual activity, pregnancy and childbirth, qualities of adolescent development 

must be examined as well as effects of diminished socioeconomic conditions on the 

teenage perspective. Societal perspectives on "children having children" do not 

adequately illustiate the multiplicity of conditions involved in an adolescent's decision to 

give birth and raise a child. In addition, the role of school in the lives of all females 

should be examined to comprehend the diversity of learning characteristics demonstiated 

by males and females and how these differences are manifested in the classroom. Also 

important to this study is to recognize the evolution of educating pregnant and parenting 

students and the role of the altemative school in American education. Since teen 

pregnancy is an event directly affected by a diversity of conditions, the following 

literature review provides insight into those factors that may influence the occurrence of 

pregnancy in teens. 

Girls in School 

Although the actual number of pregnancies and births to teenagers has decreased 

over the last decade, statistics continue to support that four out of every ten females will 

become pregnant at least once before they reach the age of twenty (CDC, 2000). 

Throughout the 1990s, the teen birth rate dropped among African-American girls and 

. among non-Hispanic whites (AAUW, 1999). Hispanic teens, however, have not seen 

similar declines in teen pregnancy statistics. Compound these statistics with the fact that 
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one in five Hispanic females leaves school by age 17 regardless of pregnancy or 

parenting stattis (AAUW, 1999), and this is cause for alarm for educators. While a 

multiplicity of variables may contribute to a teen giri's decision to give birth and raise a 

child, Sadker and Sadker (1994) support that economic and educational disadvantage 

contribute to a young girl's decision to have a baby. She may view motherhood as a way 

to gain independence, become responsible, and create a new role for herself where 

education was failing her and other life options seem bleak (AAUW, 1999; Sadker & 

Sadker, 1994). Although socioeconomic status is a powerful predictor of school success 

or failure, incidence of delinquency, and teen pregnancy (AAUW, 1999), schools also 

must accept responsibility for meeting the needs of all students, regardless of the 

difficulties with which they enter the system. When working with such a diversity of 

students, educators are best equipped for their task through an understanding of what it 

means to be female (or male) physiologically, psychologically, in society, and in the 

classroom. 

Challenges for Girls 

Groundbreaking research by David and Myra Sadker in the 1980s and 1990s, 

along with reports released by the American Association of University Women (AAUW), 

uncovered covert and overt gender biases that females were encountering in their 

classrooms. Through hundreds of classroom observations, the Sadkers determined that 

boys are getting more than their fair share of teacher time and attention. Boys called out 

more in class, up to eight times more often than girls, while girls were reminded to raise 

their hands if they called out (Ambrose, 1996; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Teachers were 

found to talk to boys more, ask more questions, and provide longer time to answer. Since 

waiting longer for a student to answer can have a positive affect on the student's 

confidence in their abilities, males were found to try harder to achieve since they were 

given longer amounts of time to answer a question (AAUW, 1992; Sadker & Sadker, 

1994). Since girls tend to be less assertive in class and want to think about their answer 

before sharing it with the class, a teacher who does not give adequate time for the girls to 
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compose their answers discredits her abilities (Hannan, 1995). Teachers in these studies 

were found to give boys more praise for the intellectual quality of their work while girls 

were commended for their neatness and form (Ambrose, 1996; Hannan, 1995; Sadker & 

Sadker, 1994; Stutler, 1997). Teachers direct more of their attention to males in the 

classroom because they are generally the ones making noise and causing ttouble. 

However, teachers consistentiy define the ideal student as female-they are neat, 

responsible and quiet in the classroom (AAUW, 1999). 

In the early grades, girls are ahead of or equal to boys by standardized measures 

of achievement and psychological well-being, but by high school or college completion, 

giris have faUen behind (AAUW, 1999; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). hi high school, giris 

score lower on the SAT and ACT tests and receive fewer college scholarships. While 

critics would argue that girls are successful in school since collectively they make better 

grades, receive fewer punishments for behavior, and have fewer special education 

referrals, Sadker and Sadker (1994) supported that the discrepancy in teacher time and 

attention in the classroom has a direct effect on the achievement of girls. As girls 

experience being increasingly ignored in class, they begin to internalize that they are 

second-class to boys and will begin to downplay their own needs in order to deflect 

attention (Rizza, 1999). 

Psychological and physical threats to young women, such as eating disorders, 

pregnancy, sexual harassment and abuse, can also contribute to the decomposition of a 

strong sense of self for an adolescent female. Although complex in its definition, self-

esteem is at the heart of any discussion of adolescence. Orenstein (1994) stated that self-

esteem is composed from two sources: the perception of performance in areas in which 

success is important to the person and how a person believes he or she is perceived by 

significant others, such as parents, teachers, or peers. While girls in lower and middle 

elementary school have a stiong sense of self-esteem, the tiansition to middle school and 

adolescence moves a young women "from self-confidence to self-consciousness" 

(Hancock, 1990). A poll conducted by the AAUW in 1991 documents a loss of self-

confidence in girls between the ages of 11 and 15 that is twice that for boys over the sam 
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period (Stutler, 1997). Boys seem to even maintain their self-esteem and have more 

confidence in their abilities during these years. When the self-esteem of an adolescent 

female is challenged, her physical and mental health may suffer as well as her academic 

achievement and fiature goals. Why does a girl's self-esteem plummet after an optimistic 

start m her early years? The AAUW (1999), Sadker and Sadker (1994), and Stiitler 

(1997) assert that female achievement is hindered by social expectations regarding 

conformity and femininity, and the stmggle for popularity and acceptance among peers. 

Interviews of 100 girls between the ages of 7 to 18 by Brown and Gilligan (as 

cited in Rizza, 1999; Wren, 1997) determined that girls leam to censor themselves, or 

"lose their voice" as they moved up in grade. Girls leam to suppress or conceal their 

intelligence by "playing dumb," leaming less, and giving up on academic achievement 

(AAUW, 1999; Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Wren, 1997). Being popular with boys becomes 

overwhelmingly important as a girl moves into adolescence (Sadker & Sadker, 1994). 

During adolescence, girls are faced with the dilemma of being more responsive to self or 

to others. A girl who shows too much concern for herself is seen as selfish, even less 

feminine, while a girl who exhibits a greater degree of selflessness may risk losing her 

self-esteem (Hannan, 1995; Wren, 1997). As a girl becomes more responsive to the 

needs of others because of societal expectations, she may become intimidated by her 

male peers and actually develop a "fear of success" (Stutler, 1997). 

In today's society, some girls still believe that being bright is in conflict with 

being popular (Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Many girls, especially academically gifted 

females, are concemed that they may seem "less feminine" and be less popular with 

males if they outperform them in classes (Grossman & Grossman, 1994). Since 

achievement in the social arena is much more important to many girls than academic 

achievement, Stutler (1997) asserts that some girls may unconsciously lower their own 

abilities so that a boy may win in a competitive situation. 

Through classroom interactions and societal reinforcement, boys leam that they 

achieve because they are smart. When boys succeed, they attribute it to their iimate 

ability, while failure is a result of their lack of effort. When girls succeed, on the other 
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hand, they believe their effort has paid off, while their lack of abilhy is to blame for 

failure (Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Stiitier, 1997). Adolescent females exhibh "leamed 

helplessness" as they intemalize failure and externalize success (Sadker & Sadker, 1994). 

As females intemalize the belief that asserting their intelligence and expressing their tme 

feelings somehow diminishes their femininity, their competence wanes, followed by thefr 

self-esteem. 

The "identity crisis" during adolescence is a well-documented, and universally 

experienced, rite of passage to adulthood. This is the time when the adolescent "seeks to 

understand and accept both the self and one's society" (Ohver, 1999, p. 223). The 

adolescent seeks to find his or her "tme self through the integration of childhood 

identities with new associations. As mentioned above regarding academic performance, 

society dictates an adolescent girl's identity development by providing messages of the 

"feminine ideal" (Oliver, 1999; Shore, 2000). Pipher (as cited hi Oliver, 1999) contended 

that "the gap between girls' sense of self and cultural perspectives of what is 'right' for 

females creates enormous problems" (p. 225). 

The female adolescent comes to realize that society evaluates and judges her 

based on her physical appearance. Sadker and Sadker (1994) found that girls' sense of 

being attiactive, which is often fundamental to female self-esteem, diminished during 

middle school. Girls axe bombarded by images of a cultural ideal for their bodies though 

music, television, billboards, and movies. In a society where "pretty is synonymous with 

thin," the normal maturity of the female adolescent's body, with its subsequent weight 

gain, breast and hip development, is in direct conflict with society's obsession with 

thiimess (Sadker & Sadker, 1994, p. 102). Consequently, parents, schools and society 

continually confront the dramatic rise of eating disorders and depression in adolescent 

females (Gurian & Tmeman, 2001; Oliver, 1999; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). While 

"playing dumb" academically silences the voice and tme ability of the adolescence 

female, so does the cultural expectation that "what cotmts" is how you look (Shore, 2000, 

p. 134). Shore concluded, "if a girl does not believe that her body is good enough to 

meet the standards set by her society, it will be difficult for her to believe that anything 
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she does or thinks is worthwhile" (p. 136). Parents and teachers are finding it hard to 

compete with society's images of beauty. Realizing how critical body image is to the 

self-esteem of adolescent females is essential for developing ways to combat negative 

stereotypes and foster positive self-perceptions. 

Gender Advantage and Disadvantage 

Although girls seem to be at an overwhelming disadvantage over boys in the areas 

of classroom and leaming dynamics and tiansitions during adolescence, studies by the 

AAUW and David and Myra Sadker also support that girls and boys are far more similar 

academically and psychologically than stereotypes allow. Cultural expectations and 

environments, such as the home and school, are just as critical to the socialization and 

"genderization" of males and females as their biological and genetic tiaits (AAUW, 

1999; Mann, 1994). Gurian and Tmeman (2001) supported that both boys md giris are 

victims of "gender advantage" and "gender disadvantage," disapproving of the widely 

used "bias" terminology (p. 57). Gurian and Tmeman (2001) emphasized that many of 

the disadvantages experienced by girls and boys in schools can be attributed to 

differences in brain systems' ways of learning. These differences are explored below. 

CImical brain research has determined that girls' brains mature earlier than boys', 

girls acquire complex verbal skills as much as a year earlier than boys, and female brains 

develop quicker than male brains (Gurian & Tmeman, 2001). Girls take in more sensory 

data, tend to have better verbal abilities, and rely heavily on verbal communication, while 

boys rely heavily on nonverbal communication and are less able to verbalize feelings 

than girls (p. 27). Gurian and Tmeman (2001) contended that "human behavior is far 

more driven by hormones than we have wanted to admit" (p. 28). The male brain 

secretes less serotonin than the female, which makes males more impulsive as well as 

fidgety. Empathic responses to others' pain and needs, more often exhibited by females, 

are associated with the hormone oxytocin. During adolescence, hormone surges of 

testosterone in males explain the rise in aggressiveness during puberty, while increased 

estrogen in females causes the hippocampus to grow larger, enabUng women to excel in 
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memory and sensory intake. Ruben Gur used PET scans and MRI to show that the 

resting female brain is as active as tiie activated male brain. In response to Gur's 

findhigs, Guriaji and Tmeman (2001) concluded, "the female brain, never at rest, has a 

tme leaming advantage" (p. 29). 

Gurian and Tmeman (2001) also used brain-based research to explain the 

learning-style differences among boys and girls. Boys tend to be deductive in their 

thinking, moving from general to specific, while girls tend to favor'inductive thinking, 

starting with specifics and building generalizations. Females produce more words than 

males, are better listeners and are more receptive to details than males. Boys tend to get 

bored more easily, while girls seem more adept with self-managing boredom. Boys tend 

to use up more physical space when leaming, while girls usually do not require as much 

movement. Cooperative leaming is often easier for girls, since they tend to be more 

sensitive to others around them. While girls seem to be at a biological advantage for 

school success, boys do have educational advantages in the system of school. As 

previously mentioned, boys gain more teacher attention since they tend to be louder and 

more aggressive in the classroom (AAUW, 1999; Grossman & Grossman, 1994; Gurian 

& Tmeman, 2001; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). The majority of fimds for school athletics 

still go to male athletes. Males still show academic advantage in math and science 

courses, especially higher level classes such as calculus, chemistry and physics (AAUW, 

1992; Gurian & Tmeman, 2001; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Psychologically, boys are 

primarily isolated from eating disorders, and girls suffer more instances of depression and 

suicide attempts. Girls are the more common victim of sexual abuse and obviously 

affected to a greater extent by the incidence of teen pregnancy, with 90 percent of fathers 

to children bom to teen mothers abandoning the girl and child (Gvirian & Tmeman, 

2001). The AAUW (1999) and Sadker (1999) supported tiiat boys are taught, often 

unconsciously, that they are the privileged gender and girls are second class. 

Gurian and Tmeman (2001) asserted that many educational factors favor girls. 

Girls are involved in more extracurricular activities than boys, making up the majority of 

student government positions and club leaders. Girls are ahead of boys in reading and 
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writing competency, take harder courses in middle and high school than boys, and 

receive 60 percent of the A's in school, while boys receive 70 percent of the D's and F's 

(AAUW, 1992; Gurian & Tmeman, 2001). Females now make up 60 percent of college 

populations (AAUW, 1999). Females are less likely to experience a leaming, psychiatric, 

or behavioral disorder, are less likely than males to be a victim of violence on school 

property, and girls constitute fewer discipline problems in school (Anderson, 1997; 

Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Gurian and Tmeman (2001) concluded that giris are at an 

educational advantage since most of the school environment is female dominated, where 

the female brain's leaming and teaching style dictates. Since students' achievement 

depends in part on whether their teachers' instmctional style matchbs tiieir leaming style 

(Grossman & Grossman, 1994), the necessity for teacher education becomes evident. 

Much of the research related to gender discrepancies in education conveys how 

policies and procedures limit or facilitate the academic success of males or females. 

Students in need of special education services and students at risk of academic failure are 

not as prominent in gender studies. While girls statistically make up less of the special 

education population than boys, some studies support the number of female students in 

need of services may be more proportional than enrollment suggests (Anderson, 1997; 

Zabel, 2001). More males than females have been identified as leaming disabled and 

diagnosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (AD/HD) (Anderson, 1997; 

Stockard et al., 1980). A study by Shaywitz (as cited in Anderson, 1997) found no 

significant gender difference in the number of research-identified reading disabled 

students in a specific school population, but significantly more boys than girls were 

identified as reading disabled by the school's identification criteria. In a study of 

academic achievement in juvenile offenders, Zabel (2001) determined that 37.4 percent 

of the males reported enrollment in special education while just 14.3 percent of the 

females had ever received similar services. A study conducted by Anderson (1997) 

concluded student dismption is a primary cause for a teacher to refer a student for special 

education services. Since males are more likely to display dismptive behaviors in the 

classroom, males are more likely to be referred for special education services. 
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A large gender discrepancy exists among behaviors of the low-achieving boy and 

low-achieving gfrl. A girl who is low-achieving characteristically will intemalize 

behaviors as to not draw attention to herself- she may even withdraw and become 

depressed (Anderson, 1997; Zabel, 2001). When stiidents experience a considerable 

amount of academic fi;iistration, tiieir self-assessment of ability is adversely affected and 

school becomes an unpleasant place to be (Zabel, 2001). Being held back in a grade has 

also been shown to have gender-specific consequences. Although more boys repeat 

grades and drop out of school at higher rates than girls, girls who are held back are more 

likely to drop out of school than male grade repeaters (AAUW, 1992; Sadker, 1999). 

Sadker (1999) concluded, "boys drop out with a 'crash' whereas gfrls drop out more 

quietly, more quickly, and more permanently" (p. 23). 

Single-Sex Education 

Considering the academic and psychological challenges adolescents face, Gurian 

and Tmeman (2001), Mann (1994), Sadker and Sadker (1994), and Stiitler (1997) 

proposed single-sex education as a solution to providing an educational environment free 

from many of the impediments encountered in a coeducational setting. Title IX of the 

1972 Educational Amendments made single-sex educational institutions illegal in the 

public system, and they are vanishing rapidly in the private sector as well, however, a 

single-sex environment may be best to meet the needs of adolescent females (Gurian & 

Tmeman, 2001; Mann, 1994; Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Sttitler, 1997). hi a smgle-sex 

environment, competition between the sexes is avoided, and many psychological stiesses 

are removed from the leaming process (Gurian & Tmeman, 2001). What this means in 

an all-girl environment, whether it is the entire school or individual classes within a 

coeducational school, is that girls have the opportunity to develop assertiveness, self-

confidence and leadership, skills usually acquired by the higher status gender (Sadker & 

Sadker, 1994). Studies of specific single-sex environments by Sadker and Sadker (1994), 

and Stutler (1997) presented girls who were unafraid of competition and enjoyed 

competing among each other. A smgle-sex environment appears to significantly decrease 
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the "fear of success" phenomenon while increasing self-esteem (Mann, 1994; Sadker & 

Sadker, 1994). Giris in a single-sex environment felt less fear of ridicule, stating that 

they liked going to school without being disfracted or intimidated by boys (Mann, 1994; 

Sadker & Sadker, 1994; Stiitier, 1997). Lee and Bryk (as cited in Mann, 1994) found 

evidence that girls in single-sex schools had higher educational aspirations, had a more 

positive self-concept and harbored fewer sex-role stereotypes than girls in coeducational 

schools. While researchers agree tiiat the "jury is still out" on the benefits of an all-male 

education, studies have demonstiated that boys in single-sex environments seem to value 

and enjoy non-traditional subjects such as literature and art (Sadker & Sadker, 1994). 

Giuian and Tmeman (2001) contended that boys leam self-management in a single-sex 

environment and "find safety working with others who instinctively imderstand them" (p. 

207). Although single-sex education will not alleviate all problems in school, many of 

the unnecessary stiessors would be removed, possibly creating a more nurturing, 

comfortable and gender-appropriate environment. Currently, several private and public 

schools are experimenting with single-sex classes, especially in math and science, but the 

future of single-sex education is unknown. 

Equity in Education 

While David Sadker (1999) supported the advantages of single-sex classes and 

schools, he asserted that they are "not a substitute for ensuring equitable public education 

for all our students" (p. 23). In the fall of 1997, the National Council for Accreditation of 

Teacher Education (NCATE) released standards for teacher education which included 

equity as one of five essential attributes (AAUW, 1999). Equity is certainly a 

catchphrase in educational circles, but what exactly does equity mean? The AAUW 

(1999) concluded, "educational equity impUes quaUty education and equal opportunities 

for all students" (p. 4). Furthermore, "equity" implies a "sameness" in educational 

performance and outcome, not necessarily "equality" in the measures taken to achieve 

these outcomes. While studies imcovering bias in schools in the 1980s and 1990s 

focused on the inequalities between genders, striving for equity in education redirects 
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attention to the specific needs of boys and giris, and the diversity within each gender, hi 

addition, equity in education would produce "outcomes that don't vary by gender, race, 

class, or ethnicity" (AAUW, 1999, p. 8). National education standards stress that "all 

students can succeed," and ensuring an equitable education in classrooms would make 

strides at meeting these standards. Since schools have "a mission to educate all students 

to levels of competency and to broaden individual opportunities rather than reinforce 

group stereotypes about student skills and options" (AAUW, 1999, p. 7), current teaching 

and leaming practices must change. 

Currently, preservice and practicing teachers are receiving little or no tiaining in 

educational equity, so they are unprepared to fulfill standards set by the NCATE 

(AAUW, 1999; Lundeberg, 1997; Sadker, 1999). A stiidy by Campbell and Sanders (as 

cited in Sadker, 1999) found that two-thirds of education professors surveyed spent less 

than two hours teaching about gender equity and practical classroom stiategies for 

neuttalizing bias were rarely provided (p. 25). One reason that Sadker (1999) proposed 

for the discrepancy foimd in instmctional time given to gender equity issues is the 

"unspoken, often imconscious, sense of entitlement" males believe they have to influence 

school policy (p. 25). Since behefs of preservice and practicing teachers influence their 

classroom practice, conceptual change must take place in the belief stmcture of our 

teachers. Lundeberg (1997) suggested that teachers must find some level of 

dissatisfaction with a previously held belief before change will take place. Preservice 

teachers in her study concluded that data should be collected and classroom interactions 

should be monitored in order to ensure individual teachers are meeting standards of 

equity. 

What would equitable teaching practices look like in the classroom? The AAUW 

(1999) proposed varied instmctional techniques will advance equhable outcomes by 

recognizing what specific groups of students realistically need to reach high standards (p. 

67). Not only are groups' needs recognized, but attention can be drawn to their strengths 

through stiategies such as hands-on experiences, collaborative leaming, practical 

application of group work, and "authentic instmction." "Authentic instmction involves 
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tasks tiiat are considered meaningful, valuable, significant, and worthy of one's 

effort.. .work tiiat entails exttinsic rewards, meets intrinsic interests, offers students a 

sense of ownership, is connected to the 'real worid' and involves some fim" (AAUW, 

1999, p. 66). Ensuring equitable education also requires schools to eUcit family 

involvement, provide appropriate role models, and to encourage participation in 

exfracurricular activities, academic, and community programs (AAUW, 1999; Shore, 

2000). Recognizing that obtaining tme equity in the school system would involve 

comprehensive political, social, educational and economic change (Shore, 2000), what 

individual teachers do in every classroom each day has a more profound effect on the 

advancement of equity that would promote positive leaming experiences for all students. 

Scott (1999) concludes, "the leaming community developed jn the school and the 

classroom has great influence on how students feel about themselves, how they interact, 

and how they leam" (p. 7). 

Teenage Pregnancy and the Schools 

Historical Perspective 

Although the media is constantly bombarding society with the "epidemic" of teen 

pregnancy, adolescent sexuality and childbirth is not a new social tiend. Negative 

societal perspectives of "children having children" stem from the "visibility" of pregnant 

school-aged women and the low frequency in which the children bom to adolescent 

mothers are being "legitimized" by early marriage (BurdeU, 1995, p. 166). Since 

"reproduction and fertility contiol are historically determined, socially organized 

activities" (Burdell, 1995, p. 177), a chronological analysis can improve our 

understanding of the evolution of educational equity for pregnant and parenting students. 

Prior to the 1970s, adolescents who became pregnant and gave birth out of 

wedlock faced "virtual social ostracism," by families, churches, and schools (Mittelstadt, 

1997). A pregnant school-aged woman or unmarried mother in the 1950s was labeled a 

"problem girl" who was believed to be a bad mfluence on other girls. This was adequate 

reason for her to be expelled from school, and she usually was (Mittelstadt, 1997). 
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However, a Kansas Supreme Court decision over twenty years earlier ordered a school 

distiict to allow a teenage mother to continue her education (Belsches-Simmons, 1985). 

In Nutt V. Goodland (1929), Dorothy Nutt argued that she was denied the right to attend 

school after she became pregnant out of wedlock, married, and then separated from her 

husband. Although the state granted school districts the authority to exclude 

"undesirable" students of "immoral character," the Court recognized that "conception of a 

child out of wedlock was not a good enough reason to classify the child as immoral" 

(Belsches-Simmons, 1985, p. 2). Apparentiy the decision in this historical case did not 

affect the numbers of pregnant and parenting students expelled from school in the first 

half of the twentieth century. 

The Civil Rights and femmist movements of the late 1950s, 1960s, and early 

1970s laid the foimdation for current legislative measures protecting the rights of 

pregnant and parenting students in school. Social and legislative consciousness regarding 

racial and gender equity culminated with the passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

which prohibited discrimination in employment on the basis of race, color, sex, or 

national origin (Valentin, 1997). The Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment guarantees protection to all persons from discrimination on the basis of race, 

sex, religion, national origin and age (Brennan, 1995). Equal protection was the basis for 

the decision in Perry v. Granada Municipal School District (1969) in which two unwed 

mothers argued that exclusion from school was in violation of the Equal Protection 

Clause. The court agreed and held that imwed mothers may not be excluded from school 

on the sole basis of their unwed motherhood (Belsches-Simmons, 1985). 

With support of the Civil Rights Act and Fourteenth Amendment, a variety of 

women's groups, including the National Organization for Women, brought the deficiency 

of educational and employment opportunities for women to the social and legislative 

forefront (Mittelstadt, 1997). During this time, teen pregnancy was not recognized as a 

"national dilemma" (Mittelstadt, 1997, p. 328) as pregnant school-aged women conthiued 

to be quietly removed and excluded from mainstieam educational programs. As case in 

point, Delia Jean Houston was expelled from regular school classes following the birth of 
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her child. The Decatur Board of Education mled that any stiident who was married or a 

parent was excluded from day classes, but could attend adult educational classes at night, 

providhig the student paid tuition. 

Recognizing a previous decision by the Supreme Court that all individuals have 

the right to privacy which includes the fundamental right to procreate, a Georgia Federal 

Distinct Court held in Houston v. Prosser (1972) that the exclusion pohcy of this school 

district did not infiinge on the rights of the plaintiff However, the Court held that Delia 

Jean Houston was denied equal protection since regular school students were not required 

to pay for schooling. The Court's decision required Delia Jean to be allowed to attend 

night school free of charge (Belsches-Simmons, 1985). This case is significant in that h 

defended schools from federal equal protection scmtiny. Providing separate classes or 

programs for pregnant and parenting adolescents and requiring their attendance was not 

in violation as long as they were free and inherently equivalent to "regular" school 

(Belsches-Simmons, 1985). However, landmark legislation passed in the same year of 

the Houston case would change the tieatment and protection of pregnant and parenting 

students in the educational system. 

Thle DC 

On July 23, 1972, Congress passed Title IX to the Education Amendments Act 

which includes, "No person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded 

from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under 

any educational programs or activity receiving federal financial assistance" (Dunkle, 

1984; Valentin, 1997). Encompassing protection for pregnant students is provided 

through the regulations of Title DC prohibiting sex discrimination. Dunkle (1984) 

compiled the following regulations for protection of pregnant and parenting students 

imder Title DC: 

• a young woman caimot be expelled or suspended from school or denied enrollment 

in specific classes due to her pregnancy or parenting status. 
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• a pregnant or parenting student may not be denied participation in activities or 

denied academic recognition. 

• a pregnant or parenting student must be given the choice of staying in the regular 

classroom or attending an alternative-type program. 

• schools must tieat pregnancy as other temporary physical disabilities, granting 

medical leave if necessary. 

Upon ratification of Title DC, schools had the responsibility to provide equitable 

educational opportunities for all students, including pregnant female students, married 

and parenting students, both male and female. In an analysis of the efficacy of Title IX 

six years after its ratification, Dellinger (1979) concluded, "Title DC's effect, if any, has 

been symbolic" (p. 11). In its first six years. Title IX did not produce a significant 

amotmt of litigation, possibly due to the age status of many would-be plaintiffs, who were 

less likely than adults to understand their rights and be financially able to bring a case 

(Dellinger, 1979). Many years later, this naivete towards Title IX litigation concems 

would dramatically change. In Franklin v. Gwinnet County Public Schools et al. (1992), 

the Supreme Court held that institutions could be held Uable for individuals within those 

institutions who demonsttated discriminatory behavior or practices towards females 

(Valentin, 1997). The Court also mled that plaintiffs could sue for monetary damages. 

This milestone case enticed lawyers to take on Title IX suits as well as issuing a "wake-

up call to school districts about the possible consequences of non-compliance" (Valentin, 

1997, p. 5). 

Politics of Teenage Pregnancy 

In addition to Titie DC, the Equal Education Opportunities Act of 1974 and 

Educational Amendments in 1976 further addressed educational equity by funding 

projects to improve and expand programs for females and by implementing programs 

designed to eliminate sex discrhnination, sex bias, and sex-role stereotypmg (Brerman, 

1995). In 1976, the Carter administiation moved into Washington, D.C. and teen 

pregnancy became one of hs "top domestic priorities" (Mittlestadt, 1997, p. 329). 
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Mittlestadt (1997) concluded, "tiie combination of widespread political and social 

pressure, both formal and informal, and changing educational and economic realities 

forced general issues related to giris' education onto the political agenda, hicluding tiiose 

of the teen parent" (p. 329). 

A study released by tiie Alan Guttinacher histittite in 1977 described the negative 

health, social and economic problems that befall young pregnant and parenting girls 

(Mittelstadt, 1997). Consequently, perspectives on teen pregnancy evoked a "public 

health crisis" and a "universal threat to all giris" (Middelstadt, 1997, p. 333). Images of 

middle-class and White teenagers faced with an unwanted pregnancy replaced the 

common perception of the victimized poor and pregnant woman (Burdell, 1995). Burdell 

(1995) explained, "this new public image of the pregnant teenager blurred distinctions not 

only between poor and nonpoor, Afiican-American and white women but also between 

wanted and unwanted, in- and out-of-wedlock pregnancies" (p. 168). Pregnancy in 

general became a more visible issue, with Title DC allowing pregnant students to remain 

in regular school settings and the controversy surrounding the legalization of abortion 

bringing attention to the sexuality of women (Burdell, 1995). During the late 1970s, 

education was viewed as a "legitimate need" for all girls, an "entitlement" to be given to 

school-age mothers (Mittelstadt, 1997, p. 334). 

The late 1970s image of the pregnant and parenting teen being "our girl" who was 

entitled to an education would be dramatically altered by the sentiment of the politically 

conservative Reagan administiation in the early 1980s. Committed to decreasing federal 

spending, the Reagan administtation drastically cut social services, including policy for 

pregnant and parenting adolescents. The teen mother was now seen as a costly "welfare 

mother" who had the responsibility either to work or get an education in order to "repay" 

the benefits she was receiving (Mittelstadt, 1997, p. 336). Mittelstadt (1997) concluded, 

"the very purpose of education was reconfigured from a guaranteed entitiement to an 

enforced requirement" (p. 338). 

Issues associated with teen pregnancy, such as sex education, contiaception, and 

especially abortion, received most of legislative funding and policymaker's attention 
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during this time (Mittelstadt, 1997). Although the importance of education for pregnant 

and parenting students was emphasized through policy (i.e.. Adolescent Family Life Act 

of 1981), the actual details of that education remained elusive (Mittelstadt, 1997). For 

policymakers, the General Education Development Tests, or GED, became a "quick and 

easy fix" for providing pregnant and parenting students with an "appropriate" education 

(Mittelstadt, 1997, p. 343). However, studies by Boesel (1998) and Cameron and 

Heckman (1993) concluded that obtaining a GED improves a student's future 

educational, economic, and employment opportunities by insignificant amounts. Teenage 

"welfare mothers" subsequently did not greatly improve their chances of repaying their 

"welfare debt" because a GED certificate was not presenting opportunities for economic 

independence as policymakers had hoped. In response, vocational training for women 

and girls was considerably subsidized with the passing of the Carl D. Perkins Vocational 

Act in 1984 (Brennan, 1995). 

Through the shifts in public, political, and educational concern towards pregnant 

and parenting adolescents over the past thirty years, the extent to which strides in gender 

equity have been made continues to be debated. Brennan (1995) summarized, "it appears 

that America has attempted to mandate equality in the schools with 150 years of 

legislation. However, research in the 1990s indicates that problems still exist in 

educational institutions" (p. 18). Although legislation in the 1970s and 1980s has 

acknowledged the inequalities between females and males, for tme equity to exist, 

Valentin (1997) proposes "there must be a renewed commitment to the enforcement of 

Titie DC" (p. 7). 

Altemative School 

Although Title IX restricts school districts from requiring pregnant and parenting 

students to attend an altemative school program, many districts continue to offer other 

options to the traditional school. Since numerous pregnant and parenting students 

continue to choose an altemative leaming environment, it is important to appreciate the 

role of the altemative school in the American public school system. 
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The altemative school emerged during the 1960s, a time of "youthful 

discontentment" in American life. Media and popular books portrayed the 

comprehensive secondary school as a failure. The passing of PL 94-142, the Education 

of All Handicapped Children Act, federally mandated the provision of free and 

appropriate education for all children. If all students were to be educated in public 

schools, then alterations had to be made in the mainstream. Sagor (1999) asserted that 

this inclusive legislation was publicly viewed as a threat to the future of the "stable, 

powerful, and prosperous" American mainstreamed public school (p. 72). Educators 

were eamestly seeking viable alternatives in education to serve the "misfit" youth of the 

late 1960s and early 1970s. Although altemative schools have continued to be pubhcly 

fimded, they have become "the exclusive preserve for public education's outcasts" (Sagor, 

1999, p. 72). Sagor (1999) contended that altemative placement of public school students 

provides a "separate and unequal educational experience," parallel to conditions disclosed 

in the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of Education. The ahemative 

school receives little serious attention for its educational endeavors, reinforces society's 

view of education for accreditation into societal economic opportunity, and removes "the 

most imseemly and unsightly aspects of a failed youth policy from public view" (Sagor, 

1999, p. 73). 

Equity in altemative education. Since pregnant and parenting students continue to 

compose a large proportion of the altemative student population, it is critical that schools 

respond to the needs of these students by providing quality education and appropriate 

support services that will facilitate their school completion. The quality of altemative 

programs for pregnant and parenting students varies widely. For instance, Natale (1992) 

described the success of New Futures school in Albuquerque, New Mexico. This 

altemative program combines academics with parenthood training through flexibility and 

nurturing. This school, like most altematives designed for parenting students, provides a 

day care for low or no cost. Sung (1981) asserted "the availability of satisfactory day 

care is a cmcial factor in the school-age mothers' decision to continue their education" 
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(p. 114). Results from an assessment of the teen parenting program at Wunsche School 

by Strapp (1996) indicate that providing flexible scheduling, on-site licensed day care, on 

campus health services, and academic and individual counseling produced an 85% 

graduation rate for students during the six years of the program's existence. The studies 

by Natale (1992), Strapp (1996) and Sung (1981) reinforced the need for an equitable 

"playing field" for pregnant and parenting students which consists of making provisions 

for the health and care of their children. 

Studies by Burdell (1995), Holm (1995), McDade (1987), and Rubenfeld (1992) 

demonsttatd some altemative programs for pregnant and parenting students are 

marginalized by the public school system and they transpose this marginality onto their 

students. Holm (1995) described how students in a particular altemative program were 

"silenced" by a school district that "indirectly mandated that they be treated as 

nonmothers" (p. 256). In this particular altemative school setting, the students' home 

and family lives were ignored, as teachers did not deal with real life issues, fears, or 

misconceptions. Interviews with teachers revealed very low expectations of the students. 

Sentiments expressed by staff indicated that the school could not require too much from 

students since they were pregnant or had young children (Holm, 1995). 

The widespread view among staff of altemative programs for pregnant and 

parenting students is that the student is responsible for her pregnancy and parenting, not 

the schools (Burdell, 1995). For many involved in altemative schooling for pregnant and 

parenting students, problems within families and communities are seen as the reason for 

failings, not the result of negative school experiences (Holm, 1995). Many believe that 

parenthood will inevitably reduce a young woman's educational and vocational success, 

regardless of her initial capabilities (Burdell, 1995). A staff with low expectations and 

stigmatized views of teenage pregnancy deny young mothers the "close, caring 

relationships with teachers that they crave" (Rubenfeld, 1992, p. 17). hi her assessment 

of the successfiil programs for pregnant and parenting students offered by Spring 

Independent School District, Strapp (1996) concluded that staffing a teen parenting 

program is challenging due to the need to find compassionate teachers with 
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nonjudgmental attitudes toward teen pregnancy and motherhood. Since all teenagers are 

usually "keenly sensitive to adult disapproval" (Rubenfeld, 1992, p. 17), h is vital that 

everyone involved in the education of pregnant and parenting students have positive 

attitudes and genuine concem for the lives and successes of this population of students. 

Studies of specific school sites for pregnant and parenting students conclude that 

some academic programs are mediocre, even remedial, in the level and quality of 

instmction (BurdeH, 1995; Holm, 1995; McDade, 1987; Rubenfeld, 1992). The major 

emphasis of many altemative programs is to provide a safe and supportive environment 

for pregnant and parenting students while academic leaming is secondary (Burdell, 

1995). 

An intensive case study by McDade (1987) of "New Town's" reaction to the 

impending closing Family Life Center for pregnant and parenting students presents the 

conflict between the desire of students and staff to provide services necessary to facilitate 

yoimg mothers' school success and the administration's quest for academic excellence. In 

order to support taxpayer claims that the school "rewarded" girls for their "bad behavior," 

school officials, all middle-class males, alluded to incompetent teachers who were more 

concemed with nurturing students than with the academic excellence of the school 

(McDade, 1987). A case study of an altemative program for pregnant and parenting 

students by Hohn (1995) concluded that the "psychological and emotional needs of the 

students were not an integral part of the program" (p. 259). "Image management" was a 

larger concem for school administrators than academic excellence and provision of 

services. Burdell (1995) asserted that pregnant and parenting adolescents, who are in the 

midst of constructing their identities, are exposed to the "adult social conflict surroimding 

teenage motherhood" (p. 181). 

Rather than embrace the opportunity to create an "educated motherhood," 

(McDade, 1987, p. 72) many school districts elect not provide the essential needs of day 

care, adequate transportation, educational counseling and access to healthcare and social 

services that are necessary for school success (Polit & Kahn, 1987; Rubenfeld, 1992; 

Strapp, 1996; Sung, 1981). Effective school programs can provide pregnant and 
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parenting adolescents with the opportunities to develop strategies for healthy child 

development, set realistic goals, develop decision-making skills, become a positive role 

model for their children, and to "take control of their lives" (Richtsmeier, 1995, p. 8). hi 

their most effective form, "schools can be a place where these students can come to solve 

their problems, rather than a place that adds more problems to their already overwhelmed 

lives" (Richtsmeier, 1995, p. 19). 

The Context of Teenage Pregnancy 

It is the responsibility of the school to protect the educational rights of pregnant 

and parenting students while providing an equitable, challenging and supportive leaming 

environment. While it is invaluable to explore the responsibilities of the school, it is also 

worthwhile to consider the role of pregnancy and motherhood in the lives of adolescent 

females. Discussion of the adverse implications surrounding "children having children" 

is common discourse among taxpayers, educators, and politicians set on finding a 

solution to this perceived social crisis. Many researchers, however, would debate the 

extent to which teenage pregnancy is a social problem (Dodson, 1996; Flanagan, 1998; 

Scott-Jones, 1991). Flanagan (1998) asked, "Is teenage pregnancy and motherhood 

automatically and uniformly dysfunctional?" (p. 239). It is unfair to equate adolescent 

pregnancy with other perceived "deviant" behaviors, such as dmg abuse and delinquency 

because it is inappropriate only due to the age of the participants. Becoming aware of 

one's sexuality and possibly becoming sexually active are normal segments of 

development, however, adolescents "must function in a social miUeu in which early 

sexual activity and early childbearing are likely to have negative consequences for later 

development" (Scott-Jones, 1991, p. 56). Although an adolescent becomes biologically 

ready to initiate sexual activity and bear children, this act is perceived to be incompatible 

with society's demands for a traditional progression of school completion, marriage then 

childbirth (Scott-Jones, 1991). Since sex before marriage is not particularly a new social 

trend and recalling that early childbearing was the norm in our society's recent past, the 

current reproach is toward the numbers of children bom to young mothers outside of 
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marriage. Flanagan (1998) summarized the current status of criticism surrounding 

adolescent pregnancy and childbirth: "the 'problem' is not necessarily having a child at 

an early age or getting pregnant before marriage, but doing it (getting pregnant and 

raising a child) out of wedlock" (p. 240). 

Not only does public discourse condemn young mothers for raising a child 

without a husband, but these "children having children" are frequently viewed as 

inadequate mothers who lack the responsibility for raising children (Rains, Davies, & 

McKinnon, 1998). In the realm of research, however, the extent to which becoming a 

mother "too soon" affects the development and future of a young woman continues to be 

debated (SmithBattle, 1995). In a qualitative study of sixteen teenage mothers, 

SmitliBattie (1995) determined that "young mothers do not share the social scientific 

view that mothering jeopardizes their lives or limits their future" (p. 31). In addition, 

narrative analysis by Farber (1989) concluded that "young women do not aspire to being 

welfare mothers; they have internalized the dreams that conventionally define success in 

our society" (p. 526). Although the potential for negative consequences unquestionably 

exists when an adolescent becomes pregnant and chooses to raise her child, focusing 

exclusively on the problems does little to help young mothers to succeed (Carey, Ratliff, 

&LyIe, 1998). 

Teen pregnancy and childbirth must be analyzed within the context of its role 

within an adolescent's life in order to determine the extent of its effects. In other words, 

early pregnancy frequently serves as an "alternate life course" for young women who 

perceive that they have few other viable options in life (SmithBattle, 1995, p. 32). 

Diminished educational, vocational and economic opportunities leave many young 

women searching for an altemative to achieving success. How a young woman resolves 

the monumental conflict of autonomy versus attachment during her development proves 

to be a key factor in contributing to adolescent sexual activity and consequence of 

pregnancy. Pregnancy, childbirth and child rearing may symbolize an altemative path to 

adulthood for adolescents seeking to resolve this developmental conflict. In addition to 

resolving issues of independence and cormection, all adolescents stmggle to create a 

31 



personal identity, to develop and discover a sense of self. The formation of a personal 

identity is the "predominant developmental task of adolescence" (Erikson, as cited in 

SmithBattie, 1998, p. 357). Motherhood can serve as an alternate route for identity 

formation, where a perceived purposeless existence can be redeemed through a new 

identhy of responsible caretaker. Although most adolescent pregnancies are unplanned 

(Jacobs, 1994), many are welcomed due to the possibility of providing an "alternate life 

course" for numerous young women (SmithBattle, 1995). 

Lack of Altematives 

In an intensive study of girls, sexuality and pregnancy in low-income America, 

Lisa Dodson (1996) has determined that teenage childbearing can be a rational choice 

within the context of poverty and limited opportunities, whether real or perceived. For 

many adolescent mothers, poverty does not only describe their economic state, but their 

environment and educational status as well An overwhelming number of adolescents 

who become pregnant reside in families that are financially poor. Flanagan (1998) 

concluded "children who are already poor are more likely to begin their childbearing at a 

yoimger age than children who are not poor" (p. 241). Adolescents who live in 

socioeconomically segregated communities, such as African-Americans and Hispanics 

have an even greater likelihood to become teenage parents (Flanagan, 1998). Poverty 

and income inequity have been shown to be overwhelming determinants of the incidence 

of adolescent pregnancy and childbirth (Dodson, 1996). For some young women 

growing up among repressive economic conditions, pregnancy and childbirth represents a 

viable altemative to perceived limited Ufe options (Jacobs, 1994; SmithBattle, 1995). 

Teen mothers from a lower socioeconomic class lack sufficient access to resources and 

opportunities, and are often deficient in their knowledge about how they should go about 

attaining educational and vocational goals (Farber, 1989). hi her qualitative study on the 

significance of aspirations among unmarried adolescent mothers, Farber (1989) recounted 

that lower-class teen mothers "regretfully acknowledge that their chances of success are 

limited, despite a sincere desire to move up into a more affluent and rewarding life" (p. 
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527). In spite of how adolescent mothering is criticized for "risking the future," many 

young women face diminished futures long before their pregnancies (Farber, 1989; 

SmithBattie, 1995). SmithBattle (1998) concluded, "it is not the young mother's age per 

se that results in poor outcomes for mother and child, but the socially toxic conditions 

associated with poverty that endanger mothering and childhood" (p. 46). 

In addition to economic poverty as a determinant of teenage pregnancy and 

childbirth, an impoverished family environment can also contribute to a young woman's 

decision to become sexually active. Young women from non-intact families, including 

single-parent and step-families, are more likely to experience dropping out from school 

and/or an adolescent birth than women from intact families, in which both biological 

parents reside in the home (Holden, Nelson, Velasquez, & Ritchie, 1993; Upchurch, 

1993). Stressful life events related to the familial stmcture, such as the death of a close 

relative or a recent move, may also contribute to an adolescent's risk for pregnancy 

(Morgan, Chapar, & Fisher, 1995; Records, 1993). In addition to the influence of family 

stmcture and environment, parent's education can be a predictor of an adolescent's 

availability to economic and educational opportunities (Upchurch, 1993). In addition, a 

study by Hayward, Grady and Billy (1992) concluded that maternal education, in 

particular, is an important factor influencing a young woman's decision to become 

sexually active. A supportive family environment has been foimd to be important in 

promoting a positive parental attitude and life satisfaction among adolescent mothers 

(Kissman, 1990). Regretfully, stable, intact families are the exception rather than the 

norm for many adolescent mothers. 

Many young women view pregnancy and motherhood as an altemative life course 

to compensate for limited economic, environmental, and educational opportunities. A 

study by Rauch-Elnekave (1994) concluded "early motherhood may represent an 

altemative avenue to experiencing success for girls who are having academic difficulties" 

(p. 91). Adolescent mothers involved in this study demonstrated "significant academic 

weaknesses" in reading and language skills (Rauch-Elnekave, 1994, p. 97). This study 

also suggests that schools are failing to identify children with special educational needs 
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and providing necessary support services. In a comparative study of pregnancy and 

nonpregnant adolescents, Holden et al. (1993) have determined that pregnant teens were 

more likely than their nonpregnant peers to be doing pooriy in school. Document 

analysis of academic records in this study determined that pregnant teenagers had lower 

grade point averages in math and English, and had failed more classes than the 

nonpregnant group. The question remains if pregnancy and childbirth cause difficulties 

in school or if academic deficiencies make an adolescent girl more susceptible to finding 

altemative means of success, such as through pregnancy and motherhood. Flanagan 

(1998) concluded that "girls who are stmggling in school as early as fourth and fifth 

grade are at a greater risk for early childbearing than their counterparts who are 

successful in the educational system" (p. 241). School failure can be particularly 

destmctive for students from deprived environments, since "school represents the primary 

source of positive experiences (academic and social) for many children" (Rauch-

Elnekave, 1994, p. 101). Negative school experiences, low educational expectations and 

low achievement in school can contribute to a lack of motivation to delay sexual activity, 

whereas adolescents who are performing well in school view education as a means to 

adult success, presenting a reason to delay childbearing (Scott-Jones, 1991). Sadker and 

Sadker (1994) concluded that "many girls who were ignored in school and had no 

academic options hope that having a baby will give purpose to their lives" (p. 119). 

Although many young women experience low academic achievement as an 

antecedent to a pregnancy, their perception of education frequently evolves upon 

becoming a mother. Getting an education becomes valued and academic goals become 

associated with providing a better life for a child (Farber, 1989; Jacobs, 1994). Contrary 

to societal beliefs which equate adolescent pregnancy with subsequent school dropout, 

stiidies by Jacobs (1994), Upchurch (1993), and Upchurch and McCarthy (1990) support 

that young women who are in school when they become mothers are just as likely to 

complete high school as women who progress straight through without giving birth. In 

contrast, young women who drop out, with or without a subsequent birth, have a greater 

difficulty retuming to school and graduating. The ethic of responsibility and attachment 
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to their children caused adolescent mothers in Jacobs' (1994) study to become more 

mottvated to complete school. In a study of resiliency among adolescent mothers, Carey 

et al. (1998) concluded that most of their participants became successfiil adolescent 

mothers in response to society's negative beliefs that they were doomed to failure. As 

supported above, early motherhood is not necessarily a predictor of despairing outcomes 

for mother and child, but can prove to instigate positive growth and development 

(Flanagan, 1998). 

Altemative Path to Adulthood 

Teen pregnancy and childbirth may provide an "altemate life course" in response 

to the perception of limited economic, environmental and educational options. It is also 

important to recognize that sexual activity among adolescents is initiated in response to 

the developmental needs of autonomy and attachment (Jacobs, 1994). In her quest for 

autonomy from strict, overly protective parents, the adolescent daughter may seek 

cormection through a sexually intimate relationship as an altemative to parental 

attachment (Jacobs, 1994). Jacobs (1994) stated "male as well as female sexuality in 

adolescence represents an assertion of adult status—of maturity and independence of 

parental control—by individuals socially defined as children" (p. 446). Once the need for 

autonomy and attachment is fulfilled through a sexual relationship, an unexpected 

pregnancy may shift the young woman's attachment from male partner to connection with 

her child. Therefore, parenthood becomes a "rite of passage to adulthood," especially for 

adolescents with "fewer opportunities and resources to pursue education, careers, or 

marriage" (SmithBattie, 1998, p. 37). hi several stiidies (Flanagan, 1998; Jacobs, 1994; 

Theriot, Pecoraro, and Ross-Reynolds, 1991), adolescent mothers cite improved 

relationships with their mothers who now treated them less like children and more like 

adults. Through childbearing, adult status is quickly attainable and available (Flanagan, 

1998). With this newly acquired adult status, adolescent mothers acknowledge and 

frequently welcome the responsibility that comes with the role of mother. In their study 

of low-income adolescent mothers, Theriot et al. indicate motherhood is a powerful 
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leaming experience that provides a way to gain maturity and elicit positive change. A 

study by Rains et al. (1998) concluded that "teen mothers from dismptive homes may 

have a special attraction to redemption through motherhood: in that they have 

experienced the costs of disorderly family lives and as a resuh may have been leading 

disorderiy lives themselves" (p. 315). For many young women, motherhood presents the 

motive for transforming their lives through correction of bad habits during pregnancy and 

hopes of becoming better parents than they experienced (Rains et al, 1998; SmithBattle, 

1995, 1998; Theriot et al, 1991). 

Mothering as an Altemate Identity 

Adolescents from a middle socioeconomic class, who are becoming pregnant in 

increasing numbers, choose abortion over childbearing at a much higher rate than lower 

socioeconomic class adolescents (Morgan et al, 1995). Incidentally, the majority of 

adolescent mothers in Jacobs' (1994) study expressed strong feelings against abortion and 

adoption. Eighty percent of the 45 teen mothers involved in her study were from poor 

and working-class backgrounds. For adolescents from a lower socioeconomic class, who 

give birth and keep their babies at higher rates than middle socioeconomic class 

adolescents, the choice to mother becomes "a choice to save one's self, often within a 

social environment that, because of economic and race oppression, offer(s) few other 

ahematives for self-development" (Jacobs, 1994, p. 453). For young women living 

within the context of limited opportunities, motherhood establishes a socially significant 

role, a position of maturity, responsibility and authority that is comfortable and familiar 

(Dodson, 1996; Flanagan, 1998; Theriot et al, 1991). Becoming a mother gives an 

adolescent girl a powerful identity with a clear purpose. She now fits in and gains 

support among family and peers to whom early parenthood is normative (Dodson, 1996; 

Flanagan, 1998). In a follow-up study that interviewed young mothers four years after 

their first birth, SmithBattle (1998) discovered that most of the young women did not 

describe early motherhood as a negative event that jeopardized their future plans. For the 

adolescent mothers in this study, motherhood "engendered a sense of responsibility and 
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supplied a social identity that was familiar and consistent with family and cultural 

meanings of becoming a woman" (SmithBattle, 1998). Motherhood creates an altemate 

identity of caretaker for young women whose preceding life course was marked by 

meaningless or self-destmctive activities (SmithBattle, 1995). Many studies have shown 

that motherhood unites young women into the identity of motherhood, which presents the 

prospect of a more hopeful fiiture (Flanagan, 1998; SmithBattle, 1995). Therefore, in 

contrast to a majority of adolescents from a middle socioeconomic class who view an 

unplanned pregnancy as a detrimental hindrance to their future, teens from a lower 

socioeconomic class view motherhood within the context of an altered self-concept; an 

improved, responsible identity that provides a hopeful future for them and their child 

(SmithBattle, 1995; Theriot et al, 1991). 

Conclusion 

As supported in the literature review, the institution of school has a significant 

role in teenage pregnancy and parenthood. Schools are required to provide leaming 

opportunities for pregnant and parenting students according to Title IX of the Education 

Amendments Act. Altemative schools and specialized programs for pregnant and 

parenting students are important for creating leaming environments for a group of school 

students ttaditionally believed to be at risk of dropping out. While the value of equal 

opportunities and altemative educational options for pregnant and parenting students is 

imdeniable, schools must also consider ways they can affect the rate of teen pregnancies. 

Since the pros and cons of sex education can be debated innumerable ways, the focus of 

this study is not sex education, but education as a whole. Gurian and Tmeman (2001) 

asserted that males and females are physiologically, emotionally, and academically 

different, ft has also been demonstrated that schools do not necessarily provide giris with 

the leaming environments needed to be successful in the classroom. School may provide 

the only opportunity for success for many students who enter school from unstable 

families with limited resources. A lack of consistency and support in the home coupled 
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with poor school performance may instigate a teenager's search for accomplishment. 

Some young women may find this fulfillment through pregnancy and parenthood. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Oualitative Methods 

The purpose of this study was to explore the past and present school experiences 

of pregnant and parenting female students to determine if these experiences influenced 

their decision to become pregnant and raise a child. A qualitative case study 

methodology was used to explore the research questions in this study. Stem (1980) 

concluded that qualitative methods are valuable for gaining "novel understandings" of the 

familiar and to obtain "intricate details" about humanlike qualities, such as feelings, 

emotions, and thought processes that are difficult to understand through traditional 

quantitative methods (p. II). Qualitative research methods employ the interpretivist, or 

constmctivist paradigm, which supports reality as socially constmcted, ever-changing, 

and multidimensional (Eriandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993; Glesne, 1999; 

Merriam, 1998). What is observed through qualitative research methods are "people's 

constmctions of reahty-how they understand the world" (Merriam, 1998, p. 203). 

Through extended interaction in the natural, social setting, the researcher gains access to 

the multiple perspectives of each participant and how he or she makes sense of the world. 

Qualitative research has its roots in ethnography, the anthropological tradition of 

illuminating a culture through participant observation and interviews conducted 

throughout an extended stay in the field (Glesne, 1999). The primary goal of qualitative 

research is to understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena with little 

dismption of the natiural setting (Merriam, 1998). Fieldwork is one of Merriam's (1998) 

primary characteristics of qualitative research. The natural setting is the soiu-ce of data 

for the researcher, who must physically go to the people and observe behavior through 

extended contact with participants (Hoepfl, 1997; Merriam, 1998). In this study, the 

school experiences of pregnant and parenting female students were examined through 

interaction with participants from an altemative program serving pregnant and parenting 

female secondary students. Through extended interaction in the natural, social setting. 
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the school environment in this case, the researcher gained access to the multiple 

perspectives of each participant and how she interacted within a classroom setting as well 

as a social setting (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). 

An additional characteristic of qualitative research proposed by Merriam (1998) 

describes the researcher as the "human instmment" for data collection and analysis. 

Qualitative research is unique in that the researcher is the primary instmment in data 

collection and analysis through observation and interaction (Glesne, 1999). The 

researcher can adapt strategies to the context and is responsive to all aspects of the 

research situation. The qualitative researcher must also be sensitive and intuitive to what 

others have to say, observing what others do and representing these as accurately as 

possible (Stiauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Case Study 

A case study design was used in this study to explore individual school 

experience "stories" of eight pregnant and parenting female students. Case studies are 

particularistic, focusing on a specific situation or phenomenon (Merriam, 1998). A case 

study differs from other types of qualitative research in that it provides intensive 

descriptions and analyses of a bounded system (Merriam, 1998). A researcher undertakes 

a case study due to an intrinsic interest in a particular case and a desire to have a better 

understanding of it (Stake, 2000). The researcher's previous teaching experience and 

research with gender issues in education in addition to experiencing parenthood 

simultaneously with pursuing an education has created the interest in studying a student 

population where these two pursuits intersect. In case study research, the "human 

instmment" is an asset due to the researcher's ability to perceive, interact and respond to 

situations as well as being able to simultaneously collect and process data at multiple 

levels (Hoepfl, 1997). Stake (1995) concluded that case study knowledge is more 

concrete, more contextual, more developed by reader interpretation, and based more on 

reference populations determined by the reader. Case study is a powerful research design 
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since it provides detailed, rich descriptions of a phenomenon within real-life context 

(Merriam, 1998; Stake, 2000). 

Tmstworthiness 

Since qualitative research methods involve using a researcher's human qualities 

and abihties to gather, analyze, and construct reality from data, Eriandson et al. (1993) 

assert "the question 'whose constmcted realities are the right ones?' becomes a critical 

issue" (p. 26). Since reality is not a fixed, objective phenomenon, qualitative studies 

cannot viably produce a measurement of intemal validity, which quantifies the extent that 

research findings match reality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1998). A more 

appropriate goal for qualitative researchers is to ensure tmstworthiness and credibility 

with participants in the study and readers of the report. Stake (2000) offered that a case 

study draws attention to what meaning can be leamed from the single case. However, he 

cautions that what is leamed from a single case may not be generalizable to all cases. 

Although Stake (2000) recognized that "generalization can be an unconscious process for 

both researcher and reader" (p. 442), many qualitative researchers agree that true 

ttansferabiUty is never really possible (Eriandson et al, 1993; Merriam, 1998). A 

qualitative case study seeks to understand a specific situation in depth, not to find out 

what is generally tme of many cases (Merriam, 1998). Since the intrinsic characteristics 

of qualitative research limit generalizability in the quantitative sense, the researcher must 

obligate the reader or user to determine to what extent a study's findings are transferable. 

In order to do so, however, the researcher must provide text with rich, thick description in 

sufficient detail so the readers can vicariously experience the situation and draw 

conclusions (Eriandson et al, 1993; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 2000). 

Qualitative research endures criticism not only regarding issues of validity and 

transferability, but also reliability, or the extent to which research findings can be 

replicated. Since qualitative research seeks to describe and explain the world through 

those who experience it, no two situations would ever be the same due to the nature of 

human behavior. Merriam (1998) wamed "achieving reUability in the traditional sense is 
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not only fanciful but impossible" (p. 206). Reliability in the quantitative sense assumes 

the positivist paradigm, that reaUty is fixed and studying h repeatedly will confirm 

similar resuhs. Qualitative data is collected, analyzed and interpreted through a "human 

insttiiment," therefore replication of a study will never yield the same results. Since 

reliability in the ttaditional sense will never be obtained, qualitative researchers should 

strive for "dependability" of their results. Most important to a qualitative study is that the 

resuhs make sense and are consistent with the data collected (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Credibility in this study was enhanced through triangulation of the data, 

consisting of using muhiple methods of data collection (observation, multiple interviews, 

document analysis), member checking narratives for accuracy of content, and prolonged 

engagement with the research site with persistent observation (Eriandson et al, 1993; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1998). The researcher used a peer reviewer to provide 

extemal reflection and input on findings. Most important to a qualitative study is that the 

results make sense and are consistent with the data collected (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To 

ensure dependable results, the researcher authenticated findings through an audit trial 

which described details of how data were collected, how categories were configured and 

how decisions were made throughout the study (Eriandson et al, 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Merriam, 1998). 

Design of the Study 

Participants 

The researcher was granted permission to utilize human subjects by the 

Institutional Review Board of Texas Tech University (Appendix A). Participants for this 

study were selected from an alternative program for pregnant and parenting students in an 

urban public school system in Texas. The researcher obtained permission from the 

school district administration to conduct the study at the altemative school. The 

researcher met with an administrator of the altemative program to explain the purpose of 

the study, requirements of the participants, and details of the researcher's role in 

conducting the study. The researcher did not have extended time prior to the initiation of 
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the study to be on the school campus to build rapport and familiarity with students in 

order to solicit participants. Therefore, the researcher asked the administrator to assist 

with obtaining a purposeful sample of eight to ten participants who would provide 

maximum variation by diversity of age, race, academic ability, socio-economic status, 

number of children, age of children and marital status. A purposeful sample, rather than 

random sample, pregnant and/or parenting students was selected for this study to ensure 

tiiat a diverse range of perspectives is presented in the data (Eriandson et al, 1993; 

Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 1998). Patton (1990) explained the maximum variation sampling 

is effective because "findings from even a small sample of great diversity yields 

important shared pattems that cut across cases" (p. 172). Approximately two weeks after 

the researcher initially met with an administrator from the altemative school, the 

researcher was invited to meet with ten students selected by the administrator to 

potentially participate in the study. The researcher explained the purpose of the study, 

requirements as a participant, and the role of the researcher. Participants were asked to 

volunteer for this study. Eight of the ten yoimg women retumed a signed consent form 

(Appendix B), granting permission by a parental/guardian permission for participants 

underage 18. 

Data Collection 

The data collected for this study included interview ttanscripts, field notes from 

classroom observations, and academic records, which included grade reports and 

standardized test scores. The data for this study were collected during 26 visits to the 

altemative school, taking place over a period of four months. Due to the researcher's 

child care arrangements, visitations to the school took place on Tuesday and Thursday of 

each week. The researcher attended six classes and lunch during each visit to the school. 

Observations took place in the school setting, including classrooms and 

lunch/break areas. Observation was important in these case studies in order to understand 

the context of the parenting students so that meaningful interview dialogue could be 

developed. Elements observed in this study included the physical setting of the 
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classrooms and other areas, the participants, their activities and interactions, 

conversation, subtle factors, and researcher behavior (Merriam, 1998). The researcher 

gained entty with participants by "fitting into the participants' routines, finding some 

common ground with them, helping out on occasion, being friendly, and showing 

interest" (Merriam, 1998, p. 99). Observations were recorded as field notes that included 

descriptions, direct quotations, and researcher comments. Within this text, field note data 

is referenced by the researcher's name and date collected in parentheses. For instance, a 

field note entry from January 24, 2002 appears within the text in the following format: "I 

wonder if my presence has affected teachers in any way. I know I acted somewhat 

differently when a visitor was in the room, but hopefiilly I'm becoming more of a 

familiar face" (Perry, 1-24-02). 

In addition to observations, the researcher conducted semi-stmctured interviews 

to gain information. Eriandson et al. (1993) explained that interviews "allow the 

researcher and respondent to move back and forth in time; to reconstmct the past, 

interpret the present, and predict the future" (p. 53). The semi-stmctured interviews were 

guided by a set of basic questions to be explored (Appendix C), in which the researcher 

and participant dialogued in a mixture of conversation and question response (Eriandson 

et al, 1993). Each interview was conducted within the constraints of 50-minute class 

periods. Two interviews were conducted with five of the participants. Due to more 

extensive elaboration of responses, additional time was needed to complete interviews 

with three participants. No new queries were introduced during a third interview period; 

three participants required more time to respond to the complete set of interview 

questions. The questions in the first interview were used to build familiarity with each 

participant's "baby story," home environment, and current school experiences. 

Information obtained from the first interview was utilized to compose questions for the 

second interview with each participant. This interview was used primarily to elicit 

recollections of past school experiences, self-perceptions of their lives as students, and 

familial educational experiences. 
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The participants were asked to choose a pseudonym for their name and the name 

of their child to insure confidentiality. Uiterviews were audio taped and transcribed 

verbatim by the researcher. Upon completion of each interview transcription, member 

checking was used to validate the transcriptions and elicit understanding from 

participants. Participants were asked to review interview transcriptions to clarify areas 

that were verbally confiising or inaudible due to the volume of the participant's speaking 

voice. In this text, direct quotations from interview transcripts were referenced by stating 

the interview number, colon, transcript paragraph number enclosed in parentheses. For 

instance, when asked to elaborate regarding a classroom experience with a teacher in an 

Advanced Placement (AP) class, one participant responded, "I told her, I acttially told her 

one time, I put my hands on my head and I told her, 'I can't think this way.' 'Well,' 

she's like, 'this is AP Chemistry, let's go, let's go, let's go'" (2:240). This quote was 

found in paragraph 240 of the second interview with this participant. Therefore, at the 

end of the quote, the notation (2:240) was used to signify that the direct quote was taken 

from the second interview, paragraph 240. Referencing quotations in this manner 

assisted the researcher with maintaining an accurate and appropriate audit trail. 

In addition to observations and interviews, students' academic records were 

reviewed, which included standardized test scores and grade reports. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) supported the value of documents and records as rich, stable sources of contextual 

information (p. 277). Academic records were available for seven of the eight 

participants. One participant did not attend local schools prior to this school year, 

therefore her academic records were unavailable. Individual class grades were used to 

provide a detailed academic history and also to substantiate the student's perceptions of 

academic effort. Grade retention and/or failing grades in courses were used to 

substantiate participant's academic problems. Standardized test scores were reviewed to 

reveal possible leaming problems that may or may not have been identified for a student. 

This information provided the researcher with contextual information related to each 

participant's previous and current academic performance. In addition, the relationship 

45 



between student's perceptions of their academic performance and actual performance by 

means of academic records was examined. 

Data Analysis 

Data collection and analysis is a continuous and on-going process in qualitative 

research (Merriam, 1998). Observation field notes and interview transcripts were 

analyzed through the open coding process, in which concepts were identified and their 

properties and dimensions are discovered (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Glesne (1999) 

defined coding as "a progressive process of sorting and defining and defining and sorting 

those scraps of collected data that are applicable to your research purpose" (p. 135). 

A qualitative research computer program, NVivo, was used to assist the 

researcher with the coding process. Interview transcripts were input into the program. 

Through line-by-line analysis of the interview transcripts, the researcher established 

emergent themes, or NVivo nodes. The program assisted the researcher in organizing 

segments of interview ttanscripts into appropriate nodes selected by the researcher. Upon 

completion of classifying ttanscript segments into appropriate nodes, the NVivo program 

allowed the researcher to print out the data applicable to a specific node. These data 

sheets were used to comprehensively view and continuously analyze data while allowing 

for organization and clarity in the write-up phases of this study. 

Upon completion of classroom observations, field notes were analyzed and coded 

for common themes. Emergent field note themes included: school environment, student 

quotes, student participation in class, student-teacher interactions, peer interactions, 

teacher actions, and researcher reflections. Within this text, field note data is referenced 

by the date collected in parentheses. For example, an observation recorded on Febmary 

19, 2002 was cited by Perry (2-19-02). 

Information from academic records (grade reports and standardized test scores) 

was analyzed to identify general pattems in academic performance and to substantiate 

participant perceptions of school experiences. 
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Limitations 

This study was limited by administrative restraints within the school environment. 

The researcher was allowed to be a participant observer only in certain classes with 

specific teachers. The researcher was originally informed that she could observe only in 

classes that were not core to the academic curriculum, such as BCIS (Business 

Computers and hiformation Systems), Speech, and Preparation for Parenthood. 

However, permission was later granted by the school administration to observe six 

teachers, regardless of their subject area. The researcher was allowed to observe math, 

English, and social studies classes in addition to the non-academic classes. Since the 

researcher was only given access to six classrooms, field note data was limited to the 

environments only within these six rooms. However, each teacher at the altemative 

program taught several different subjects, therefore the researcher did observe more than 

six subject areas being taught. These consttaints on access to classrooms and teachers 

meant the researcher was not allowed to observe the Algebra teacher that three 

participants spoke of admirably. A science teacher who was a favored teacher for two 

participants was also not accessible to the researcher. 

The data collection was also limited due to time constraints of the researcher. Due 

to child care arrangements, the researcher was available to observe and conduct 

interviews on Tuesday and Thursday of each week. The researcher was not able to 

observe the first and last classes of each day on campus, also due to childcare 

arrangements. The researcher was not available to witness the school environment early 

on a Monday moming or the last class of the day on a Friday aftemoon. As a former 

educator, the researcher appreciates that the climate of the school tends to change 

throughout the days of the week, and the hours within each day. There are days and 

times within the school schedule when students seem to be more alert or less attentive. 

Observing a larger range of school days and times may have presented a more diverse 

portrayal of the ahemative school environment. 
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Conclusion 

Quahtative research and case study can illuminate an inquiry due to its ability to 

address and include a multiplicity of variables taking place within a particular context, 

the case. Its reliability on the researcher as human instmment adds qualities of 

perception and intuition while also creating issues of tmstworthiness that must be 

addressed. It is the study of people's perceptions of the world, within their own contexts, 

that allows qualitative research to investigate issues in ways that are not available through 

traditional research methods. 
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CHAPTER IV 

SETTING THE CONTEXT AND LIFE STORIES 

The purpose of this study was to explore the past and present school experiences 

of pregnant and parenting female students to determine if these experiences influenced 

their decision to become pregnant and raise a child. This chapter introduces the 

researcher, sets the context of the study and provides a brief "life story" for each of the 

participants. 

The Researcher 

Denzin (1989) confirmed the researcher's perspective and Ufe experiences are 

significant to the ultimate interpretation of the lives and experiences of others. He stated 

that, "interpretive research begins and ends with the biography and the self of the 

researcher" (p. 12). As the purpose of this study explains, this study was conducted with 

pregnant and parenting female students in order to "give voice" to a population of school 

students that is underrepresented in educational research. The researcher was compelled 

to tell the stories of these eight young women on their educational joumeys. It became 

evident early in the study that the daily lives of these young women were similar to mine, 

yet varied in significant ways. 

I became interested in doing a research project with pregnant and parenting teens 

in school during a time in my life when I was pregnant with my second child and was 

parenting a two-year-old daughter. Full-time graduate coursework and part-time 

employment was physically and emotionally rigorous. I was working on a graduate 

degree while raising a family, and the demands on my time and energy were daunting. I 

felt compelled to understand how a young woman, lacking even a high school diploma, 

could balance schoolwork, parenting, and employment. Being thirty, in graduate school, 

pregnant with a husband and two-year-old made it extremely difficult to maintain a sense 

of who I was as an individual. I became intrigued with attempting to comprehend how 

the demands of motherhood are manifested in young adolescent females. 
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As most adult women can attest, adolescence is an extremely unstable time in 

development. Personally, adolescence was a difficuh time for me. Like most 

adolescents, I wrestled with peer pressure and assaults to my moral judgment. I made 

several poor decisions for the sake of being accepted by my peers. I was involved in a 

serious relationship with an emotionally abusive boyfriend. Many times, I felt like I 

needed to be rescued from situations in which I found myself Now, as an adult, I realize 

that most events that I allowed to occur during adolescence were in search of acceptance. 

Although it has been twenty years since I was a teenager, adolescence is still about 

acceptance. Teen girls continue to act in pursuit of acceptance from parents, teachers, 

peers, and boyfriends. I wanted to leam how young women parent in the midst of the 

trials of adolescence. 

Once I determined the population I wanted to work with, formulating research 

questions presented another dilemma. While sociologists and economists attempt to 

quantify issues surrounding teen pregnancy, I became more interested in their investment 

in school. I was a public school teacher of science for six years. Being a teacher in a 

ttaditionally male-dominated field caused me to leam more about effective instmction for 

girls in science. Much of my master's degree work in curriculum and instmction 

involved gender equity in science education. At that time, the groundbreaking studies 

were released by the AAUW (1992) and Sadker and Sadker (1994) that presented 

classroom observations to support the inequalities experienced by females in American 

schools. As a teacher, I felt responsible for assuring that all females in my classroom 

received equal treatment. I was consistently cognizant of calling on girls in class as 

frequently as boys. I also created situations in the lab setting where girls would take on 

as many leadership responsibilities as boys. I did not want the girls in my class to be 

overlooked. 

It was at the conjunction of my two passions, parenthood and education, where I 

began to formulate the research questions for this study. Was there some connection 

between academic achievement and becoming a teenage parent? Did these young women 

seek acceptance in school? Has school been a priority for these students? I know from 
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personal experience that a child completely changed my perspective on life and goals I 

had for myself and my family. Is this change in perspective age-related or universal for 

all mothers? I wanted to know if teenage motherhood is tmly as detrimental as society 

portrays it. My desire was to discover how experiences adolescents have in school may 

actually affect the numbers of young students who find themselves involved in 

destmctive and risky behaviors. 

Setting 

In the local context of this research study, the issue of teen pregnancy and the role 

of the schools has become a controversial topic. In response to alarming rates of teen 

pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, the abstinence-based sex education 

curriculum taught in the public secondary schools came into question. Youth coalition 

groups advocated for a comprehensive sex education curriculum in the public schools, 

while a majority of those in administiative positions continued to support the current 

curriculum. In 1998, the pregnancy rate for teens between the ages of 13 and 17 in the 

county of the researched school was higher than the region and the state (Ehrenfeld, 

2001). In addition, the rates of reported cases of chlamydia and gonorrhea for the city of 

the researched school exceeded those for the state as well as the nation in 1999. In a 

local area with statistically high rates of teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases 

among young people, exploring why adolescents became sexually active, and 

consequently pregnant in many cases, was of utmost importance. 

This study was conducted at an ahemative school in an urban school system in 

Texas that serves approximately 29,000 students (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 

2002). The school was chosen for accessibility to the researcher and approval for 

research by public school administration. Two separate academic programs are housed 

within the facility. The school offers a non-traditional, self-paced curriculum program 

for students in need of credit recovery to meet graduation requirements. The altemative 

school also includes a program for female pregnant and parenting students based on a 

traditional academic schedule and curriculum. The self-paced program within the school 
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serves high school students in grades nine to twelve, while the program for pregnant and 

parenting students serves grades seven through twelve. Students in the pregnant and 

parenting program must meet the same academic and attendance requirements as all 

stiidents in the school district. 

This study took place during a time when the local school district was 

collaborating with other institutions and interested parties to determine how to effectively 

address the statistically high percentages of students in the local area who were becoming 

teen parents and/or contracting sexually transmitted diseases. Local health officials, 

school administiators, youth committee groups, church leaders, parents and other 

members of the community were seeking out ways to educate youth regarding issues 

surroimding sexual activity. 

The altemative program for pregnant and parenting female students serving the 

researched city was initiated in 1970. A three-year federal grant provided start-up funds 

to implement an altemative program for pregnant and parenting female students within 

the local school district (Gage, 2002). The program was originally held in the basement 

of the local YWCA. Three teachers provided instmction in the core academic classes and 

childcare was provided for students' children. Academic classes were held in the 

moming while home skills and child care classes were taught in the aftemoon. When the 

federal grant ended, the local school district began providing funds for the academic 

program and daycare. The altemative program was relocated to a district facility in the 

fall of 1973 (Gage, 2002). 

Prior to 1987, high school students attended the altemative program three days 

per week and junior high students attended two and one-half days per week. Childcare 

was provided at no cost, but students were required to retum to the regular school of their 

prior attendance one month after the birth of their child. In response to the high dropout 

rate of teen mothers attempting to retum to a traditional school program, in 1987 the 

school district restmctured the program, providing junior high and high school instmction 

all day, five days per week. An additional five teachers were hired and state-based Child 

Care Management Services provided daycare at minimal cost to students (Gage, 2002). 
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In 1990, the academic and daycare program moved locations again. The altemative 

program for pregnant and parenting students moved to its current location in 1998. The 

academic and childcare programs remained virtually unchanged for several years, until 

2002 when the state-based childcare service was not funded. Students were now required 

to pay more of the childcare costs, which are minimal in comparison to private daycare 

(Gage, 2002). Family members of many of the students assumed childcare 

responsibilities in response to the dissolution of no cost daycare. 

The altemative school programs are currently held in a fifty-year-old building that 

was previously utilized as a junior high campus for the district (Gage, 2002). The 

altemative school facility is situated within an industrialized area in the north/cential 

section of town. Field notes describe the neighborhood surrounding the school: 

The homes surrounding the school all have very tall fences to the back 
yards. A few homes have tall, chain-link fences with barbed wire stretched across 
the top. Several of the homes are dilapidated and many of the yards overgrown. 
In the neighborhood, many people are "hanging out" in front of their homes.. .do 
they have jobs to go to? (Perry, 3-18-02) 

At the time of this study, 160 students were enrolled in the altemative program for 

pregnant and parenting female students (Gage, 2002). Eighty additional students were 

enrolled in the self-paced, non-traditional academic program also housed within the 

facility. Statistical data for the school, as reported by the Texas Education Agency 

(2002), was reflective of the conjunction of the credit recovery program and the program 

for pregnant and parenting students. Statistical data for the pregnant and parenting 

program alone was unattainable. Only 2% of the altemative school population was in 

grades seven or eight, 9% in grade nine, 18% in grade ten, 16% in grade eleven, while 

55% of students were in the twelfth grade (TEA, 2002). Most of the students attending 

the self-paced, non-traditional academic program were classified as high school seniors. 

The population of this ahemative school was comprised of 60% Hispanic students, 28% 

Anglo and 12% African-American (TEA, 2002). Almost half of the school population is 

classified as economically disadvantaged. In the academic school year of 2000-2001, the 

attendance rate for the altemative school was 85.0%, while the local district had a rate of 
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95.9% and the state reported an overall rate of 95.5% (TEA, 2002). The dropout rate was 

also higher for this school at 3.1%, while 1.1% was reported for the district and 1.0% for 

the state (TEA, 2002). The altemative school received an Acceptable accountability 

rating by the Texas Education Agency for the 2001-2002 school year. Of the 26 tenth 

grade altemative school students taking the exit level Texas Assessment of Academic 

Skills (TAAS) test in the spring semester of 2002, 60.0% passed all tests, including 

Reading, Writing, and Math. The local school district reported a passing rate of 85.1% 

on all tests for tenth graders while the state reported a rate of 85.7% (TEA, 2002). 

The school facility was weU-kept and hospitable, with artificial flower 

arrangements and student work adoming the hallways. Glass cases which once held 

frophies currently held pictures of students who were performing well academically and 

maintaining good attendance. Most of the teachers' classrooms were traditionally 

arranged with desks in rows, but a few rooms had students seated in leaming groups. 

Most teachers made earnest effort to decorate their classrooms to resemble a welcoming 

living room in a home. Many teachers created separate reading/study areas in their 

classrooms with carpet, chairs and lamps. All of the classrooms observed during this 

study were decorated with posters displaying motivational phrases and quotations. The 

class sizes were small, with classes ranging in size between three to fifteen students. The 

smaller class sizes contributed to the quiet environment within classes and hallways. 

These hushed surroundings were documented during the first day of field observations: 

"The quietness is something I will have to get used to - I don't know if it's the small 

class size or just the all-girl environment? Maybe they have been socialized to be "good 

giris"-quiet and polite" (Perry, 1-15-02). 

Students attended seven, 50-minute classes per day, including a homeroom period 

designated for tutoring and homework completion. The environment within classrooms 

was relaxed, as teachers allowed more flexibility to students in regards to having food 

and drink in class and frequent restroom breaks were provided. The classroom 

atmosphere was documented during observations: 
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"Most students have food and drinks in class. One student asked permission then left for 

the restroom. The environment seems low-key, quiet, allowing for the needs of pregnant 

women. I wonder how the same-sex environment factors in here. There are no bells; 

teachers release the students" (Perry, 1-15-02). 

The Participants 

The participants for this study were selected from an altemative program for 

pregnant and parenting students. Participants were identified by school administrators to 

provide maximum variation of the sample by diversity of age, race, academic ability, 

socioeconomic status, number of children, age of children and marital status. The 

demographics for the participants are presented in Table 1. 

The research questions for this study were designed to elicit responses from 

participants regarding a relationship between school experiences and the circumstances 

surrounding their pregnancy. The researcher did not anticipate the significant influence 

of a students' environment, including the school setting and home environment, on the 

school experience. A query posed to participants during the first interview, "Tell me 

about the day you found out you were pregnant," elicited a multiplicity of responses. For 

each of the participants, this inquiry led into dialogue regarding family and boyfriend 

relationships, home life, and specific circumstances surrounding their pregnancy. This 

information allowed the researcher to build rapport with the participants. The researcher 

also leamed that is it difficult to separate school and home experiences. 

In addition to the demographic information provided for each participant, it is also 

important to understand the home life that each young woman experiences on a daily 

basis. Understanding the lives that these young women lead outside of the classroom is 

significant for discerning their experiences inside the classroom. Knowing who these 

young women are, their families, and their lives, helps to further explain the context of 

teenage pregnancy and the role of school. The background of each participant will be 

described according to "home" and "educational expectations." These subheadings are 

described below: 
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Home. A large number of teenagers come to school for refuge from their lives at 

home. To understand "teen pregnancy" is to understand that, for most of the young 

women in this study, pregnancy was not the origin of difficulties in their lives. Family 

sttiicture and relationships played a pivotal role in the lives of these young women, 

particularly with their fathers. For each of the young women in this study, the definition 

of "home" was ever-changing. 

Educational expectations. Understanding the educational attainment and 

expectations of family members also adds to the perspective of these students' school 

experiences. Half of the participants in this study experienced some level of school 

attendance dismption. Five participants were forced to attend multiple schools 

throughout their school careers due to family situations. Family issues were the cause for 

four participants to miss school altogether, causing school failure. The family played an 

important role in the development of educational expectations and motivations for 

sttidents (Balli, 1996; Hao & Bonstead-Bmns, 1998; Solo, 1997; Tmsty, 1998). 

Alexis 

Alexis is an eighteen-year-old African-American female student completing her 

last semester of high school. Alexis attended local public schools for her entire academic 

career. Alexis has a six-month-old daughter. 

Home. Alexis lived with members of her extended family. Alexis lived with her 

mother's sister, her aunt's boyfriend, and a male cousin. Alexis was raised by her mother 

in her early years and never had contact with her biological father. She had two older 

biological sisters who were taken from the home during their childhood. One of her 

sisters was incarcerated at the time of this study. Throughout her childhood, Alexis 

witnessed her mother being physically and emotionally abused by a boyfriend on several 

occasions. Beginning at age three, Alexis tearfully recalled numerous accounts of being 

sexually abused by her mother's boyfriend and his acquaintances. During her early teen 

years, Alexis was raised primarily by her grandmother, and now by other members of her 

57 



extended family. Alexis' daughter had limited contact with her father since Alexis no 

longer had a relationship with him. She plarmed to marry her current boyfriend sometime 

next year. 

Educational expectations. Due to the separateness of Alexis' family, she was 

unsure of her mother's school completion status and summarized that "half the family 

graduated, half didn't" (2:244). None of her siblings completed high school. Alexis 

described the responsibility she felt towards completing her high school education as the 

only child in her family to graduate: 

Perry: Do you have anybody really pushing you, saying "go Alexis"? 

Alexis: My aunt and my grandma. This is the best part of my grandma's Ufe. 
"You the only one graduated out of your mom's kids. Keep going." Cause I was 
gonna drop out if I couldn't pass any parts of the TAAS test. And I told them, I 
said, if I get these scores back and they said I failed, I'm dropping. 

Perry: What did they say? 

Alexis: They were like, you gotta keep going, you gotta keep trying. So, I got 
them back and I passed them. I kept going. (2:334-337) 

Family problems are the cause Alexis attributed to her unstable school attendance 

history. Alexis attended the same elementary school through fourth grade. She was then 

removed from her school and recalls that her attendance was dismpted for a significant 

period of time: 

When we was having family problems I had to leave [elementary school] 
and it was a while before I went back to school cause of our family 
problems.. .It's difficult cause I was moving a lot and then, family problems I had 
to miss school and stuff like that, so, I really didn't know too much about math, I 
really didn't know too much about reading, and I sure didn't know nothing about 
writing. (2:253, 237) 

Alexis attended different schools for each of her seventh, eighth, and ninth grade years. 

Discipline problems plagued her middle school years and she was suspended from two 

schools due to fighting with classmates. 
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Amanda 

Amanda is a sixteen-year-old Hispanic female student who is in the ninth grade. 

Amanda lived in various places throughout the country and attended many different 

schools. Amanda is due to give birth to a baby at the end of the school year. An original 

ultrasound found Amanda's baby to be a giri, but during the time of the study, an 

additional ulttasound determined her to be carrying a boy. 

Home. Amanda also experienced disappointments throughout her life with her 

parental relationships. After years of enduring physical and emotional abuse, Amanda's 

mother divorced her father when she was in junior high, to which she attributed her own 

emotional problems. At the time Amanda became pregnant, she lived in the home with 

her mother, sister, and her three nieces and nephews. During the time of this study, 

Amanda lived in a home across the street from her mother with her boyfriend, her 

boyfriend's mother, his two brothers and two uncles. Amanda had a brother with whom 

she maintained little contact since he was in a "facility." Amanda was raised primarily 

by her grandmother "because my mom had problems with her ex-boyfriends and she had 

to leave and so she left. Sometimes she just left us 'cause her boyfriends, for her 

boyfriends.. ."(2:360). When asked how her mother's absence made her feel, Amanda 

recalled, "not wanted" (2:362), but she recognized that her mother made attempts at 

reconciling their relationship. Amanda was due to have a son at the end of the school 

year. 

Educational expectations. Although Amanda's grandmother completed high 

school, her mother and sister did not, both dropping out due to pregnancies. Amanda was 

required to repeat fifth and eighth grade due to "skipping around a lot" (2:64). Her 

parent's separation and divorce during this time caused her to have a negative attitude 

towards attending school. In the following dialogue, Amanda described her reflections 

on school during this turbulent time in her home life: 

Amanda: Well, I was going through a hard time. My parents were going through 
that divorce, so... 

Perry: Did you miss school, or you just weren't doing your work? 
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Amanda: I wasn't doing my work. I would just be there daydreaming and then I 
wouldn't go to school or anything. I'd fake sick and I didn't want to go. I was 
going through like, a depress-ment, a little bit. 

Perry: So, nobody was making you go? 

Amanda: Well, my grandma would make me, but then I'll make myself sick at 
school and they'll send me home. 

Perry: So you had it kind of worked out? 

Amanda: Yea (laughing). (2:69-76) 

Amanda expressed that she was required to attend summer school ahnost every 

year in order to receive credit due to her excessive absences. She attributed problems at 

home to her poor attendance history and subsequent poor performance in school: "I'm 

hoping I passed this year. So, like yesterday, I didn't come to school cause, like, I was 

having problems at home, so, sometimes, I have problems at home, I don't come to 

school, but then 1 try as hard as I can, like this year, I've been trying as hard as I can to 

make that day up" (2:140). During her junior high years, Amanda left her mother's home 

and moved with her grandmother across state, where she spent most of her middle school 

years. Amanda was home schooled by her grandmother briefly when they moved to 

another state to care for an ailing family member. Amanda's school attendance history 

reflected a highly mobile, constantly changing environment. According to her 

recollections, Amanda attended eight different schools from her seventh grade year 

through her present ninth grade status. 

Anna 

Anna is a sixteen-year-old Afiican-American female student who is in the tenth 

grade. Anna lived in the city of the researched school all of her life and attended the 

public schools in the researched city for her entire academic career. Arma gave birth to a 

baby boy during the second month of this study. 

Home. Anna, her boyfriend, and newbom son lived in a house with her 

boyfriend's mom, his brother, his brother's wife and their toddler. Aima's mother was 
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also a teen mother, having Anna at sixteen. Although previous or current marital status 

of her biological parents was not disclosed, Aima had four younger, biological siblings, 

two brothers and two sisters. Before she became pregnant, Anna and her four siblings 

were raised primarily by her aunt and her boyfiiend, who also allowed Anna's biological 

father to periodically live in the home as well. She maintained contact with her father, 

who financially assisted Aima and her son. At the time of the first interview, Anna's 

mother was incarcerated, which was a pattem throughout her life. Anna blamed her 

pregnancy on the fact that her mother left town and neglected to make arrangements for 

her (1:178). An acquaintance offered to let her stay at his home and after her first sexual 

encounter, Anna became pregnant. The lack of stability and consistency with her mother 

caused Anna to find challenges when dealing with others. When asked if she had 

problems tmsting people, Anna agreed, attributing this lack of tmst to experiences with 

her mother (2:196-200). 

Educational expectations. Anna's father did not complete high school, but her 

mother did, in addition to taking some college courses. Support and encouragement of 

family members helped Anna continue in school through her pregnancy and childbirth. 

While living in her boyfriend's home, Anna found the support of her boyfriend's mother 

invaluable with helping her stay on track and in school (2:136). Anna also spoke of her 

persistent father who called daily to check on the status of her homework completion. 

Aima experienced mobility within her school career. During her elementary 

years, Aima attended three different schools, attending the same school twice during her 

transitions. She attributed these frequent school changes to recurrent family moves. A 

change in schools during her junior high years was attributed to her motivation to join a 

more prolific gymnastics team. 

Jeimifer 

Jennifer is a seventeen-year-old Hispanic female student in eleventh grade. By 

taking extra courses this school year and summer, she was hoping to complete graduation 

requirements and receive her high school diploma in August, almost one year ahead of 
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schedule. Jennifer lived in the city of the researched school her entire life and attended 

local public schools her entire academic career. Jennifer gave birth to a son one month 

prior to the beginning of this study. 

Home. Jennifer was raising her son in a home with her mother as head of the 

household. Jennifer's parents eloped when her mother was sixteen years old. By their 

mid-20's, her parents were raising three daughters, Jennifer was the youngest. Jennifer 

spoke admirably of her mother who completed high school requirements and continued to 

complete a college degree while caring for her three young daughters. Jennifer's parents 

divorced when she was eight years old. Her mother was employed as a teacher. 

Although Jennifer described enjoying "tomboy" activities with her father in her early 

years, she affirmed that he made little contribution to the family and that "he's never been 

a really good person" (1:235). Jennifer attributed all of her and her sisters' 

accomplishments to the diligent, hard-working nature of their mother. By taking extra 

courses in the summer, Jermifer was completing high school one year early. At the time 

of this study, Jennifer maintained no contact with her baby's father. 

Educational expectations. Jennifer's mother left school at age sixteen to get 

married, but later retumed and continued to complete a college degree. Jennifer 

described a very stable school attendance history. She attended the same elementary and 

junior high school without tiansferring schools or residence. Determined to follow in the 

footsteps of academically successful older siblings, Jennifer cited the consistent 

encouragement from her mother as motivation to complete school (1:216). 

Juhe 

Julie is a seventeen-year-old Hispanic female student and is in eleventh grade. 

Juhe lived in the city of the researched school all of her life and attended the public 

schools for her entire academic career. During the time of this study, Julie was in her 

second trimester of pregnancy. She was due to have a baby boy during the summer. 

Home. Julie was raised with both biological parents in the home. Julie's mother 

became pregnant with Julie in her ninth grade year. Her mother and father dropped out 
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of high school, married and had Julie, followed later by two sons. All of the women in 

Julie's family, her mother, aunts and step-aunts, had children at a young age. Julie's 

family was supported by her father's job in a scrap metal facility and her mother's 

housekeeping job at a hotel. Julie expressed an estranged relationship with her father that 

began during her dating relationship with her boyfriend. Julie and her boyfriend planned 

her pregnancy assuming a baby would cause her father to "have to accept me and my 

boyfiiend" (2:73). Although Julie's father wanted her to leave their home upon leaming 

of her pregnancy, her mother allowed her to stay. Julie maintained that she purposefully 

had little contact with her father even though they live within the same home. Julie and 

her baby's father remain in a dating relationship although he has moved 300 miles away 

for employment. She does not plan to join him until she has completed high school. 

Educational expectations. Julie's mother and father dropped out of school in the 

ninth grade, got married, had children, and never retumed. In a family where only one of 

seven children on her mother's side graduated high school, Julie's mother was adamant 

about her living at home, staying in school and graduating. 

Julie did not transfer schools throughout her school career. It was the consistency 

in her school attendance and attachments to classmates that made the transition to the 

altemative very difficult for Julie. She recalled that her father made the decision for her 

to leave her high school to attend the altemative school. She was very upset to be leaving 

the circle of fiiends that she had participated with since elementary school: ".. .my dad 

was like, 'well.. .you chose the way you want to live your life, so I'm gonna choose the 

way I want your education to mn so I can make sure you, you know, you finish and not 

try to drop out'" (1:49). 

Krystal 

Krystal is a seventeen-year-old African-American female student who was 

currently ranked as a high school sophomore. Krystal lived in the city of the researched 

school her entire life and attended local public schools for her entire academic career. 

Krystal's toddler son is 21 months old. 
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Home. During this study, Krystal and her son lived with her mother, but she 

described having habitual problems within her family stmcture, including her 

grandmother, mother, and her mother's boyfriends. She described her familial situation 

as "h's like I'm by myself (2:94). Krystal has three older biological siblings, two 

brothers and a sister. Her mother and biological father never married. Krystal's father 

was virtually absent from her life until she visited him following the birth of her son. She 

hoped to relocate to be closer to her father and his new family upon completing high 

school. It was unclear if Krystal's mother ever legally married, but she described her 

dislike for several "stepfathers" stating, "I never liked any of 'em" (2:325). Each of 

Krystal's siblings experienced legal problems, and at the time of this study, her sister was 

incarcerated. Krystal, along with her grandmother, contributed to caring for her sister's 

four children. When asked about the legal troubles that have plagued her family, Krystal 

replied, "I don't think nothing about it. I'm so used to it now, so it don't matter" (2:176). 

Krystal's son had no contact with his father, who was incarcerated at the time of this 

study. 

Educational expectations. Krystal's mother and three older siblings dropped out 

of high school when they were either in eleventh or twelfth grade. Krystal's mother 

retumed to school to complete her GED. The lack of academic achievement by her 

immediate family members motivated Krystal, who expressed that receiving her high 

school diploma would mean that "I can make it, that I know I can make it.. .I'll be the 

first one in my family that's made it through the whole thing" (2-36). Krystal recalled 

that she had "perfect attendance" during her elementary school years (1:109), but recently 

experienced attendance problems since she had to make arrangements for her son who 

was repeatedly ill. During the time of this study, Krystal habitually missed school which 

she attributed to her baby's illness. Krystal did not have ahemate day care options for 

her son, so she had to stay home with him during his recurrent illnesses. At the end of 

the study, Krystal's son was released from the school daycare due to her habitual lack of 

payment. Upon the last visit to the school campus, the researcher leamed that BCrystal 
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had not retumed to school since her son was removed from the daycare. The school 

administration was unable to locate Krystal or contact her family. 

Lara 

Lara is a sixteen-year-old Hispanic female student repeating the ninth grade. Lara 

attended the school for this academic school year only. At the conclusion of this school 

year, Lara retumed to the city where she lived most of her life. Lara's daughter is six 

months old. 

Home. The complexity of Lara's various hving arrangements and family 

relationships classify her as having lived in homes with two parents, one parent, her 

boyfriend's family, and her extended family at various times throughout her life. At the 

time of this study, Lara and her baby lived in the home of her aunt and uncle, three 

cousins, mother, and biological siblings, which include a yoimger brother and sister. 

Lara's extended family included a half-sister and older stepbrother, with whom she had 

little contact. She lived in the city since the beginning of the school year and was moving 

back to reside with her stepfather at the school year's end. Although Lara did not 

disclose the circumstances of her mother's remarriage, she did emphasize both her 

biological father and grandfather deserted their families (1:54). Nonetheless, Lara faced 

a challenging period in her life when her biological father died during her seventh grade 

year. In the years following her father's death, Lara abused drugs and alcohol, became 

sexually active, and frequently left her home against her mother's will. During this 

turbulent time in her life, Lara also attempted suicide twice. She attributed her pregnancy 

as the reason for her changing her lifestyle. Lara's boyfriend wanted her to have an 

abortion, but she decided to end their relationship and have her baby (1:48). She 

maintained very limited contact with her baby's father and filed for child support at the 

time of this study. 

Educational expectations. Problems with discipline caused Lara to experience 

dismption in school attendance. At the time of this study, Lara was sixteen years old and 
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m the ninth grade. She had to repeat sixth grade and this was her second year in ninth 

grade. Lara recalled how her defiant behaviors affected her school performance: 

Lara: In sixth grade my mom pulled me out of school cause I was bad, so I was 
home schooled. But I didn't do anything cause, you know, she was working, she 
couldn't teach me, so I was just sitting at home doing nothing. 

Perry: By yourself, at home? So you got no credit for sixth grade? 

Lara: No. (2:76-78) 

Loss of class credits due to poor attendance during the first trimester of Lara's pregnancy 

was the cause for her repeating the ninth grade. Her mother's negative reception to the 

news of her pregnancy instigated her to move in with her boyfriend. She missed an entire 

semester of school during this time which she accredited to her pregnancy-related 

ilhiesses. She also attributed the lack of the school's attentiveness to obtaining 

homebound education during this time to her loss of credits, mandatory court appearance 

and monetary fine for tmancy. 

The attendance problems that Lara experienced throughout her school career 

comprised a large part of the interview dialogue. While this speaks to the educational 

expectations set forth by her family, the researcher was unable to obtain detailed 

information regarding school completion by her family. Whenever Lara was asked about 

her family's educational experiences, the dialogue consistently shifted back towards her 

own experiences. In rettospect, the researcher concluded that no information was 

received regarding the educational accomplishments of Lara's family members. 

Tracy 

Tracy is a fourteen-year-old Anglo female student and is in the eighth grade. 

Tracy moved from a small, farming community to the city of the researched school 

within the past year. She is the mother of a five-month-old girl. 

Home. Tracy was also being raised in a home with both of her biological parents 

and was the youngest of five children. Tracy's older half-brother sexually molested her 
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while living in their home. Tracy maintained that he was the father of her baby. One of 

her brothers was in the military, while another was in a "facility." Tracy's financially 

stiiiggling family recently moved to the city to find work and more affordable housing. 

At the time of this study, Tracy's father collected disability payments preceded by jobs 

with fast food establishments. Her mother worked as a bookkeeper and was the family's 

primary financial source, while her father served as daycare provider for Tracy's 

daughter. Tracy did not elaborate on her relationship with her family members, but 

affirmed that her mother and father supported her throughout her pregnancy and during 

the first months of motherhood. 

Educational expectations. Both of Tracy's parents dropped out of high school, 

although her mother retumed to complete her GED requirements and continued with 

some college. After witnessing all three of her older siblings dropping out of high 

school, Tracy was inspired to reach her goal: "I said if they all dropped out I'd be the first 

one to graduate in my family. So, I'm gorma graduate" (2-34). Tracy recalled that she 

attended three different schools in the limited time since her family moved to the research 

city from a small town outside of the city. Previously, Tracy attended the small school in 

the mral town where her family resided. 

Conclusion 

It is evident through these brief biographies that all eight young women in this 

study lived challenging lives even before they became mothers. Half witnessed or were 

victims of abusive and violent situations within their homes. Six of the eight were raised 

without fathers, either through divorce, absenteeism, or death. Three of the participants 

were being raised without their mothers. Other participants described the stifling effects 

of overbearing mothers and fathers. Dmg abuse and subsequent legal problems plagued 

half of the families represented in this study. Five of the young women in this study 

moved many times in their lives, across town, across the state, and across the country, 

some experiencing the changing of caregivers along the way. When confronted with the 

"home life" of these young women, it is not difficult to comprehend the challenge they 
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face when attempting to establish a "home" for themselves and their child. Only three of 

the eight young women maintained a relationship with their baby's father. Most of the 

participant's children will grow up without a father in their lives, just as their mothers 

experienced. 
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CHAPTER V 

ANALYSIS AND REPORT OF THE DATA 

The purpose of this study was to explore the past and present school experiences 

of pregnant and parenting female stiidents to determine how these experiences affected 

their academic and life outcomes. Three research questions guided this study: 

1. How do pregnant and parenting female students describe their school experiences 

prior to becoming pregnant? 

2. What is the relationship between the actual and perceived school experiences of 

pregnant and parenting female students? 

3. How have school experiences changed for female parenting students following 

tiie birth of their child(ren)? 

The research questions in this study were used to compare school experiences the 

participants had before and after pregnancy and childbirth. Two interviews were 

conducted individually with eight participants, one in the first month of the study and the 

other in the last month. Interview transcripts were the primary data source for research 

question one that elicited descriptions of students' school experiences prior to becoming 

pregnant. Students described factors that affected their academic performance, 

experiences with teachers, and peer interactions. 

In addition to interview tianscripts, grade reports and standardized test score data 

received from school administtation was used as data to answer research question number 

two. Students were asked to describe their academic performance in school. The 

interview tianscripts provided the students' perceptions of their academic performance, 

while grade reports and test scores were used to compare their perceptions with actual, 

recorded outcomes. 

Research question three utilized interview transcripts in addition to researcher 

field notes to describe how school experiences changed for the participants in this study 

since their pregnancy and/or birth of a child. Similar to responses to research question 

one, students described their school experiences following pregnancy according to factors 
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that influenced academic performance, experiences with teachers, and peer interactions, 

in addition to the influence of boyfi^end^aby father relationships. Since all of the 

participants attended the local altemative program for pregnant and parenting students, a 

description of the students' perspectives, in addition to the researcher's perceptions, of 

the altemative school was also included. 

Research Ouestion One 

How do pregnant and parenting female students describe their school experiences prior to 

becoming pregnant? 

When describing school experiences prior to becoming pregnant, the young 

women in this study consistently referred to the relational aspects of school to a greater 

extent than actual academic pursuits. Responses to research question one were used to 

determine the role of school in the lives of these young women before becoming 

pregnant. Adolescents are infamous for "living in the moment," and the researcher 

discovered the participants had difficulty separating school experiences before and after 

pregnancy. During interviews with each of the participants, dialogue rapidly shifted 

between past and present experiences at inconsistent intervals. Through data analysis, the 

researcher composed "before" and "after" stories of school experiences for each of the 

participants. The coding process produced three significant emergent themes 

characterizing the participants' perceptions of school experiences prior to pregnancy. 

Each of the participants expressed a characteristic or life event that contributed to 

their level of academic motivation. Two young women in the study explained they had 

no motivation to do well in school. Experiencing academic failure and leaming 

difficulties had both negative and positive influence on motivation for three participants. 

Participation in extia-curricular activities was motivation for two young women in the 

study to maintain passing grades. Regarding school experiences prior to pregnancy, only 

one of the eight participants expressed an intrinsic desire to do well in school. In addition 

to academic motivators (or lack thereof), the participants described school experiences 
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prior to pregnancy in the context of relationships, with peers and teachers. The 

participants expressed more negative experiences with peers, especially other female 

students, than positive experiences. When recounting experiences with teachers, 

however, six of the eight participants described a notably positive experience as well as a 

negative experience with a teacher. 

Motivation 

Motivation to do well academically in school has been shown to be an inhibitor to 

participating in potentially damaging behaviors during adolescence (Dryfoos, 1990; 

Scott-Jones, 1991). Students who participate in school activities, have famihes that 

support their educational endeavors and those who see the relevancy in school for future 

possibilities are more likely to be motivated to do well academically. Without these 

motivators, however, many students find themselves without a reason to academically 

perform with their best efforts. The researcher was interested in finding out what 

academically motivated the young women in this study before and after a pregnancy. 

Lack of motivation. For Tracy, the youngest participant, school was a negative 

experience in that she had to get up early to attend. Tracy was unable to recall any 

positive memories of her school experience prior to pregnancy. Her responses reflected 

how neither positive nor negative motivators influenced her academic performance, but, 

more influential in her case, a lack of motivation provided her with a perception of school 

as a negative, unfulfilling place to be. 

Perry: So what are your good memories [of school] that you have? 

Tracy: I don't know. 

Perry: Do you have any memories that stand out at school, as something 
fun you remember, or a teacher or a class that you really liked? 

Tracy: Uh-huh [no] (2:339-342). 

Perry: Does anything make you real excited, I know you're good at math 
and good at science and social studies, are there things that make you 
excited about leaming? 

Tracy: No. (2:351-352) 
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Perry: .. .you can't think of a particular good memory that you have had at 
school? 

Tracy: Uh-huh [no]. (2:389-390) 

Tracy described her troubles with school that caused her parents to threaten to send her to 

a girl's home. Her troubles at school stemmed from her poor academic performance. 

When asked why she sti^ggled in school academically, Tracy attiibuted her 

underachievement to her owoi effort: 

Perry: Why do you think you were failing all of your classes? 

Tracy: Cause I wasn't doing my work. 

Perry: Why weren't you doing your work? 

Tracy: Cause I didn't want to. 

Perry: There were other, better things to do? 

Tracy: Uh-huh [agrees]. 

Perry: Or have you had ttouble doing the work, is it... 

Tracy: Uh-um [no]. Everything I knew. (1:145-152) 

Prior to pregnancy, Tracy's lack of motivation to do well in school affected her grades 

and attitude towards gaining an education. 

A lack of motivation to do well in school also affected Lara's educational 

outcomes prior to pregnancy. Lara lost credits in school due to her own disciplinary and 

emotional problems. During her juruor high years, Lara's mother took her out of school 

since she was doing poorly and was constantly having disciplinary problems with other 

students. When Lara did not complete home school assignments, she lost credit for the 

school year. Lara recognized that she will not put forth effort in schoolwork unless it 

captured her interest. The following dialogue explained her attitude with academic work: 

Perry: So when you're making lower grades or barely passing or 
whatever, is it lack of effort or lack of... 

Lara: [intermpting] Interest. Cause if I listen to a teacher and I'm staring 
at her, I'll do it. I mean, it's just, easy. It's not that I don't understand it or 
whatever, I just don't feel like doing it. That's why I don't do too good, 
cause I'm hke, this is boring, I'm sleepy...I just wanna go to sleep, but it's 
not really that hard for me. (2:45-46) 
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Perry: .. .you mentioned several times about being "judged" by others. Um, 
talking about, you know, you didn't want to say something because you didn't 
want to look like you didn't know.. .can you think of a specific time when you feh 
like you were being judged? 

Amanda: Well, it was all like, mostly at other schools. All at other schools 
really, like at Washington, I think in reading, yea, I didn't know some, like, some 
words and stuff and I'll just skip over them and read what I knew. And the next 
day we had a test over them and like, I was too embarrassed to ask, so we had a 
test over it the next day and I didn't get it cause I didn't get those words, and we 
didn't use dictionaries or nothing like that. I was too scared to get up and get a 
dictionary if we did. 

Perry: Why? 

Amanda: I don't know, just people would think of me, like, oh, she's dumb and, I 
don't know. That's how I was. (2:201-204) 

Prior to pregnancy, Amanda lacked family support of her educational endeavors while 

personal stmggles with emotional problems and leaming disabilities caused achievement 

in school to be challenging. 

Alexis described her school experiences prior to pregnancy in regards to her 

significant disabilities with reading, writing and spelling. Poor attendance in school due 

to family issues made diagnosing and tieating Alexis' leaming problems difficuh. Alexis 

acknowledged that she needed much more specialized academic assistance in her early 

years of school but did not receive it. Alexis explained how a teacher's response to her 

need for help in the classroom affected her motivation to perform: 

Alexis: Sometimes I ask for help, but if they don't give it to me and they won't 
help me, I won't do it. And I tell them the next day, well, I asked you for help 
and you won't help me, so I didn't do the homework. 

Perry: So what do they say? 

Alexis: It's just a zero in the grade book. I don't like it. And if I can't get help 
on it, I'm not gonna do it. It's just how I am. I do not like reading. But there was 
a teacher that said if you read more, you'll get tiie understanding of it, but if I 
don't get help, I won't do h. (2:347-349) 
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Prior to pregnancy, Alexis' school experiences were marked by family dismption, 

inconsistent attendance, leaming difficulties, and discipline problems. Now, as a 

graduating senior, Alexis admitted that she had to "fight my way through" academic 

work and attributed her completion to her own desire to finish school. 

Participation in activities. For two of the sttidents in this study, Julie and Anna, 

academic motivation prior to pregnancy stemmed from the desire to participate in extta-

curricular activities. Altiiough Julie admitted that in many of her classes she would 

"barely be passing" (2:94), she maintained at least 70's in her scores so she could 

participate in activities such as cheerieadmg and ROTC. Julie reflected, "I did good 

enough to pass.. .my grades.. .tiiey weren't always the best, you know, but I do, I ti^ to do 

just enough for, or a little bit more than enough to pass, you know, to go and do stuff 

(1:41, 43). Anna also maintained passing grades in her classes so she could participate in 

choir musicals and gymnastics. 

Grades. For Jeimifer, the daughter of a teacher, working towards a high grade-

point average was her academic motivation prior to pregnancy. However, Jennifer 

recognized the influence of grades only after entering high school. Although she was a 

stiaight-A, honor roll student throughout elementary school, Jennifer experienced the 

junior high "slide" in grades, an academic decline during the middle years of school: 

.. .academically, let's see, seventh grade, I just didn't, I guess I kind of 
blew it off, and eighth grade, I kind of blew it off, ninth grade, um, ninth grade I 
started to really care about my grades because I realized, you know, well, I had 
known previously that, you know, those grades wouldn't really count because it's 
not high school, so I guess that's.. .but, uh, ninth grade I guess I, I started to care. 
(1:91) 

In addition to Jennifer, two other participants specifically described a progressive decline 

of grades at the secondary level. Each of the participants described a change in their 

attitude towards school from elementary school to junior high. An intrinsic motivation to 

leam exhibited in their early years as students was replaced by the influence of peer 

relationships during adolescence. 
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Each participant presented specific factors that influenced her academic 

performance either in a positive or negative way. For participants such as Tracy, there 

were no positive influences for her in school. Personal problems and disciplinary issues 

in school negatively affected Lara's academic performance. Although she experienced 

past failure, Krystal was motivated by the desire to receive a high school diploma. 

Amanda and Alexis experienced family instability and leaming difficulties that made 

schoolwork an arduous task. Anna and Julie maintained satisfactory grades in school to 

ensure eligibility to participate in exttacurricular activities. Upon entering high school, 

accumulating a high grade-point average motivated Jennifer to do well in school. The 

presence or lack of positively motivating factors in the school experience affected school 

performance for each of the participants. 

Experiences with Peers 

For many adolescents, interacting with fiiends is a positive motivator for 

attending school each day. Tracy specifically mentioned that, before having a child, 

seeing fiiends was the only reason she liked coming to school. Tracy responded to her 

ambivalence towards school: 

Perry: So what made you get up every moming to go to school [before having a 
baby]? 

Tracy: Um, [pauses], to see my fiiends. (2:225-226) 

Interacting with fiiends also composed a large part of Julie's school experience prior to 

pregnancy. Julie affirmed that talking to people and consoling others through 

conversation was one of her personal stiengths: 

I always wanted to be involved in school, you know, the fiiends that I 
have.. .all of us.. .we all went to the same elementary, juruor high, and now we're 
all in high school and all of us were in ROTC. And there were a few of us in tiie 
medical program.. .all of us were always together, you know. If we'd go on tiips, 
all ofus would go... (1:51,61) 

While Tracy and Julie expressed the importance of positive interactions with 

peers in school experiences prior to pregnancy, five of tiie young women in this sttidy 
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stiruggled with disciplinary problems resulting from negative interactions with other 

female classmates. Three of the young women encountered legal action taken against 

them due to ahercations taking place within their schools. The young women in this 

study stated that arguments resulted over "stupid" reasons, usually involving relations 

with boyfiiends or issues of respect. Seven of the eight young women in this study 

described negative relationships with other girls, many choosing to not join into female 

relationships because they may become volatile. Six participants described periods of 

loneliness during times when they did not have friends, while seven of the young women 

described their lack of tmsting relationships with friends. Jennifer admitted that 

elementary school was difficult because she had "very few fiiends" and "never fit in" 

(1:75). Jeimifer reflected on her elementary school experience stating, "I was basically 

like the social outcast and I spent most of my elementary years with my nose in a book 

cause I didn't really have any real friends and I don't really understand why that was. 1 

still, to this day, don't know why, but elementary wasn't a good time for me" (1:75). 

Although she maintained an excellent academic record during elementary school, 

Jennifer attributed negative social experiences to her poor choices of fiiends during her 

jimior high years. Jermifer confessed she entered a tumultuous time of rebellion because 

"I didn't care who h was that accepted me, I just needed friends, and I thought whatever 1 

have to do to be accepted, that's fine" (2:61). Her new group of fiiends were "tiying to 

be more matiire than they really were" (2:65) and Jennifer dated men hi their twenties 

when she was twelve to thirteen years old. She recognized that the rejection she felt from 

her peers during the elementary years attributed to making some destmctive choices 

during her early adolescent years, summarizing tiiat "it was about acceptance" (1:91). 

Negative experiences with peer relationships caused Amanda to "keep quiet to 

myself (1:156). Amanda consistently referred to being "judged" by others around her 

regarding her academic performance and personal relationships, stating "I know people 

talk about me and everything" (1:80). Ignoring the gossip that she perceived was 

persistent among her peers was a constant challenge for Amanda: 
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I never really had, like, I had friends that are girls and everything, I used to 
tmst boys more because they could keep more secrets and everything, and they 
wouldn't think less of you or anything, and my fiiends were mostly guys. (1:110) 

Although the desire to be accepted by peers is synonymous with adolescence, the young 

women in this study experienced significant events with peers that caused them to avoid 

close fiiendships. Being the target of gossip or ridicule caused these young women to 

cling to family relationships, or male relationships, as a substitute for peer fiiendships. 

Five of tiie eight participants in this study specifically described how relationships 

with other girls resulted in negative experiences and intense altercations. Krystal 

attributed the lack of close fiiendships her past experiences with female relationships. 

Krystal reflected on her choice to be a less social, more private person, stating, "h's 

better to be by yourself than to hang around a whole lot of people because when you hang 

around a whole lot of people, eventually something happens, you get mixed into 

something.. .so I think it's best for me to stay to myself I've always been like that" 

(2:95). Tracy admitted that she was disciplined in school for ahnost getting in a fight 

with a classmate because "she was saying stuff about my cousin" (2:92). Amanda 

acknowledged that she was frequently disciplined in school due to fighting with other 

girls. She realized that the fights were consistently for "stupid reasons" such as "talking 

bad to each other, calling names" and "over a guy" (1:138). Amanda believed her 

boyfriend's young age made her a target for ridicule from other girls. In reflection, 

Amanda recognized that she was actually fighting other girls for respect, an attribute that 

was a persistent reference in her dialogues. When asked about her perceived lack of 

respect among classmates, Amanda responded: 

Perry: Did you feel like other kids didn't respect you? 

Amanda: Uh-hum [yes]. They stiU don't. I used to care more about them. Now 
I don't care if they do or don't. (2:133-134) 

Similarly, Anna maintained very few relationships with other girls because of the 

problems that occurred in these relationships. Anna admitted to being involved in "a lot 

of fights" in school, one which resulted in strict disciplinary action and a large monetary 
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fine. Anna agreed that relationships with boyfriends were often at the root of most giri to 

girl physical altercations: 

Perry: .. .what are tiiey fighting over? 

Anna: Just like, boyfiiends and stuff like that, you know. I wouldn't fight over 
Anthony. If we're not married, I'm not gonna fight over him.. .Guys know most 
of that, like, we're not married, I'm not goima fight over you, but if we were, then 
I probably would cause, you know, he's my husband... (1:143-144) 

For Alexis as well, relationships with girls consistentiy were negative and 

destmctive. Currently a senior, Alexis maintained that she did not have a close giri friend 

since the tenth grade because girls were "ttouble makers" (2:205). Alexis' disciplinary 

problems with fighting followed her school history starting in junior high school. Due to 

disciplinary actions for fighting, Alexis had to attend three different schools during her 

junior high years. Although she maintained a "clean" disciplinary record during ninth 

grade, her tenth grade year at a local high school was tumultuous. Alexis explained the 

reason why she was consistently in ttouble at school: 

I stayed in ttouble my tenth grade year, I fought all the time, and my 
eleventh grade year my goal is to stop, stop it.. .quit hanging around girls cause 1 
stay in tiouble with the girls.. .1 started hanging around guys, guys that I 
knew.. .we kidded and we talked and we had a little bit of fun or whatever.. .the 
girls thought that I was talking to they [sic] men, and stuff, so I stayed in ttouble 
with them over that. So the second semester of my eleventh grade year I just 
stopped hanging around everybody. I hung to myself I stayed by myself Didn't 
talk to nobody. Unfortunately, that didn't work. (1:66) 

The young women in this study presented a diversity of school experiences prior to their 

pregnancy. As demonsttated above, peer relationships could be just as contributory to 

the school experience as academic endeavors. Five of the participants described habitual 

disciplinary problems in school resulting from negative encounters with other female 

students, hiteractions with peers were marked by periods of isolation, lack of tmst, and 

the need for acceptance. 
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Experiences with Teachers 

Equally influential to the school experience, as reported by the participants, was 

the teacher-stiident relationship. Students in this study were asked about teachers they 

experienced throughout their years in school. All of the participants in this study could 

recall classroom instances when they needed extia assistance with academic work but did 

not receive tiie help they needed from teachers. Conditions concerning class size, class 

time to cover curriculum and differences in leaming styles were cited as potential causes 

for teachers neglecting individual student needs. However, five of these eight students 

also cited instances when a teacher went the "extta mile" to ensure that they were 

learning. 

Negative experiences. The young women in this study recognized the importance 

of teachers assisting them with their academic development. Several of the students 

expressed stmggles with certain subjects, due to the perception that they were not 

receiving the instmctional support that they needed to be successful. When asked to 

recall a favorite teacher, Anna supported her decision: 

Anna: Coach Johnson.. .he was a good teacher.. .he was real good.. .Like if I had 
a problem, he'll come explain it to you, why, and he won't get aimoyed. I could, 
like, talk to him for an hour on this one problem and he would not get annoyed. 

Perry: Do you think teachers get aimoyed? 

Aima: Ms. Harris do. She's like, 'uh, you know it, you just playing with me.' 
I'm like, 'no, I really don't know it.' She just walks off, I'm like, okay... 

Perry: So that.. .would make you just go, forget it then? 

Aima: That's what I do. I was like, forget about it. I'Ujust shhere anddo 
nothmg. (2:170-174) 

Jennifer also described the responses she received from teachers, particularly in matii 

classes, when seeking assistance with assignments: 

.I'm one of those students who needs you to go the extra mile. 1 need 
you to show me something several times in math because I won't understand it, 
and I guess my teachers always got kind of fed up with me, you know, like, 'what 
is it that you don't understand?' I just don't understand and I just needed them to 
work with me at httie more... (1:99) 
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Through their experiences, these stiidents stopped asking questions to teachers when they 

actually needed more assistance with their work. They experienced teachers who became 

exhausted witii constant questioning and who did not seek out those sttidents in need of 

assistance. Six of the participants expressed tiiat asking for help was frequently 

bothersome to teachers. Jennifer expressed a sincere desire for teachers to "make more 

time for students," and to "make sure that you have everybody with you before 

continuing on" (2:131). Krystal's favorite teacher "had enough time to just sh down just 

to teach you the work" (1:165). 

The participants in this study were attuned to teachers who did not show concem 

for their students. Lara could not recall any positive experiences with teachers during her 

elementary years, a fact she attributed to the indifferent attitudes exhibited by her 

teachers (2:148). Lara described the teachers during her early years stating, "to me it 

was like they got up and said, 'this is my job;' at 2:30 or whatever 'it will be over with.' 

That's what it kind of felt like" (2:148). It was evident that Lara was disenchanted with 

the role of her school teachers from an early, impressionable age. On the other hand, 

Julie recalled an admfred second grade teacher who positively influenced her young 

students with her supportive attitude: ".. .she was always helping me.. .1 was little, you 

know, but I still remember her always helping me. And she was like one of them 

teachers that would actually get involved with the kids. You know, if something special 

happened to you, she was there..." (2:134). All of the participants expressed the desire to 

be liked and accepted by teachers. Each demonstrated that she would work diUgently for 

a teacher who showed concem and wanted to become involved in her life. 

Two of the eight participants assumed their personal characteristics caused a 

teacher to dislike them at some point in their academic career. Lara explained that certain 

teachers "didn't like me because just the way I dressed. The way I dressed, they would 

stereotype me" (2:96). Tracy believed that none of the teachers in the school she 

attended prior to the altemative school liked her. When asked to describe her favorite 

teacher, Tracy made the following conclusion: 
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Tracy: At Riverton, none of them liked me. 

Perry: Why do you tiiink that? 

Tracy: Cause I was a frouble-maker. 

Perry: Does that make teachers not want to... 

Tracy: [interjecting].. .most of them. 

Perry: Do you think if one of them might have seen through the trouble- maker 
and see who you really are, do you think that would have made a difference? 

Tracy: Uh-huh [yes]. I think so. 

Perry: And no one was like that? None of your teachers? 

Tracy: Uh-hum [no]. (2:218-226) 

The participants in this study expressed negative attitudes towards teachers who did not 

show an interest in them. Teachers who did not take the time to instmct effectively or 

assist students when needed did not create positive leaming environments for the 

participants. 

Positive experiences. For students like Anna, who were involved in 

exttacurricular activities, coaches and group leaders were frequently seen as mentors and 

role models. Anna eloquently explained how coaches influenced her academic 

experiences. She also described the significant duty teachers have in their position: 

A lot of students look up to teachers, and it helps them, you know, push 
them more. My coaches were like, a real big help to me when I wanted to quit. 
And most, I say most teachers help students out more than parents, honestly, and 
students look more up to teachers than they do their own parents sometimes, when 
they don't have them there, like their parents there. First person they'll turn to is 
a teacher, you know, and like, pick a role model and they might be one. (1:106) 

Julie admired her high school ROTC instmctor for his qualities of helpfulness and 

involvement with his students: 

.. .he understood what you were going through.. .he would get involved with the 
kids.. .it was like if he was a kid himself, you know, he'd be sitting down at the 
table with everybody.. .instead of standing up and talking.. .he's sit there and look 
you eye-to-eye instead of being all, looking down on you. And I think that made 
everybody feel a lot more better, 'cause he'd look at you from eye-to-eye instead 
of me having to look up (2:136, 214, 216). 

82 



When describing her junior high gymnastics coach, Anna reflected on the emotional 

support she received from this special teacher: 

She, like, helped me out with a lot, like when my mom went through the 
emotional stuff, I was like, oh, I don't want to go today, I just want to quit. She 
was like, "no, you're not" and she'll force me to go to practices and she helped 
me out a whole lot.. .she helped me witii my patience too a lot at first. She helped 
me a lot. And it was like, if I was being in like, a bad mood, when 1 walk into the 
gym I was already happy 'cause 1 saw her. It was just this feeling I had with her. 
And I saw her as my mom. 1 looked up to her as my mom. She was a real good 
coach. (1:112) 

The correlation between Anna's description of her favorite teacher as a mother figure was 

significant because she experienced an esttanged relationship with her mother. Anna did 

not currently live with her mother or have frequent contact with her. In her eyes, a 

special teacher served the role as mother when hers became unreliable. 

Whereas half of the participants in this study cited specific teachers as role 

models and mentors, even mother figures, Lara and Jennifer experienced relationships 

with teachers they considered to be more on the level of a fiiend. Although a "friendly" 

relationship between student and teacher could be viewed as unprofessional, the students 

in this study described "teacher as friend" in the context of their level of comfort to 

approach the teacher as an adult with whom they could discuss matters important to their 

lives. Lara explained how this relationship operated with her favorite teachers: 

I could talk to them about anything. Like if I had something ttoubled, they could 
see it, I mean, I can just act normal, like my regular day, but no one else would 
know except them. And they'd hold me and talk to me and stuff like that and I 
was like, yes, they were my fiiends and teachers, but when I was in class, they're 
my teachers, out of class, they're my friends. (2:88) 

Jennifer also sought adult counsel and friendship from teachers during her school 

experience. She described her elementary school years as lonely, in which she was 

tteated as an outcast by other students. During times when she was ostracized by her 

classmates, she tumed to teachers for socialization. Jennifer summarized, "I guess my 

best fiiends were the teachers" (2:45). 
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Students, as well as teachers, seek to be validated by each other. Since students 

such as Jennifer, Anna, and Julie hold teachers in high regard, the perceptions teachers 

have of their stiidents can be extiemely influential to tiie self esteem of the stiident. Upon 

reflection of her experiences witii teachers at the secondary level, Lara described positive 

interactions with teachers who desired to create safe, supportive and unbiased leaming 

environments: ".. .most teachers feel like they want to be a fiiend, get to know their 

students and to be a teacher at tiie same time.. .they want to know tiie students. They 

want to get to know them other than just look at them and say, well, they're that kind, or 

it's this type" (2:148). 

Conclusion 

For the young women in this study, school experiences prior to pregnancy 

presented a diversity of influential factors. Family dismption and inconsistencies 

contributed to many of the participant's early stmggles in school. Attendance problems 

and high mobility within unstable families created early challenges in school for several 

of the young women in this study. Attending school amidst turmoil and instability at 

home created students in this study who stmggled to find a motivation to academically 

perform. Negative motivators cited by five participants included lack of interest, 

consistent failure and leaming difficulties. Two of the participants indicated the 

motivation to participate in activities positively affected their school performance prior to 

pregnancy. Only one participant expressed the motivation to do well in school in order to 

make good grades and accumulate a high grade-point average. 

In addition to the sttong influence of motivation on the school experience, the 

participants also included the influence of peer interactions and relationships. Six of the 

young women indicated having very few fiiends in school while five also experienced 

volatile relationships within female relationships, resulting in an array of disciplmary 

problems. While interactions with peers composed a significant amount of recollection 

of school experiences prior to pregnancy, the participants in tiiis sttidy also expressed tiie 

influence, both positive and negative, of the teacher-student relationship. For the young 
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women in this study who experienced family dismption and mstability, relationships with 

teachers became exttemely significant. Stiidents in this study described helpfiil, 

motivating teachers who have assisted them in their academic pursuits, but also teachers 

whose negative attittides adversely affected students' performance in the classroom. 

Research Ouestion Two 

What is the relationship between the actual and perceived school experiences of 

pregnant and parenting female students? 

Several studies support that many adolescent motiiers face challenges in school 

long before tiiey have a child (Flanagan, 1998; Rauch-Ehiekave, 1994; SmithBattle, 

1995; Stiapp, 1996). While the perceptions of the participants provided the cmcial part 

of understanding the school experience for the young women in the study, it was also 

important to examine how grade reports and standardized test scores reflected the 

perceptions the participants had of tiieir academic performance. During interviews and 

through informal conversations during classroom observations, the participants were 

asked to reflect on their academic performance in school. Students were asked about 

favorite school subjects and academic sttengths. Classes that caused students to stmggle 

academically were also discussed. The participants were asked to identify and elaborate 

on specific successes and/or failures throughout their school career. 

Actual grade reports and standardized test scores for seven of the eight 

participants were provided by school administtation. Academic records were not 

available for Lara, who moved to the city at the beginning of the school year and was 

movmg back to her hometown at the completion of the year. Grade reports and test 

scores corroborated and/or conttadicted students' perceptions of their academic histories. 

It was important to understand how pregnant and parenting female students perceived 

then- academic school experiences and how these perceptions compared to their academic 

records. Most of the participants reported having negative school experiences due to 

familial instabilities and low educational expectations, unfiiendly peer relationships, 
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and/or unsupportive teacher/sttident relationships. According to grade reports, a student 

may have been successful academically, but perceived her school experiences to be 

negative due to the "non-academic" aspects of school. 

Four themes emerged from data consistent with answering research question two. 

Seven of tiie eight participants experienced some form of academic failure during their 

school experience. Students' perceptions of failure were corroborated with actual grade 

reports and standardized test scores. Next, participants concentrated their recollection of 

academic experiences primarily on two subject areas, math and reading. The 

participants' perceptions of their performance in these subject areas were examined in 

relationship to grade report and standardized test score data. Through exammation of 

experiences with these specific subject areas, participants suggested causes for their 

difficulties with math and reading. Six of the eight participants attributed their challenges 

in math and reading to extemal influences, such as ineffective instmction, large class 

size, or attendance problems. Two of the eight participants cited lack of ability as the 

cause for their leaming deficiencies. A final theme regarding perceived versus actual 

school experiences involved the participation level of the students. The researcher used 

field note data from classroom observations to substantiate participants' perceptions of 

their level of participation in school. Grade report data and researcher field notes were 

largely consistent with participants' perceptions of school. 

Academic Failure 

Academic difficulties are demonstiated in a multitude of ways, but grade retention 

is an obvious indicator that a student is experiencing challenges in school. Five of the 

eight participants hi this study had to repeat at least one grade (Texas Education Agency, 

2002). Alexis and Amanda specifically cited poor school attendance due to family 

problems as the reason for their retention of a grade in their primary years. Amanda 

expressed the interrelationship between her school and home lives: "I have problems at 

home, I don't come to school" (2:140). School attendance and family educational 

expectations have a pivotal role to play in the academic success of a student (Balli, 1996; 
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Hao & Bonstead-Bmns, 1998; Solo, 1997; Tmsty, 1998). Tracy and Krystal perceived 

the retention during one of their primary grades was related to school readiness, such as 

age and maturity level Lara was required to repeat seventh grade after her mother 

removed her from school due to disciplinary problems but did not fiilfill home school 

requirements. None of the participants specifically cited poor academic performance as 

tiie reason for their retention. Repeating a grade was perceived by the participants to be a 

consequence of school readiness, poor attendance or discipline problems, not necessarily 

of intellect or abihty. 

Math 

Each of the participants in this study could easily identify academic weaknesses, 

but few were able to express their stiengths. Five of the eight participants indicated 

having academic difficulties in math, which were confirmed through grade reports and 

standardized test scores. Aima stated, "I never did like math; I've never been a math 

person" (1:168). She said that she never comprehended math and did not see the 

relevancy of the subject in her life: "I'm not gonna need h for the future" (2:132). 

Although she maintained passing grades in math classes, Aima attributed a poor 

comprehension of math concepts to the lack of explicit explanations from teachers: "I 

always got good grades, I didn't really understand it, but I always end up doing it. I don't 

know how. I guess they thought I knew everything..." (2:168). The following dialogue 

explained Arma's fi-usttation with math and math teaching: 

Perry: .. .have you had math teachers that recognize that you weren't doing well 
and tried to help you? 

Anna: Uh-huh [no]. Never.. .Ms. Parker, she's like, she'll just tell you and expect 
you to do it, like that.. .she don't say why you do this, and this, and this. 

Perry: You need somebody to tell you why? 

Aima: Why. Like why would I take this number from this number, you know? 
And then if I have to do anything else like that, I'll just do it like that but I need to 
know why. (2:133-140) 
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Although Anna experienced finistration in math classes, she was able to meet minimum 

expectations on the matii portion of the tenth grade exit level of the TAAS test and 

maintained passing grades in matii for all of the semesters that grade reports were 

available (Texas Education Agency, 2002). 

JuUe also attributed her academic weakness in math to a lack of conceptual 

understanding related to deficiencies in the quality of math teaching she received prior to 

attending the altemative school. JuUe recalled her ninth and tenth grade matii 

experiences: 

Julie: .. .all we did was notes off the overhead and we'd copy tiiem down and then 
she'd give us a paper, the next day she'd give us the answers. So I'd just sit there, 
there's no use in me doing work, so I just sit here and wait till tomorrow to get the 
answers... When I had to do the test by myself that's what would bring me 
down. Cause I'd have all good grades, you know, on the papers, but when the 
test, do myself, I just... 

Perry: You didn't understand it. 

JuUe: Uh-huh [no]. And geometry, that's the way it went too, in tenth grade. 
(2:144-146,276) 

Julie's lack of motivation to leam math was based on her perception that her teachers 

lacked enthusiasm towards teaching it. When she came to the altemative school, 

however, Julie discovered having a teacher who expected her to leam Algebra tmly 

affected her understanding of the subject: 

She (current Algebra teacher) expected you to do it and she would 
watch.. .you know, she will stand there and watch you and see if you can do it. If 
not, then she'll help you, but she expects for you to do it.. .And it was hard for me 
because I'm like, oh my goodness, I actually have to leam it. I actually have to 
leam it.. .so, I'm glad I moved over here cause it is helping me, and I do 
understand it now.. .1 do have people trying to help me. (2:146) 

Julie's secondary-level grades reflected her contentions with math, although she 

consistently received at least a 70 average on all available grade reports. Although she 

did not pass the Algebra I end-of-course exam at the end of her ninth grade year, she did 

meet minimum expectations on the math portion of the tenth grade exit level TAAS test 

(Texas Education Agency, 2002). 
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The matii teacher at the ahemative school also positively affected Jennifer's math 

comprehension. She recalled tiiat math had always been a challenge until this year in 

Algebra II, where her teacher was able to explain the concepts in a way that she 

understood. Jennifer also atttibuted her prior negative experiences in math classes to 

teachers who did not take time to ensure that she was leaming. She soon discovered that, 

smce matii classes developmentally build upon each other, she was falling fiirther behind 

due to her lack of understanding of basic concepts. Jennifer explained her experiences in 

middle-level math classes: 

.. .at one point I just, I basically didn't care.. .1 got to the point where I was 
so fi-ustrated and I didn't understand so I just quit caring. I quit listening, 
everything, and I don't even know how I passed Algebra I. Somehow I did, and 
then, um, geometry was the next year and since, you know, part of Algebra I is 
the basis of what you're learning in geometry.. .1 didn't know anything there 
either.. .so I just blew that off too. (1:103) 

Although Jennifer stmggled with Algebra and Geometry classes, she was able to meet 

minimum expectations on the math portion of the tenth grade exit level TAAS test (Texas 

Education Agency, 2002). Jennifer recently discovered that math was actually one of her 

stionger academic subjects, now that she received a basis for understanding from her 

current Algebra teacher. 

Krystal also described her challenges with math, stating, "It's just hard. I just 

don't understand a lot of that work. It's a lot of procedures you gotta do to go through the 

problems and I just can't.. .math ain't my favorite class. I don't like math" (2:56). Krystal 

attributed many of her current problems with grades to the fact that her child was 

chronically ill, causing her to miss school and fall behind. 

Krystal: .. .well now, when I get my work, I don't just tiy to concenttate on my 
work, I just mn through it and get through it. 

Perry: Just to get it done? 

Krystal: Yep. Cause I know I'm afready behind, so I just be trying to msh up to 
catch up. (2:253-255) 

Grade reports and standardized TAAS test scores also reflected Krystal's academic 

difficulties with math (Texas Education Agency, 2002). Although she made A's in math 
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throughout elementary school, she received C's in junior high, and was failing math 

classes in high school. She did not pass an end-of-course exam for Algebra I, and did not 

meet minimum expectations on the matii portion of the tenth grade exit level of the 

TAAS test (Texas Education Agency, 2002). 

Amanda also expressed that math classes were fiiistrating to her, stating, "I just 

can't cUck real, like, I can't do h real good, real fast" (2:186). Amanda did not meet 

minimum expectations for the matii portion of the TAAS test in seventh grade (Texas 

Education Agency, 2002). Amanda stmggled academically not only with math, but with 

many of her subjects, describing "the work gives me a hard time sometimes" (1:82) and 

attributing low grades to her abilities, stating "I can't comprehend that fast" (1:266). 

Alexis attributed "test anxiety" to academic problems she experienced in several 

classes, including math. She failed to meet minimum expectations on the writing, 

reading and math portions of the exit level TAAS test until her senior year in high school 

(Texas Education Agency, 2002). At the time of this study, Alexis was awaiting resuhs 

for the writing portion, the only section she had not passed. Alexis explained how her 

family life affected her academic performance: 

It's difficult cause I was moving a lot and then, family problems, I had to 
miss school and stuff like that so, I really didn't know too much about math, I 
really didn't know too much about reading and I sure didn't know nothing about 
writhig. So it took me a while [to pass the TAAS test]. (2:237) 

Interestmgly, Alexis stated "I can do math real good," two separate times during the 

interviews, but her grade reports and standardized test scores reflected a consistent 

academic stmggle with math (Texas Education Agency, 2002). Alexis' perception of 

math as an academic stiength may have resulted from her acknowledgement of extteme 

difficulties with reading and the language arts. 

Tracy also stated that math was a subject in which she excelled. When asked to 

elaborate about why math was her favorite subject, Tracy briefly summarized, "it keeps 

me more awake" (1:156). Available grade reports reflected Tracy's proficient 

performance in math. She maintained 'A' and 'B' averages in math for each semester in 

her academic career (Texas Education Agency, 2002). Tracy met minimum expectations 
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on tiie math portion of the TAAS test in both seventii and eighth grades (Texas Education 

Agency, 2002). Tracy, along with several other participants in the study, expressed 

academic difficuhies with reading and the language arts. 

Reading 

Educators would unanimously agree that reading is fimdamental for the 

understanding of all other subjects. Students who stmggle with reading comprehension 

will consequently have difficulties across the curriculum (Meltzer & Okashige, 2001). 

Four of the eight participants in this study expressed having academic difficulties with 

reading. Tracy suggested math as her sttongest subject and described English as her 

weakest: 

Perry: What is something that you're not so good at? 

Tracy: English. 

Perry: Tell me about that. 

Tracy: It's just, I can't remember all the punctuation, stuff like that. 

Perry: Is writing hard for you? 

Tracy: No. 

Perry: But as far as getting punctuation and things...? Is spelling hard for you? 

Tracy: Some of it. (2:191 -198) 

When asked about whether she enjoyed reading for pleasure, Tracy briefly described that 

she did not enjoy reading because "you sit there and you fall asleep" (1:248) and she 

expressed that there are not many books that she liked. In comparison to grades in other 

subjects, Tracy's grades in readmg and the language arts were notably lower. As early as 

third grade, Tracy had a 71 or below for each semester in third, fourth, and seventh 

grades, noting that no grade reports were available for fifth and sixth grades (Texas 

Education Agency, 2002). Her English grades improved in her eighth grade year during 

her attendance at the altemative school. On the eighth grade TAAS test taken at the end 

of this school year, Tracy did not meet minimum expectations on the Writing and Social 
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Stiidies sections, but did pass the Reading, Math and Science parts of the test (Texas 

Education Agency, 2002). 

In the following dialogue, Lara also expressed a dislike for reading, attributing it 

to the fact that it was a stmggle for her: 

Lara: I don't like reading... 

Perry: You don't like it, or is it hard for you...? 

Lara: Sometimes it can be hard, like, with different words. First I used to be 
embarrassed to read, I'm like, how am I supposed to say this, or not? But now, if 
it's I don't know tiie word, I don't understand what it means, I'm gonna say it. I'd 
rather look dumb in front of somebody so I can understand it, then look dumb and 
be dumb. (2:70-72) 

Lara dismissed specific difficulties with reading and other subject areas by admitting that 

she was frequently bored in school and did not put forth effort to pass. Grade reports and 

standardized test scores were not available for Lara since she only attended the 

researched school for this academic year. 

Reading was an even greater stmggle for Amanda, whose early deficiencies in 

reading were prevalent enough for her teacher to recommend that she participate in a 

remedial program. During a time when she lived with her grandmother, Amanda was 

placed in a program that helped her overcome problems with reading. She affirms her 

reading abilities improved through discipline, but she admitted that reading is still not a 

favorite pastime. Amanda's grades reflected B's and C's in the language arts on all 

available reports and she met minimum expectations on the Reading portion of the 

standardized TAAS test at the end of her seventh grade year (Texas Education Agency, 

2002). During the academic school year of this study, however, Amanda only received 

one-half credit for language arts because she did not pass the first semester. Amanda 

attributed her academic difficulties to "stiess" from family problems and "being judged" 

byherpeers (1:184, 257). 

Alexis was the most verbally open participant regarding the difficulties she 

experienced throughout her academic career. When asked about her participation in any 

special education classes, Alexis remembered that she was periodically pulled out of 
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class during her primary grades, but could not recall why. She expressed that she never 

received remediation in reading, an area where she recognized her deficiencies: 

.. .the thing I wish I would have got during my school years, during my 
whole school years was help with my reading cause I'm a very poor reader. I'm 
not gonna lie. I can do math real good, but Im a very poor reader. When it 
comes down to big words, I, uh-huh (gesttires "no"). I can read "and," "but," "in," 
"or," and all that, but them big words, I cannot read and I'm a very poor speller. 
(2:297) 

Alexis recognized the importance of reading and how her difficulties affected other 

academic areas, such as passing the writing portion of the TAAS test: 

I don't know if it (a word) is misspelled wrong or what, especially if I 
don't know what tiiey are. I don't know how to pronounce them if I can't read it. 
Now there's some words that you can break up into pieces and then come all 
together, but, there's some words that I cannot get. You know, that might be my 
main reason why I'm failing the writmg part (of the TAAS test) because I'm a 
poor reader and I don't know how I passed that reading 'cause I'm very poor at 
reading and spelling words. (2:305) 

As required by the state of Texas, Alexis began taking the exit-level of the TAAS test in 

tenth grade. Alexis did not pass any portions of the TAAS test in the tenth grade and was 

also unsuccessful after two attempts in the eleventh grade. During her senior year, Alexis 

passed the math portion in the fall, the reading portion in the spring, and was still 

awaiting the results of her writmg portion during the study. Alexis' grade reports 

reflected B's and C's in English classes during elementary and junior high, while her high 

school grades in the subject reported barely passing grades and two failed semesters 

(Texas Education Agency, 2002). 

Alexis attributed her academic stmggles to the perception of her abilities, stating 

"I'm very slow. I'm a very slow learner, but I get it done when I want to.. .I'm not dumb, 

I'm just a very slow leamer" (2:399, 401). However, she also recognized tiiat her abilities 

could have been unproved through involvement from family members and teachers, 

describmg "I wish I would have got more help. You know, if I'd had my mom in my life 

or something...'cause she's smart too..." (2:299). Alexis explained that she is easily 

distiacted in classrooms with large numbers of students and knows she would have 
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benefited from more individualized instiiiction, but she also recognized she "can't get that 

in school" (2:289). Since she did not receive the help with reading that she desperately 

needed, Alexis developed a way for getting through the material: "I deal with it.. .1 try to 

fight my way tiirough it" (2:315). The influence of family and teacher involvement in the 

academic success of individual students was undeniably stiong, and as demonstrated in 

Alexis' case, lack of involvement caused a student to stmggle academically throughout 

her life. 

Participation 

In addition to comparing perceived academic performance with academic report 

data, the researcher was also interested in how the participants in this study perceived the 

level of their participation in school. Field notes compiled over four months contained 

information regarding individual student participation during classes. During interviews, 

the researcher asked students to describe their level of contribution during classroom 

discussions and interactions. Five of the eight young women in this study admitted to 

being reserved in classroom interactions. Tracy attributed her lack of participation in 

classes to her reserved personality. Field notes taken on the first day of observations 

described the researcher's perception of Tracy: "Tracy seems shy and doesn't say much, 

even when she is called on - someone else answers for her" (Perry, 1-15-02). During 

observation of an eighth grade social studies class, Tracy successfully answered a 

question posed to her. The researcher recorded the following upon her response: "I think 

she knows more than we hear out of her" (Perry, 1-31-02). Further observations during 

this class caused the researcher to pose the following inquiry: "Tracy is very quiet-did 

she disappear in classrooms before her baby? What about now? The quiet sttidents seem 

to disappear" (Perry, 1-31-02). 

Krystal was also apprehensive to participate in classes. Field notes taken during 

the last month of observations explained Krystal's level of participation: "Krystal is very 

quiet and reserved. I don't know that she would ever let on that she didn't understand 

something. She has never raised her hand to ask a question that I have seen" (Perry, 3-
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28-02). When asked about class participation during interviews, Krystal affirmed that 

she used to participate in classes, but was no longer motivated: 

Perry: You told me you were stiaight-A's and honor roll as far as grades, but in 
class, did you participate much [in elementary school]? 

Krystal: Uh-huh [yes]. AH the time. My hand used to be the first one up. 

Perry: Really? What about now? You seem kind of quiet in class. 

Krystal: Yea. I'U be thinking about sleep most times. Most times I'U be just 
thinking about this work I'm trying to do, trying to concentrate on work. 
(1:160-163) 

Several of the young mothers in this study made comments about how the responsibilities 

of motherhood are affecting their school work. Krystal attributed her lack of 

participation in class to her sleepiness. The researcher observed the level of fatigue 

demonstiated by many students in the school, including several of the participants in the 

study. Alexis worked six days each week, and her work hours varied. Field notes 

indicated the level of participation among seniors in an Economics class: 

Cathy (a student not in study) is asleep. Ms. Harris asks her to go get 
water to wake up. Cathy says this is boring. These girls are working, taking care 
of babies - being tired is a habitual problem. Alexis got off work at 12 midnight 
then had to pick up her baby. She was m bed at 1:30 AM. No wonder tiiey are 
tired! Adolescent bodies need more rest than that. (Perry, 2-7-02) 

Although she was tired from working, Alexis confirmed that she was usually willing to 

participate m class. "I like answering questions. I don't care as long as I ain't gotta sit 

up and read. I'll do anything" (2:383). Alexis' academic stmggles with reading made 

her apprehensive towards reading aloud in class, but on several occasions, the researcher 

observed Alexis participating in classroom discussions. 

Amanda, another student who admitted to having difficulties with reading, 

confirmed that she did not participate in class now as much as she did in her earlier years 

in school. 

Perry: Did you participate much in class before you found out you were 
pregnant? 

Amanda: Yea. 

95 



Perry: You did? 

Amanda: Uh-huh [yes]. Now I just keep to myself really. Cause I don't care 
anymore. I care, but then, it's just I'm scared that if I say something and it turns 
out wrong other girls will try to judge me and everything some more, and they 
already judge me and everything, right, and who are they to judge me, cause I 
don't judge them or nothing, and so... 

Perry: You don't participate much? 

Amanda: When they ask me to do something, I'll do it. But then I won't 
volunteer sometimes, so... 

Perry: And you're just afraid that [pausing]... 

Amanda: They'll judge me even more and stuff (1:153-160) 

The researcher recorded an incident in the field notes that demonsttated Amanda's 

apprehension. A substitute teacher in the Speech class asked for volunteers to read. 

When no one in the class offered, the teacher asked Amanda if she wanted to read. 

Amanda replied, "not really, not today" (Perry, 3-28-02). Amanda chose not to actively 

participate in class because she feared how her classmates would perceive her abilities. 

Jennifer, who was conversational with the researcher during passing periods and 

interviews, was more reserved during classroom interactions. She explained her 

reluctance to speak up during classes: 

Jennifer: I guess it all goes back to the teacher, you know, there's something, I 
don't know, I'm just embarrassed to sound, you know, uninteUigent or something 
in class. Idon't wannabe the one that's holding everybody behind. So if 
somebody doesn't ask my question, it gets, it goes unanswered. 

Perry: Do you think that compounded the problem [of not understanding math 
concepts]? 

Jennifer: I think so too because I'm just, I'm not the type to speak up in a 
classroom setting, you know, elsewhere of course, you know, um, but not in a 
classroom setting. (2:133-135) 

Stiidies support that some girls demonstrate reluctance towards participating in class due 

to a fear of how their intelligence is perceived by others (Rizza, 1999; Sadker & Sadker, 

1994; Stutier, 1997; Wren, 1997). Several young women in this study admitted that they 
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did not want to sound unintelligent in front of their peers so they did not actively 

participate m class. 

Five of the eight participants described apprehension towards participation, yet 

tiie remaining tiu-ee young women in the sttidy demonstrated an active role in the 

classroom. Julie and Anna, who were involved in exttacurricular activities at their home 

high school, explained their level of school participation in terms of these activities. 

Anna remarked, "I love school" (1:186) when describing her level of participation in 

various activities such as gymnastics, choir and tiieater arts. Upon the first day of 

classroom observations with Anna, the researcher twice described her as "outgoing and 

talkative" (Perry, 1-17-02). An additional field note described her level of participation 

in Geometry class: 

Anna is very fiiendly, talkative, outgoing - says "hi" when I see her in the 
hallway. Anna is outspoken, polite, but outspoken. She is doing well in her 
classes - she is doing well in Geometry (she made 100 on today's quiz) and Ms. 
Castillo remarked that she is doing well in computer class. She seems confident 
with her school work (Perry, 3-21-02). 

JuUe also described her school experiences prior to pregnancy as "I always 

wanted to be involved in school" (1:49). When asked about level of class participation 

during the first interview, Juhe discussed her participation in school activities, such as 

ROTC, cheerieadmg, and the medical program offered at her home high school (1:37). 

Not only was Julie involved in her school prior to pregnancy, she actively participated in 

classes at the altemative program. Field notes described Julie's observed participation in 

class: 

I would describe Julie as outgoing, fiiendly. She seems to be confident in 
herself and with her school work. She is easy to talk to.. .she seems to take school 
seriously.. .she is not shy about speaking up in class and participating. She is 
more open where many of the other girls seem to have something to hide (Perry, 
3-21-02). 

Lara also demonsttated active participation in class. A field note entry taken 

during a World History class described Lara as being "very involved in this class" (Perry, 

3-5-02). During a Speech class, Lara was the only student participating in a class 
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discussion about non-verbal communication. When the teacher assigned scenarios for the 

stiidents to act out, the researcher observed Lara "was the only one really fulfilling her 

participation role" (Perry, 2-5-02). While five of the young women in this stiidy were 

apprehensive towards class participation, due to various reasons, three displayed active 

involvement in classroom discussions and interactions. 

Conclusion 

The second research question in this study compared perceived school 

experiences of pregnant and parenting female sttidents with acttial experiences 

documented by grade reports and researcher field notes. All of participants in this sttidy 

described some level of academic difficuhy in school. Five of the eight young women 

were retained for one grade sometime during their academic careers (Participant 

Academic Records, 2002). Five of the participants perceived math to be their most 

challenging subject. Ineffective teaching was the cause many participants attributed to 

their stmggles with math. Grade reports and standardized test scores affirmed students' 

deficiencies with math. Although three participants were not able to meet minimum 

expectations on the math section of the TAAS test, four were able to meet minimum 

expectations (TAAS reports were not available for one participant). Grade reports for all 

participants reflected consistently low grades in math. Reading and the language arts was 

also an academic stmggle for four of the participants. Their perceived performance and 

actual performance according to academic records verified these difficulties. These four 

participants acknowledged their reading deficiencies presented challenges in many other 

areas, including writing, spelling, science and social studies. The young women in this 

study were able to identify academic weaknesses in larger proportions to academic 

stiengths. While grade reports and standardized test scores confirmed deficiencies in 

academic areas, records also substantiated those students who perceived their school 

performance to be average or acceptable. 

Field notes collected during four months of biweekly classroom observations 

were used to verify students' perceptions of their level of participation in classes. 
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Stiidents who claimed to be actively involved in classes did appear to be during 

classroom observations. Field notes also substantiated students who described their 

participation in class as minimal. Five of tiie eight young women in this stiidy had 

reservations regarding classroom participation. Two of tiie participants were not 

confident in their academic abilities, while three lacked motivation to participate. 

According to field notes, however, three of tiie eight students were very involved in 

classroom interactions and described tiiemselves in the same way. 

While non-academic factors surrounding the school experience can be very 

influential, such as family expectations and envfronment, peer interactions, and 

relationships witii teachers, actiial school performance in the form of grades and 

standardized test scores continues to be the ttaditional tool for measuring school success 

or failure. 

Research Ouestion Three 

How have school experiences changed for female students following the birth (or 

impendmg birth) of their child? 

All of the young women in this study expressed some level of insecurity when 

recalling school experiences. Classroom interactions and discussions elicited anxiety and 

intellectual intimidation for five of the eight participants. But, factor in a child into the 

lives of these students, and the experience of school changed in perspective. It was 

important to examine how the birth, or impending birth, of a child affected the 

perspectives, educational and otherwise, of the young women in this study. Three 

significant themes emerged related to the perception of school experiences following the 

birth, or impending bfrth, of a child. A baby proved to be a positive academic motivation 

for seven of the eight participants. The altemative school experience also influenced the 

participants' perceptions regarding school. Finally, the birth of a child resuhed in 

significant life changes expressed by all of the young mothers in this study. 

99 



Baby as Motivator 

As evidenced above, many of the students in this study stmggled academically 

throughout their school careers. School was simply not a priority for many of these 

young women, who also experienced low educational expectations set by family 

members. The birth or impending birth of a child changed the educational perspectives 

for seven of the eight students in this study. The value of a high school education became 

evident, as Jennifer explained, "School's importance has increased because.. .1 need to 

succeed for my baby.. .it's not just something I want, it's something I need" (1:155). All 

of the students expressed the necessity of staying in school and working to improve 

academic performance. They cited school as a means to secure a good job m the fiiture 

that will support their children. Seven participants expressed having a child provided the 

inspiration to put forth more effort in school. Lara expressed how the birth of her 

daughter changed her perspective on working hard to finish high school: 

.. .as far as knowing 1 have to hurry up and finish [school] for reasons like 
ttying to get a job and supporting myself, it has gotten to the point where like, I 
want to, I stiive harder. Cause it's not just me by myself anymore, it's my little 
gfrl (2:132) 

Tracy, who would be tiie first of her siblings to complete high school, described 

how tiie birth of her daughter "helps me go through school without wantmg to quit and 

messing up my Ufe" (2:30). Tracy acknowledged she now puts more effort hito her 

schoolwork because of her daughter, stating that "she changed my life" (1:199). Julie 

also changed perspectives on tiie importance of completing her education. JuUe 

described how the hnpending birth of her son has challenged her to work harder in 

school: 

I really didn't take h serious when I first got into it [school], so hke, some 
of my grades.. .were kind of down.. .1 regret that now because now I know I could 
have done so much better, I know I could have. But I guess all I needed was 
something to really focus on, for something to really help me.. .it [pregnancy] 
ttimed everything around for me because now I really have to focus on what I'm 
gonna have to do... (2:316) 
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Jennifer, who has maintained above average grades in school, recognized she had 

not put fortii tiie effort into school that she knows she was capable of doing. However, 

tiie birth of her son changed her perspective on personal effort in school: 

I've never been one to really put much thought into school. I enjoy it, yes, 
but 1 don't put all of my efforts into it. I could be a straight-A student, I could be 
top of my class if I wanted to, but I just don't have that sort of energy, I guess I'm 
kind of lazy.. .but, having a child, it encourages you to do your best, you want to 
shine and do h for your kid.. .(2:178) 

Not only did the young women in this study aspire to complete their education for 

the future financial contributions a job could provide, but two also expressed the desire to 

set an example of diligence for their children. The possibility of not being able to help 

their children with homework in the future challenged Amanda and Anna to work hard in 

school and graduate. Amanda described this possible consequence of not completing 

school: 

.. .if you can't help them with their homework they're going to be like, 
well, my mom's kind of stupid and you know, talk stuff and that would make you 
feel bad and you would be like, why didn't I get an education? Why can't I do 
this? You could help him with his homework and.. .just be there to help him... 
(1:204) 

Anna expressed the same concems towards fiiture educational encounters with her son: 

"I want to prove to him he can do it too, and I don't want him growing up, you know, 

asking a question and I don't know it and him thinking I'm stupid.. .1 want to set a good 

example for him. If I told him 'go to school' he'd be like, 'you didn't go to school, so 

why should I?' (2:232). 

For the participants in this study, completing school not only signified more 

options for fiiture employment and increased academic confidence during child rearing, 

but a high school diploma also symbolized a reduced chance of becoming dependent on 

others. Five of the eight participants specified the desire to be independent in raising 

their children, and completing their education was a means of accomplishing this goal 

Amanda witiiessed an unsuccessful cycle of her mother's dependence on men to meet her 

financial needs, and she aspired to not follow the same path. When asked how dropping 
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out of school affected her mother's life, Amanda explained, "it makes me want to finish 

more. Because I see how hard her life was and how it is now, still And I don't wanna 

depend on a man. ft makes all other women look bad and everything" (2:274). Lara 

expenenced increased self-confidence which developed from the desire to be independent 

m raising her daughter. When asked how parenthood changed her life, Lara concluded, 

"I feel more different about myself I feel more confidence than having to depend on a 

guy.. .1 don't care because they're not gonna be there for me five years later, h's gonna 

be my little giri and me..." (1:70). 

Jennifer aspired to not only complete high school but to continue with school and 

graduate from college. Through a series of disappomtinents in her life with male 

relationships, Jennifer recognized and accepted the challenge of raising a son on her own. 

.. .now I know, more than ever, that I have to succeed, 1 have to get where 
I want to go because I'm tiie only person who can do that for my son. He doesn't 
have anyone else to do that, and so I know that now I definitely have to get that 
college education and.. .1 know that I'm not going to be the type of person that's 
going to rely on a man for anything.. .so it basically faUs on my shoulders. (1:51) 

Education for these young mothers and mothers-to-be not only represented 

educational accomplishment, but also a step towards future independence. All 

adolescents feel the need to become independent from their families, some through 

college attendance, others through entering the labor force, but young women with 

children seem to experience this desire to an even greater extent (Carey, Ratliff, & Lyle, 

1998; Flanagan, 1998). The participants in this study expressed exphcit desires to be 

self-sufficient in raising their children. However, as national statistics prove, most young 

mothers must be dependent on various levels of assistance (Maynard, 1997). None of the 

young women in this study referred to any public assistance that they may receive. They 

hoped to make it on their own. 

Altemative School 

Whereas the birth or impending birth of a child provided a motivation for all of 

the participants in this study to improve their efforts in school, attending the altemative 
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program was a contributing factor to these young women's decision to alter their school 

experiences. Six of tiie participants attributed their decision to attend the altemative 

school to the accommodations that the program offers to young mothers. An on-site 

daycare for the participants' children was a favorable characteristic the altemative 

program offered that their home schools did not. When asked during the second 

interview if her needs were being met at tiie altemative school, Anna replied, "h's easier 

to have tiie daycare 'cause we bring him, check him in, go to class. After school I can go 

pick him up right tiiere" (2:55). 

Half of the participants spoke favorably of the relaxed, more lenient attnosphere 

at the altemative school. Teachers dismissed student at the conclusion of class, not bells. 

Jennifer chose to leave her home high school to attend the altemative program because "I 

knew that I would be given more leniency as far as going to the bathroom and stuff like 

that.. .1 need somebody who's gonna, you know, kind of tend to my needs, and I decided 

I would stay here" (1:131). Julie, seven months pregnant at the time of the second 

interview, admired the less stmctured environment in the alternative program because "I 

can bring food in class" (2:292). 

In addition to the provision of daycare and a more relaxed school environment, 

participants in this study also remarked positively about the small class sizes in the 

altemative program. The students who discussed class size during interviews agreed 

smaUer classes lend themselves to more direct instmctional time with the teacher. 

Jennifer explains: 

.. .at Grandview and Waterton High, they're both very big schools and 
sometimes they [teachers] may not have the time to, you know, sit down and work 
with a student. Um, I think the class size here does help because it's cozy, you 
know, sometimes we don't have to raise our hand, we just kind of call out a 
question. If you're in a room with, you know, thirty other sttidents, that's more 
difficult to do and they have to concenttate on the class as a whole, and not as 
individuals. (2:121) 

Five students in tiiis sttidy, mcluding Alexis, attributed her academic sttiiggles to the 

inabiUty of teachers to provide personalized instmction that met her academic needs. The 
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researcher recognized the advantages of smaller class sizes during the second week of 

classroom observations and recorded tiie following field note: 

The one-on-one interaction between teacher and student can't do anything 
but help students do better. This is probably why many students choose to stay 
following tiie birth of their child. The girls seem to be getting more 
individualized instinction and assistance when they need it. For instance, Ms. 
Franklin is helping a student - she is able to sit down with her, look at her work 
and go over it with her. She is able to spend several minutes sitting and assisting 
an individual student. (Perry, 1-22-02) 

Small class size was seen as an advantage of the altemative program by all of the 

participants, while opmions were mixed about the all-girl environment. Tracy preferred 

attendmg classes witii just giris because "boys talk too much half the time. They don't let 

you listen" (1:301). Other participants described the all-female student body as a support 

system since each was experiencing pregnancy and motherhood. Krystal explained, 

"You ain't the only young girl pregnant, it's a whole bunch, you know, you know that it's 

a whole bunch more that's out there, you're not by yourself (1:221). Amanda also 

believed students at the altemative program were much more supportive of each other 

due to their similar cfrcumstances. Amanda stated, "It's been good in a way with pure 

girls because you can make more fiiends and everything and they will understand what 

you've gone through, some of them, and some won't, like, they won't judge you" 

(1:112). While three participants favored the all-female environment, five affirmed that 

gossip and fights was more prevalent at the altemative school than at the local high 

schools. 

The altemative program for pregnant and parenting female students offered 

smaller class sizes, more individualized instmction and an on-site daycare for students, 

but the school also experienced challenges. During the 2000-2001 school year, the 

attendance rate at the altemative school (pregnant and parenting program plus credit 

recovery program) was 85.0% while the local district had a rate of 95.9% and the state 

reported an overall rate of 95.5% (TEA, 2002). Stiidents at the ahemative school were 

required to meet Texas compulsory attendance laws, which state stiidents cannot have 

more than ten absences each semester. The researcher recorded the following field note 
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during the first day of observation, describing the poor attendance in a computer class: 

"Usually in this class there are fourteen students enrolled, eight are here today, six absent. 

Ms. Castillo remarks that regretfully, six absentees are typical" (Perry, 1-15-02). As the 

study progressed, the researcher confirmed problems with attendance among the research 

participants. A field note from the last month of the sttidy explained, "Attendance 

problems are overwhehning at this school. On any given day, there is always at least one 

of my eight students absent - today two of the eight are out" (Perry, 3-28-02). Like many 

ahemative programs for pregnant and parenting female students, the researched school 

stmggles with attendance problems. 

Altemative school teachers. The stmcture and atmosphere of the altemative 

program offered many advantages for the participants in this study. Five participants 

agreed that the altemative school also had several highly-skilled teachers. Jennifer's 

experiences with the math teacher at the altemative school gave her a new perspective on 

her abilities: 

She explains things.. .she just takes things very slowly, she does not mind, 
you know, going back to Algebra I and teaching something. The other teachers 
did mind because they considered it a waste of their time to teach the other 
students. That's why I think I'm much more successful this year is because she 
really takes her time and she really cares. (1:119) 

When describing one of her favorite teachers at the altemative school, Amanda 

explained "she helps me on my problems" (1:116). Alexis described her favorite teacher, 

the language arts and speech teacher at the altemative school where she currently attends: 

Perry: Tell me about your favorite teacher. 

Alexis: Ms. Franklin. That is my heart. 

Perry: Tell me about what she means to you. 

Alexis: She's everything. I mean, she helps me...I go to her when I need help 
because... 

Perry: With school or personal? 

Alexis: Both. She'll sh there and she'll Usten to me and she'U teU me, I mean, 
her side, what she think [sic] I should do, or, you know, the reading part of tiie 
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TAAS test, she helped me with that.. .1 give her the gold point cause she was 
there. I tiunk she's just another mother. (2:351-357) 

Amanda described the teachers at the altemative school by stating, "They give you 

time...'cause these teachers here, they care. Yea, they do. 'Cause like, they want you to 

get an education for you and your baby" (2:142). 

One of the teachers at the ahemative school used the word "transformative" to 

describe his job (Perry, 1-22-02). Mr. Jacobs taught all of the history classes as well as 

art. Participation was high in his classes. Mr. Jacobs actively mvolved sttidents in the 

process of leaming. Field notes verified why Mr. Jacobs was a favored teacher among 

stiidents: "Mr. Jacobs is giving tiiese students experiences they have never had - using a 

drill to get milk out of a coconut, opening the coconut with the hammer, cutting up a 

pmeapple, tasting a pershnmon fi^if (Perry, 2-7-02). He demonsttated that stiidents will 

rise to the expectations of the teacher. Field note entries exemplified Mr. Jacobs' 

teaching: "In Mr. Jacobs' class, students are working in small groups to 'come up with 

your own solutions to establishing peaceful and moral relations between Tibet and 

China.' He is discussing Kant with these girls and for the most part, they are 

participatmg" (Perry, 2-7-02). 

While Mr. Jacobs' teaching stiategies actively involved students in decision

making and interaction, most of the classes at the altemative program were taught in a 

ttaditional format, utilizing significant amounts of bookwork and worksheets. During the 

second week of classroom observations, the researcher noted the lack of active leaming: 

"Students are working on textbook worksheets. One of my goals in observations is to 

leam more about the students, but I rarely get to see them during any meaiungful 

interaction [at least not yet]. Are these girls so used to this type of ttaditional bookwork? 

Is this a "necessary evil" when combined with large numbers of absences?" (Perry, 1-22-

02). Field notes consistently identified the large amounts of worksheets and ttaditional 

bookwork the students were required to do. The researcher described the students as 

"passive leamers" (Perry, 1-24-02), who were "more occupied with filling in worksheets 

than listenmg to the teacher" (Perry, 2-28-02). During one classroom observation (Perry, 
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2-5-02), a teacher read textbook pages aloud to students for insti^ction. While she was 

reading, sttidents were busy completing a worksheet on the material. Stiidents were not 

paying attention to the teacher when she asked questions, so she gave the students a quiz 

at tiie end of class. On another instance (Perry, 2-7-02), a different teacher provided page 

numbers for worksheets for students to locate answers to a worksheet. Most of the 

teachers observed in the altemative school taught stiidents in a traditional format, relying 

on textbooks and materials. The researcher noted "group work is all but discouraged in 

tiiese classes" (Perry, 2-5-02). Students rarely participated in interactive leaming 

experiences. Creative teaching methods were rarely used in classrooms observed by the 

researcher. 

Although the researcher noted the lack of interactive lessons in classrooms, none 

of the participants in the study made comments about the type of instmction in their 

classes. When asked about their experiences in the altemative school, students discussed 

teacher relationships, school environment, and the benefits of daycare accommodations. 

The participants did not perceive the considerable amounts of bookwork to be unusual. 

All of the young women in this study chose to attend the altemative school for 

various reasons. The birth, or impending birth, of children also provided educational 

motivation for most of the participants in this study that lacked a reason to do well in 

school. Not only did participants attribute educational changes to their child, but changes 

in thefr lives as well. 

Life Changes 

While the challenges facing teenage parenthood are obvious, numerous studies 

demonsttate the redemptive qualities of motherhood, which can instigate positive change 

(Farber, 1989; Flanagan, 1998; Jacobs, 1994; SmitiiBattle, 1995, 1998; Upchurch, 1993). 

All of the young women in this study expressed positive changes in their lives upon 

confumation of pregnancy and following the birth of their children. Amanda expressed, 

"I didn't care what happened to me but then that day when I found out I was pregnant, 

it's like, I realized that I have to really care about everything that's going on, pregnant or 
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not, I still have to, because it's going to affect me later on in my life" (1:270). The 

impending birth of her son has caused Amanda to "care about my life more" and "to take 

care of myself (1:214). Lara poignantly expressed that having her daughter "basically 

saved my life" (2:108). When asked to describe her life if she had not given birth to a 

daughter six months earlier, she explained that dmg and alcohol abuse would probably 

have killed her. 

All eight participants described how the responsibility of parenthood has 

produced positive changes in their lives. Half of the participants expressed that the 

process of carrying the pregnancy to term and choosing to raise a child is, as Jennifer 

explained, "accepting responsibility for my actions" (1:47). Alexis, Amanda, Lara and 

Julie also described how enduring a pregnancy and raising a child was thefr responsibility 

and a consequence of becoming sexually active. On several occasions, Amanda 

summarized her life changes as "taking more responsibility" in various areas of her life. 

Tracy, Alexis and Amanda agreed that being pregnant and having a baby helped them 

stay focused on schoolwork and stay out of ttouble. Tracy explained how her daughter 

affected school experiences: 

Perry: You said you got in ttouble a lot. So, what about now? Are you spending 
any time in ISS [In-School Suspension]? 

Tracy: No. 

Perry: What do you think made you, cause that's a choice, right? You kind of 
chose to act one way, right, don't you think, and now you're choosing to act 
differently, so what do you think... 

Tracy: [Interjecting] I'm choosing to act differently cause I have a child. And I 
have to take care of her. (1:214) 

JuUe and Krystal specified that being pregnant and having a baby caused tiiem to 

be more matiire. Julie described her matiirity changes m the areas of school importance. 

While attending her home high school, Julie showed more concem for the social aspects 

of school, being involved with fiiends and activities, and less to grades, making "good 

enough" to pass. She felt her matiirity level has changed in that she must now "ttun to 
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reality" (2:114). Julie has a new confidence with schoolwork, stating, "I try to work 

towards being at the top, instead of saying, well, that's good enough for me, you know, 

but I think now, if I get a 70,1 like, freak out and everytiiing" (2:114). Krystal's 

perception of greater maturity came from her ability to successfiiUy take care of her 

toddler, virtually on her own. She had confidence in her care taking abilities due to her 

experience witii helping raise her sister's four young children. Krystal added having a 

baby has made her "slow down a little bit, stay at home and take care of my baby" (1:63). 

Alexis agreed tiiat having a child causes changes in time management and priorities. 

Before becoming pregnant, Alexis spent much of her time going out with friends, 

dressing provocatively in order to get into nightclubs. Following the birth of her 

daughter, Alexis stated she "done changed my dress code" (2:42) in order to look more 

mature, and replaced going out with fiiends with working an evening job and spending 

time with her baby. Along with developing a greater sense of maturity, parenthood 

caused Anna to have more patience as she dealt with raising a baby and living with her 

boyfiiend and other members of his family. As most any parent can verify, parenthood 

creates an overwhelming sense of responsibility while allowing you to mature and leam 

more about yourself. As evidenced above, the changes instigated by parenthood are not 

restricted by the age of the parents. 

Taking care. When asked about the life changes caused by the birth (or 

impending birth) of a child, all eight young women in this study repeatedly made 

reference to all of the factors involved in "taking care" of a child. Half of the participants 

specified "taking care" as meeting the physical needs of the child. For example, Lara 

illusttated, "I take real good care of my baby and she's always clean and everything, I 

mean, anything she needs I'll get it for her. She's not witiiout or anything" (1:96). 

Jennifer affirmed that she is a good mother, reading to her baby boy, playing music for 

him, and "keeping him very clean" (2:85). When describing her moming routine, Anna 

stated that she spends much more time with her son's appearance than her own. Anna 

explains, "I want him to be so cute and I have to do his hair, I want to make sure he's 

cleaned up and.. .1 can come to school looking however, but I want him to look cute" 
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(2:67). Tracy explained tiiat feeding and caring for her baby daughter makes her "feel 

good" about herself (1:295). When asked about her personal sttengths, Krystal listed 

"taking care of my son" as her most important accompUshment (2:185). 

Beyond meeting the physical needs of a baby, most of the young women in this 

sttidy made reference to their baby's dependence on them as a mother. On several 

occasions during botii interviews, Amanda repeated, "I have to be there for her. I've 

gotta be there. Be there for her" (2:216). An unstable mother/daughter relationship 

throughout Amanda's life most likely developed this sense of loyahy to her unbom child. 

Jennifer described how the drive to do well in school and fiittire endeavors arose from the 

sense of responsibility to her son, quoting, "I'm the last person here, you know, on this 

planet tiiat can take care of this child.. .his father afready walked out and deserted him, I 

wasn't about to do the same. And I knew that he needed me" (1:47). JuUe also attributed 

her desfre to improve in school to the responsibility of taking care of her unbom son. 

Reflectiong of her new role as motiier Julie explahied, "if something happens to me, my 

mom's gonna take care of me. But now.. .if something happens to me, who's goima take 

care of my baby?" (2:316). For all of the participants in this study, a baby instiUed not 

only a sense of responsibility to take care of the child, but also these young women 

expressed an overwhehning sense of loyalty to their children. 

Sacrifice and reward. The young women in this study made personal and 

academic changes on behalf of thefr children. The sacrifices made by these young 

mothers for thefr children were welcomed. When asked if she missed doing the things 

that childless fiiends are able to do, Tracy replied, "sometimes, but look what else is 

here" (1:238). For Tracy, her baby daughter fulfilled something in her life that was 

apparently absent: "after I had Hannah, she was all 1 need. Cause I have someone to take 

care of and that will love me for being there" (2:298). Lara also recognized the 

permanence of her decision to keep and raise her daughter when she stated, "this baby's 

gonna stay by me" (2:64). When asked if she ever longed for fiiendships like she had 

before becommg a mother, Alexis answered, "you have your baby to talk to" (2:217). 
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Jennifer explained "I like being a mother" and she enjoyed everytiimg involved in taking 

care of her son because of what he gave back to her: 

.. .this littie person loves me more than anyone and it also helps a lot with, 
I used to be kind of depressed sometimes, but, I guess when I see the look in his 
eyes I realize, 'hey, I'm a wonderful person.' I've always doubted what kind of a 
person I am.. .that 1 was doing the right thing, but when I look at him, when I look 
at all his.. .accomplishments as a baby.. .just growing up, his milestones, I think, 
I'm a good person, you know, this is what I've done.. .I'm responsible for this. 
(2:173) 

As parents of any age can attest, in their own ways, children give back to their parents. 

Through innocent loyahy and unconditional love, the children of these young women 

have given to tiieir mothers in many areas that were deficient in their lives. 

The dreams that these young women have for their children are not unique to 

adolescent motherhood. Many of the participants stated that they wanted their children to 

grow and become successful and productive. Amanda wished for her child to "not have a 

hard life like I had" and she wanted to "make it easy as possible for her" (2:348). 

Krystal, Anna and Lara specified they want to be able to give their children "things" that 

they never had when they were younger. Anna illusttated: 

Anna: .. .things he wants, I'm gonna try to get it for him every single time, even 
though that's kind of spoiling him. It's like, I always wanted stuff when I asked 
for it, and I didn't like when they didn't give it to me... 
Perry: Do you feel like you didn't get all of the... 

Anna: [Interjecting] I didn't get enough. I got it, but I didn't get enough. I think 
I needed more. (2:284-286) 

Like most mothers, Lara had a very simple aspfration for her young daughter: 

"Becoming something that I wasn't. I want to teach her that just 'cause she is a girl and a 

Hispanic gfrl, she's not Ihnited to certain things. That she can do whatever and be 

whatever" (2:152). 

Conclusion 

The young women in this study perceived the birth of a child as an opportunity 

for change, academically and personally. For all of the participants, a child was an 
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impettis for trying harder in school. The birth (or impending birth) of a child developed a 

sense of urgency to complete school. All of the young women in this study aspired to 

graduate high school, in order to secure a job that would allow them to become 

financially independent. 

The ahemative school program provided these young women witii an on-site 

daycare for thefr children. Class sizes in tiie program were small, encouraging more 

individualized instioiction. The instiiictional stiategies observed being used by all but one 

teacher were very ttaditional. Students spent large quantities of time completing 

worksheets and reading from textbooks. Regardless of instmctional methods, six of the 

participants stated tiiat a teacher from the altemative school was among their favorite. 

Participants described the ahemative school teachers as having more time to get to know 

students while providing aduh guidance for personal and relational issues in their lives. 

This chapter presented the findings of the three research questions in this study. 

While it is notable that participants' school experiences prior to pregnancy were diverse, 

more students experienced problems in school than did not. Family dismption and 

instability negatively influenced the school experience for five of the participants. 

Consistent absences and lack of parental involvement in school caused participants to fail 

subjects and, for five of the young women, to fail a school grade. Students described the 

significant influence of peer interactions on the school experience. Six of the eight 

participants recalled a specific time in their school experience as being lonely, lacking 

tmsting fiiendships with other females. Five participants experienced disciplhiary 

problems resulting from negative interactions with peers. In addition to peer 

relationships, interactions with teachers also notably contributed to the school experience. 

All eight participants were able to identify a negative experience with a teacher, while 

only five could describe a teacher that was important or special during their school 

career. Interview transcriptions revealed that the non-academic aspects of school, 

relationships with peers, teachers, and boyfriends were very influential to the school 

experience for the participants prior to their pregnancies. 
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Analysis of academic records substantiated the challenges in school expressed 

by the participants. Math was frequently cited as most difficult, while reading and the 

language arts proved to also be a challenge. Two of the participants described severe 

learmng problems. One young woman received remediation in reading, while the other 

never received academic assistance in deficient areas. Students in this study were able to 

identify tiieir academic weaknesses to a greater extent than tiieir sttengtiis. Academic 

records and interviews revealed three of the participants did not experience significant 

educational challenges. 

The data collected in this study supported that pregnant and parenting female 

students conceive past and present school experiences to be a conglomeration of 

relationships, interactions, activities and challenges. It was also evident that individual 

students experience school in a unique way. Upon pregnancy, all of the participants 

expressed some level of heightened participation in school. The urgent need to obtain an 

education to become financially and emotionally independent was described by each of 

the students. School experiences after pregnancy and childbirth focused less on 

interactions with others in the school environment and more on the tasks involved in 

completing a high school education. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to explore tiie past and present school experiences 

of pregnant and parenting female students to determine if these experiences influenced 

their decision to become pregnant and raise a child. The purpose was also to determine 

what factors made tiie stiidents' school experiences either positive or negative and what 

role school has played in tiie lives of tiiese sttidents. This stiidy sought to determine if 

negative school experiences and inequitable practices in schools may have contributed to 

tiiese young women seeking out an "altemate life course," possibly through early 

motiierhood (SmithBattle, 1995, p. 32). 

This chapter is divided into four parts. Fmdings and conclusions of the sttidy are 

presented in the first section, hnplications of how the fmdmgs of this stiidy affect teen 

pregnancy and the role of the school are discussed in the second section. Thfrd, ways to 

sfrengthen tiie study are presented and fourth, suggestions for further research are 

discussed. 

Conclusions 

Family Stmcture and Education 

".. .there's nothing can take away your problems" (Alexis. 2:261). During 

interviews, Alexis tearfully recalled events in her life which caused great despair. Her 

mother's boyfiiend would invite his fiiends over to the house to play dominoes. Events 

that followed the games haunt Alexis today: 

When they used to come to the house, I used to mn and get under the bed 
cause.. .1 knew what was gonna happen.. .1 used to have to sit over there by 
myself while they bet on me. And whoever win gets to take me.. .1 just cried 
cause it hurts. It hurts. And, um, that's why, I mean, Idon't care if my baby['s] 
daddy come picks her up, but every time he do, I tell him, "do not bet on my 
baby." He still don't know, today, what that means.. .I've been through a lot 
(2:76). 
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While the school experiences of pregnant and parenting female students were the 

focus of data collection, it became evident at an early stage in the stiidy that family 

environment and personal relationships directly affected the school experiences of these 

students. Equally as hnportant was leaming about the educational achievement and 

expectations of the families represented in this study. The home environment and 

educational influence of the family had significant implications to how participants 

answered questions in this study. It became increasingly obvious that it is virtually 

impossible to separate school experiences from home experiences. The purpose of this 

study was to determine the extent to which school experiences influenced the decision to 

become a teenage parent. While it was not the intent of the researcher to segregate 

school experiences from all other experiences, the overarching influence of home and 

family life was unanticipated. For these young women, school took place within the 

context of home and family life. Dismpted family lives contributed to frequent absences 

in school for half of the eight participants. Frequent housing changes and school moves 

caused three participants to have periods of school tmancy. In addition, six of the 

participants lived within non intact families. Only two of the eight participants were 

being raised in a home with both biological parents. The majority of participants were 

being raised by single mothers, many of whom also gave birth at an early age. Three of 

the eight participants were victims of or witness to acts of sexual abuse or domestic 

violence. Six participants cited family relationships as a cause of sfress in their lives. 

Half described instances in which family sttess occupied their thoughts while at school, 

hindering their concentration and affecting their schoolwork. Alexis explained her 

method of dealhig with the stiess in her life: "I smoke weed every now and then, it's just, 

sometimes I think it takes away my problems but there's nothing can take away your 

problems" (2:261). 

In addition to family environment affecting school performance, seven of the 

eight participants lacked adequate educational role models within tiiefr families. Each of 

the participants had at least one immediate family member who did not complete high 

school without dismption. The lack of educational attainment within the family became 
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an academic motivation for half of tiie participants. Seven of the participants would 

become first in tiieir famihes to graduate high school without dismption. 

School Experiences Proceeding Pregnancy 

"It's not fliat T don't understand it.. .1 iust don't feel like doing i f (Lara. 2:45). 

When recalling school experiences prior to pregnancy, participants in tiiis stiidy presented 

a diversity of factors influencing their motivation towards school performance. Two of 

the eight participants expressed there was no motivation for them to do well m school. 

Three participants were motivated by the lack of educational completion within thefr 

families. Ratiier tiian becoming inhibitory, past academic failures motivated two of the 

participants to tty harder to achieve. Participation in extta-curricular activities was a 

motivating factor for two of the young women in this study to maintain passing grades in 

school. Only one of the eight participants cited an intrinsic desire to do well for the sake 

of making good grades for future endeavors. 

"I never really fit in" (Jennifer. 1:75). For the adolescents in this study, school 

experiences were recalled in the context of relationships to a greater extent than academic 

pursuits. Seven participants in this stiidy expressed a lack of close relationships with 

others. Lack of tmst in relationships was a consistent concem for five of the participants. 

The majority of participants experienced difficult relationships with men in thefr lives, 

either with boyfiiends or biological fathers or stepfathers. Only three of eight 

participants maintamed a relationship with their baby's father. Three of the eight 

participants had an estranged relationship with their mother. Six participants stated they 

did not have a close fiiend and two recalled instances of loneliness. At some pomt in 

tiiefr school careers, half of the participants had negative hiteractions with female peers, 

some resulting m disciplinary action and suspensions from school. 

"I looked UP to her as mv mom" (Anna. 1:112). Prior to pregnancy, participants' 

teacher/student relationships fostered a diversity of positive and negative experiences in 

school. The young women in this study were keenly aware of teacher's perceptions and 

attitudes towards students. Six of the participants expressed having felt disliked by a 
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teacher at some point during their school experience. In academic areas where leaming 

was deficient, sttidents cited a teacher as the cause of thefr difficulties, hieffective 

instiiiction or negative attitudes demonstiated by teachers caused academic challenges for 

each of the participants. Following a negative experience with a teacher, five participants 

described an occasion when tiiey avoided asking for assistance or extended instmction. 

Jennifer recalled how a negative experience with a teacher adversely affected her effort in 

school: "I got to the point where I was so fioistrated and I didn't understand so I just quit 

caring. I quh Ustening, everything" (1:103). 

While all participants in tiiis study described a negative experience with a teacher 

sometime during tiieir academic years, six were also able to identify a teacher who 

positively affected tiiefr educational and personal outcomes. For two of tiie participants, 

teachers served as parent figures when tiieir motiiers were absent and untmstworthy. 

Five of the participants described a specific teacher as a fiiend who was tmstworthy and 

dependable. Students frequently tumed to teachers for emotional support and advice. A 

teacher who took time to listen to students was described most positively by the young 

women in this study. 

Academic Performance 

"I didn't imderstand so I just quit caring" (Jennifer. 1:103). Seven of the young 

women in this study experienced some form of academic failure during their academic 

career (Texas Education Agency, 2002). Five of the eight participants in this study were 

retained for at least one school year (Texas Education Agency, 2002). Five participants 

identified math as their weakest academic subject. While these participants admitted to a 

lack of comprehension hi math, grade reports reflected all but two students were able to 

pass math classes and meet minimum expectations on the TAAS test (Texas Education 

Agency, 2002). Half of the young women in this study described leaming difficulties 

with reading and writing. One participant received reading intervention during her 

elementary school years. Another young woman stmggled consistently with reading and 

was neither identified as deficient nor did she receive intervention. Identifying academic 
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sttengths was more challenging to participants, who were more adept with identifying 

their weaknesses in school. 

Participation 

"If I say sometiiing and it tums out wrong, other girls will.. .judge me" (Amanda, 

JLll56}. Half of tiie young women in this sttidy admitted to being reserved during 

classroom interactions. The level of participation among students in this study varied and 

was consistent with tiie student's personality. The more outspoken, exttoverted sttidents 

were likely to actively participate in classroom discussions and interactions, while the 

more reserved did not volunteer to participate. Interviews revealed participation in class 

was also affected by tiie students' confidence level with the subject or topic being 

discussed. Observation field notes concluded three students who described having 

problems with reading did not offer to read aloud in class. Students who expressed 

difficulties in math infrequently raised their hand for assistance during math classes. The 

young women in this study expressed hesitation towards participation in class due to 

fears of offering incorrect or inappropriate responses. Students were hesitant toward how 

their participation in class was perceived by classmates. The young mothers in this study 

described how levels of participation in class were adversely affected by lack of sleep. 

The physiological demands of motherhood were evident in students observed falling 

asleep during classes at the altemative school. Participation in classes at the altemative 

school was also affected by the instmctional style of the teacher. Teachers at the 

altemative school who actively involved students in group work and other non-ttaditional 

methods of instmction were observed to have greater levels of student participation. 

Equity 

"I'm one of those stiidents who needs you to go the extra mile" (Jennifer. 1:99). 

While it is difficult to define the level of educational equity experienced by the 

participants in this study, it was evident that not all of the students received the academic 

assistance and intervention that many of them needed to be successful prior to 
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pregnancies. The AAUW (1999) defined equity as ensuring quality education and equal 

opportunity for all students. The emphasis is not on instmctional methods, but on 

educational outcome. Educational equity ensures that all stiidents will be successful in 

school. The means to their success may be varied according to their needs, but the 

outcome, school completion in this case, will be the same. According to these definitions 

of educational equity, none of the young women in this sttidy received an equitable 

education prior to pregnancy. One of the sttidents in this study experienced severe 

leaming difficulties tiiat were neither identified nor treated. Since all of the participants 

experienced some level of deficiency in matiiematics and the language arts, the level of 

educational equity experienced by these students comes into question. Stiidents who 

expressed having few or no positive school experiences were not given an equitable 

education that met their needs. 

All eight participants described inequitable experiences in school prior to 

pregnancies. The altemative school environment presented new opportunities for 

positive school experiences. Five of the participants specifically described positive 

leaming experiences associated with the personal, supportive climate within the 

altemative school. All of the parenting students cited that accommodations for childcare 

contributed to the positive aspects of attending the altemative school. Half of the 

participants expressed that the teachers at the altemative school were more 

compassionate, understanding, and more competent with instmction than teachers at their 

ttaditional school. The researcher did observe the positive influence of small class size 

on the ability of teachers to interact with students at the altemative school, however, 

instiiiction was very traditional, utilizing textbook readmg and worksheet completion. 

Only one teacher at the ahemative school was observed practicing more non-ttaditional 

leaming experiences with students, including cooperative group leaming and altemative 

assessment sttategies. Six of the eight participants expressed receiving higher grades 

while in attendance in the altemative program, however, the cause of these improved 

grades is difficult to determine. The class sizes were smaller than ttaditional schools, 

which allowed teachers to have more personal contact with students. 
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Changes Due to Pregnancy 

"...all I needed was something to really focus on" (JuUe. 2:316). For each of the 

participants, tiie birth (or impending birth) of their child caused changes in a multitude of 

personal and academic behaviors. Students with little or no motivation for completing 

school now viewed their child as a reason to complete school. Seven of the eight 

participants described wanting to provide a better environment and upbringing for their 

child. All cited specific goals to graduate high school to help provide for thefr child. 

Three participants described lifestyle changes they made to be more consistent with 

becoming a parent. None of the participants cited any negative consequences 

surrounding the birth of thefr child. For each, the birth (or impending bfrth) of a child 

was a positive experience in their life. 

The diversity among teenage mothers in this study was notable. Not all of the 

participants stmggled academically prior to pregnancy. Half of the young women cited 

lack of effort or laziness, not abiUty, as the cause of low grades. While five participants 

stmggled with consistent disciplinary problems in school, three never experienced ttouble 

in school. All of the young women were hoping to eventually graduate high school while 

two specified future plans included a college diploma and professional career. 

The Role of Pregnancy 

"I've always wanted to feel secure m Ufe" (Jennifer. 2:155). According to the 

young women in this study, there was not one definitive "cause" for their pregnancy. 

One participant planned a pregnancy in hopes of gaining acceptance from her father. At 

least two stated they were on birth contiol when they became pregnant. One was a victim 

of sexual abuse. Half of the participants attributed thefr pregnancies to just "something 

that happened." When asked if there was a "cause" for her pregnancy, Jennifer 

responded: 

My reasons? Um, [pausmg], let's see. I guess because, um, I don't know. 
Hmm [pausing], I'd always wanted a child and I guess I thought I met the right 
person finally, and I've always wanted a family. I've always wanted to feel 
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secure in life. I wanted a husband, and the family and everything. I guess I just 
tiied to take that on a little too early (2:155). 

As with a variety of adolescent behaviors, several of the young women in this study 

became sexually active with little consideration of potential consequences. The 

researcher reflected during a classroom observation: "I'm sitting here in this class and I 

hear tiie voice of a toddler in tiie hall who says 'wah Mommy.' Was 'wait Mommy' an 

option in her Ufe? How have these babies ti;iily affected thefr lives?" (Perry, 1-17-02). 

For all of tiie participants, becoming a motiier at a young age was the norm for 

women in tiiefr families. Pregnancy and motherhood did appear to be an "ahemate life 

course" for many of the participants in this study who were growing up (and raising 

children) in deprived family environments and among limited educational and economic 

opportunities (SmithBattle, 1995). For half of the young women in tiiis sttidy, school was 

not perceived as the means to a prosperous future. School was something to "get 

through" as quickly as possible. 

Implications 

"I have problems at home, I don't come to school" (Amanda, 2:140) 

The family played an important role in the development of educational 

expectations and motivations for students (Balli, 1996; Hao & Bonstead-Bmns, 1998; 

Solo, 1997; Tmsty, 1998). When a student endured repeated school ttansfers and family 

moves, succeeding in school frequently became a challenge. The school attendance 

histories of this specific population of school students reflected a frend that plagues the 

larger school population, high mobility among schools. When families do not 

demonsttate that attending school is important and valued, students will find themselves 

stmggling to be motivated to put forth effort towards academics and attendance. 

The results of this study demonsttated the significant influence of family stincture 

and educational expectations on the academic performance of a student. Ideally, schools 

would function with a high level of parental involvement and interest. But as the young 

women in this study reflected, students enter school each day from non intact families 
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who provided little educational motivation and support. Participants recalled specific 

events in their lives that dramatically affected their perspectives. Alexis expressed the 

difficulty involved in living beyond abuse incurred early in her life. Alexis described: 

"they still say 'you need to move on and get over it.' But then I tum around and tell them 

'if you go through what I went through, it'd be a long time before you get over it'" 

(2:118). Students are entering schools from a diversity of experiences, some jeopardizing 

the physical and emotional health of the student. Schools must recognize that the home 

life of students influences their readiness for school. 

Studies on the influence of family stmcture on academic achievement support that 

the student's perception of parental academic expectations was a stronger predictor of 

academic achievement than socioeconomic status (Halle, Kurtz-Costes, & Mahoney, 

1997; Shim, Fehier, & Shim, 2000; Tmsty, 1998). Schools must become more proactive 

with the implementation of programs to increase parental involvement. Parents must be 

educated on how to facilitate the success of their child in school. Parental educational 

involvement in the home includes reading with their children, establishing close family 

relationships, allowing time for homework and being involved in students' 

exttacurricular activities (Hao & Bonstead-Bmns, 1998; Solo, 1997). Solo (1997) 

supported "school success begins at home" (p. 29); schools should implement programs 

for parents on how to establish high academic expectations for their children regardless 

of the level of educational achievement they attained. In families where parental 

involvement continues to be deficient, the school community of teachers, administiators, 

and other parents must ensure that every student is given the opportunity to leam and to 

be successful. 

All of the participants in this study had immediate family members who did not 

complete a high school education. For obvious reasons, the lack of a high school 

diploma limited the vocational and economic opportunities for all of the families 

represented in this stiidy. Families with low educational attainment may project low 

expectations on tiiefr children, hindering their academic performance and outcomes 

(BalU, 1996; Hao & Bonstead-Bmns, 1998; Solo, 1997; Tmsty, 1998). Therefore, it 
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becomes necessary for schools to identify the students whose parents have low levels of 

educational attainment. Teachers and administtators can assist the families by becoming 

proactive with thefr child's education although the parent was not successfiil in school. 

Perhaps tiie school can direct family members to adult education programs that will 

enable parents to complete requirements for a high school diploma. Stiidents who 

perceive high academic expectations from thefr parents usually fiilfill those expectations 

(Halle, Kurtz-Costes, & Mahoney, 1997; Shim, Felner, & Shim, 2000). Regretfiilly, a 

lack of educational attainment by family members can negatively affect a child's 

perception of the value of school. 

In order to counteract the negative effects of low educational expectations, 

schools should seek ways to develop academic role models for low-achieving families. 

Teachers should collaborate with members of the local community who could serve as 

mentors to students lacking academic motivation. Exposmg "at-risk" female students to 

various opportunities in careers and higher education could provide the motivation 

needed to academically succeed (Bandalos, 1998; Hae & Bonstead-Bmns, 1998). 

Creating after-school tutoring programs would provide academic assistance students 

need, especially when caretakers lack adequate background and resources to help with 

homework. Individualized instmction would benefit most any school stiident, especially 

those who are stmggling academically. As this study affirmed, experiencing greater 

success in the classroom could help teenage students avoid certain behaviors that may 

jeopardize thefr futures. 

"I cannot read and I'm a very poor speller" (Alexis. 2:297) 

While describing the environment of one of the observed classrooms, the 

researcher contemplated, "Mr. Jacobs has a sign up on the wall that says, 'Failure Leads 

to Success.' Do these students believe that? What has failure done for them?" (Perry, 1-

22-02). As this study presented, one participant experienced extteme academic 

difficulties in school due to leaming disabilities that were neither identified nor tteated. 

It becomes evident that early identification is cmcial for students with leaming problems 
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so that necessary intervention sttategies can be implemented. Stiidents who continually 

stiiiggle in school with low levels of academic success and high levels of fiiistration will 

eventtially become disenchanted with school (Anderson, 1997; Sadker, 1999; Zabel, 

2001). Training in the identification of basic behaviors and pattems consistent witii 

leaming problems must be implemented at tiie preservice level and as staff development 

for practicing teachers. A teacher who can recognize the signs of a leaming problem 

would be better equipped to seek out specialized academic assistance for a sttident. 

The participants in this study who stiniggled the most academically were also 

those stiidents who were the most mobile among schools. When sttidents are constantly 

moving to different schools, it is difficuh for teachers to become familiar with leaming 

pattems and performance of tiiese students, ft becomes even more critical then, for 

teachers to pay particular attention to tiiose students who demonstrate pattems of high 

mobiUty. It is frequently these students who are not in one school long enough for a 

teacher to recognize leaming deficiencies. For two of the participants in this study, 

having poor attendance in several different schools was possibly a factor in the lack of 

attention given to their leaming problems. Teachers trained to recognize early indicators 

of learning deficiencies would ensure that all students, even highly mobile students, 

would receive the assistance they need to be successful. 

".. .she really takes her time and she really cares" (Jennifer, 1:119) 

In addition to teacher tiaining for identification of leaming deficiencies, 

preservice and practicing teachers must also receive instmction in creating equitable 

leaming environments within their classrooms. A teacher practicing educational equity 

would seek out individual strengths and weaknesses in students and create leaming 

opportunities that would allow for differences among students. Each student learns 

differently and demonsttates knowledge in diverse ways. A teacher tiained in equitable 

practices would allow for these differences among students to promote the success of 

every student. Jennifer explained the influence of teacher attitudes on the leaming 

environment: "If the teacher's heart is in what she's doing, that does make a difference 
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because the students can sense that. They know that she cares. If you're working with a 

teacher who doesn't really care, then why are you gonna care?" (2:189). Creating 

equitable leaming environments involves increasing teachers' cognizance of their words 

and actions on student productivity. As Jennifer indicated, students will often perform in 

the classroom according to the expectations of the teacher. 

Education that meets the needs of all students would require more training for 

teachers in how to work with students from disadvantaged homes, like many of the 

participants in this study experienced. As demonsttated in this study, sttidents from non 

intact, poor families frequently come to school with stress from daily family life. 

Teenagers are coming to school as victims of abuse, poverty, and violence. In addition to 

family life, the teens m this study were also raising children. It becomes obvious that for 

many students, concenttation on school is a low priority. Equitable education recognizes 

that students enter schools from a variety of backgrounds and circumstances and it is the 

responsibility of the administtation and teachers to recognize those differences. School 

can become more meaningful to students by providing curriculum that is relevant to thefr 

lives. For instance, it is impossible for students who rely on federal assistance to 

comprehend investing in the stock market. Many families have no concept of having 

indispensable money with which to invest. If this is the case, a teacher could expose 

smdents to ways of saving small amounts of money. School must become more relevant 

to students who are at risk of academic failure. Teachers can make thefr curriculum 

meaningful by participating in dialogue with the students as to what topics they would 

like to study within a subject area. Perhaps the history teacher would be encouraged by 

students to research the history of Mexican-Americans within the local community. Or 

possibly the science class could investigate causes of a decrease in a once prominent local 

bird population. Classes tailor-made for their students would encourage performance 

through relevant and meaningful curriculum. 

Schools practicing equity would also recognize that ttaditional school does not 

work for every student. For many of the young mothers observed in this study, staying 

awake during the school day was challenging due to the demands of taking care of 
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children, holding down jobs and doing homework. The altemative school program for 

pregnant and parenting female students in this study offered only a ttaditional schedule of 

all-day classes five days per week. In order to facilitate the growing demands on the 

lives of many adolescents, including young mothers, schools must become flexible with 

scheduling, offering classes later in the day or for fewer days in the week. While many 

altemative schools programs offer these options, ttaditional schools should seek out more 

choices for student scheduling and course offerings that will facilitate students' interests 

and needs. 

"This baby's gonna stay by me" (Lara. 2:64) 

While the disadvantages of becoming a teen parent appear to substantially 

outnumber the advantages, teenage parenthood provides young women living among 

limited resources with the opportunity to be personally successful (Flanagan, 1998; 

Schultz, 2001). When asked about changes attributed to her pregnancy, Julie reflected, "I 

went from prom dresses to baby clothes.. .1 was really looking forward to.. .my senior 

year, and it's like, the biggest year, homecoming.. .1 even wanted to run for the 

homecoming queen. Now I'm trying to go for 'Best Mom of the Year'" (1:32). In her 

study of pregnancy and parenthood among teens in poverty, Schultz (2001) concluded, 

"these young women are actively turning others' constmctions of them as failures into 

thefr own narratives of success" (p. 582). All of the participants m this study stated that 

their children represented an impetus for positive change academically and personally. 

Schools, and society as a whole, could serve teen mothers more effectively if the 

"epidemic" of teen pregnancy was reconstmcted to abolish stereotypes. Schultz (2001) 

affirms "babies are not always bom to teenagers out of hopelessness, nor do they always 

lead to disasttous consequences" (p. 601). Lara explained how the birth of her daughter 

affected the direction of her Ufe: 

I could have been dead either by the dmgs or because of suicide. I've 
already tried it twice and the second time they told my mom it would have been 
successful if [she] wouldn't have been there the next five minutes. And I was 
like, what am I staying alive for? What is there a big plan for? Well, it's for my 
baby.. .that's why I'm here (1:100). 
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Considerations for Strengthening the Present Study 

This qualitative research study could be stiengthened by increasing variation of 

'articipants. The purpose of the study was to become familiar with the educational lives 

•fa diverse, small sample of students. However, a larger number of students, possibly 

wenty, could support the research findings to a greater extent. Participants in this study 

vere selected from one altemative school program in one school district. Selecting 

)articipants from at least one other school, possibly a traditional high school, would 

dlow for variation among students who choose various options for school completion 

mce they become pregnant or have a child. Also, selecting participants from different 

geographic locations and/or socioeconomic status would increase maximum variation 

miong students. 

Further Research 

This study of the school experiences of pregnant and parentmg female students 

concluded many of the young women in this study encountered difficulties in school 

preceding their pregnancy. A topic for fiirther research would be a longitudinal study to 

revisit the eight participants one year later. Since two of the participants were pregnant 

throughout the duration of the stiidy, it would be interesting to inqufre how thefr lives 

have changed smce the baby's birth. Five of the parenting participants had children 

under six montiis of age at tiie tune of the stiidy. Now that thefr children are approaching 

the toddler years, it would be beneficial to investigate how school has changed for tiiem. 

One year after tiie sttidy, two of the eight participants should have graduated from high 

school. What are they doing now? Did school prepare them for tiie fiitiire? How many 

of tiie participants remained at the ahemative program and who retiimed to their home 

high schools? Revisitmg the eight participants one year later could provide insight into 

how schools educate and serve new mothers versus young women whose children are 

over one year old. 

Another pertinent idea is to research the fathers of the babies from this stiidy in a 

similar manner as the mothers. Did they too experience difficuh family lives and lack of 
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success in school? Is early fatherhood also a possible consequence of school failure? 

What differences exist between young men who stay with the babies and mothers and 

those who leave? Since society commonly associates teenage pregnancy as a dilemma 

for the young woman, assessing the role of the male partner in the pregnancy is 

significant to begin equalizmg responsibility for the child. The concept of equitable 

education is applicable to male as well as female students. 

The family environment played a significant role in the educational experiences 

of all participants. In addition, the majority of young women in this study had mothers, 

sisters, aunts, and grandmothers who also become mothers at a young age. Five of the 

eight participants were Latina young women. Additional research could examine the 

influence of culture on teen pregnancy and how these cultural perspectives effect 

educational expectations and outcomes. 

Closing 

While assisting young mothers in the quest for completing high school graduation 

requfrements is essential for the fiiture economic security for mother and child (Maynard, 

1997), the underlying challenge is to reduce the rate at which teenagers are becommg 

pregnant in the ffrst place. Early pregnancy frequently serves as an "ahemate life course" 

for young women who perceive that they have few other viable options in life 

(SmithBattle, 1995, p. 32). Statistically, teen mothers are more likely to have been raised 

in non-intact, financially poor families with Ihnited education (Dodson, 1996; Flanagan, 

1996; Upchurch, 1993). Also, stiidies suggest a large proportion of teen mothers may 

have stmggled academically in school before becoming pregnant (Flanagan, 1998; 

Rauch-Elnekave, 1994). Scott-Jones (1991) found adolescents who do well in school 

view education as a means to aduh success, thereby providing motivation to delay sexual 

activity. In an envfronment of limited educational, vocational and economic 

opportunities, a young woman may seek motherhood as fulfillment in her life. 

Schools may actually affect the number of teens becommg involved in risky 

behaviors if the number of academically successful students is increased (Dryfoos, 1990). 
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As demonsttated in this study, pregnancy and motherhood may have become a means for 

academically stmggling students to be successful in a different venture (Flanagan, 1998; 

Rauch-Ehiekave, 1994; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Several of the young women in this 

study were not motivated to do well in school, either for lack of family support, lack of 

relevance, or becoming discouraged with low achievement. As supported by research, 

most of the participants in this study became motivated to put more effort into school 

only after the bfrtii of their child (Rains, Davies, & McKinnon, 1998; Schultz, 2001; 

SmitiiBattle, 1995, 1998; Theriot, Pecoraro, & Ross-Reynolds, 1991). When faced with 

the enormous responsibiUty of providing for a child, most of the young women realized 

that education was the only means for securing a future. Since most of the participants 

experienced dismpted family lives, school could have provided security and success in 

their lives. Instead, school was a source of tiouble, deficiencies, and fiiistiation. For all 

eight participants, the birth of a child was the reason cited for changing academic 

performance and lifestyle behaviors. Prior to pregnancy, half of the young women did 

not view school as a place to be successful and prepare for a future. This is where 

schools must change. Upon reflection of the influence of her daughter's birth, Lara 

described, "I don't need a guy telling me how pretty I am or how smart I am or anything. 

'Cause I know, my grades show, that I'm doing better. My Uttle girl, she looks at me and 

smiles, I know I'm something" (1:72). Lara did not feel empowered in her life prior to 

the birth of her daughter. School must become a place where the mtellects of young 

women are developed, regardless of their home life. Teachers must develop relational 

skills with students so that instmctional methods and hiterpersonal associations with 

students cause students to "know I'm something." School counselors and admmisfrators 

must provide academic support for students who reside within unsupportive famihes. 

Mentoring and tutoring programs, along with after school activity-based programs 

tiu-ough local facilities would provide refuge for students from unstable homes. 

As this study demonsttated, the home life of an adolescent female may 

significantly affect her school performance. The young women in this study residhig 

within abusive and unpredictable homes relied on school to meet thefr emotional and 
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developmental needs. These needs were not met satisfactorily. All eight participants 

described positive outcomes resulting from the birth, or impending birth, of a child. The 

child represented a positive influence which was not received through family Ufe or 

school experiences. 
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TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY COMPLEX 

PROPOSAL FOR ACTIVITY USING HUMAN SUBJECTS 

I. Titie 

Pregnant and Parenting Female Students' Perceptions of School 

Experiences: Case Studies 

II. Rationale 

This qualitative study explores how pregnant or parenting teen students 

view themselves as leamers, accessing how pregnancy or parenthood has 

affected this self-perception. Also, this study will evaluate how pregnant 

or parenting teen students access the relevancy of school in developing or 

hindering their self-perception as a leamer. This study will benefit a 

population of students that is usually considered to be unsuccessful in 

many aspects. Pregnant and parenting teen students will be asked to 

evaluate themselves as leamers, so their own reflective processes will 

benefit them personally. Within the research realm, this study will 

provide information to school districts as to the relevancy of programs 

developed for educating pregnant and parentmg teen students. 

m. Subjects 

A. Type: Subjects for this study wiU be female pregnant or parenting, 

secondary-level (7̂ *̂  through 12''' grade) students enrolled in the New 

Directions school, an ahemative education program through the 

Lubbock Independent School District. 

B. Sources: Participants will be obtained from students enrolled at the 

New Directions school. 

C. Recmitment: Students will be selected according to interest in 

participation and diversity in ethnicity, age, academic performance and 

socio/economic status. Students will be introduced to the study 

through verbal communication with the researcher during observation 
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times. Students will be asked to be interviewed on several occasions 

regarding their self-perceptions of leaming and school. Refusal to 

volunteer will result in no penalty to the student. 

IV. Protocol 

A. Procedure: Students will follow all normal classroom procedures 

according to their requirements as students in the New Directions 

school. The researcher will be conducting observations of students 

during normal school activities. The researcher will also attend 

informal gatherings of students and their children during a teacher-led 

after-school reading program. The researcher will also attend lunch 

break periodically to informally interact and build rapport with 

students. Once participants have been selected, students will be 

interviewed and audio taped approximately three times during the 

study. 

B. Risk: There are no risks to the students. There will be no effect from 

student participation in these procedures. 
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Consent Form 

I hereby give my consent for my participation in the project pilot study project 
entitled "Pregnant and Parenting Female Students' Perspectives of School Experiences: 
Case Studies." I understand that the persons responsible for this project are Dr. Margaret 
Price , (742-1997 x318) and Kimberiy Perry (792-9559). Dr. Price is currently a faculty 
member of the Texas Tech University College of Education. Kimberiy Perry is a 
doctoral student in the Texas Tech College of Education. 

It has been explained that this project has the following objective: to document 
the school experiences of pregnant and parenting students and how these school 
experiences have affected their lives prior to pregnancy and following childbirth. 

It has been explained that the procedures used in this research project include 
classroom observations, interviews and analysis of academic records, which may include 
attendance records, standardized test scores and report cards. My participation will only 
require me to do tasks that I would do in a normal classroom setting. Also, it has been 
explained to me that my participation is voluntary and I may withdraw from the study at 
any time without consequence. It has been fiirther explained that my participation will be 
anonymous and confidential and that there are no risks involved in my participation in 
this study. 

Dr. Price has agreed to answer any inquiries I may have concerning the 
procedures and has informed me that I may contact the Texas Tech Institutional Review 
Board for the Protection of Human Subjects by writing to them in care of the Office of 
Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas, 79409, or by callmg 742-
3884. 

If this research project causes any physical injury to participants in this project, 
tteatment is not necessarily available at Texas Tech University or the Student Health 
Center, nor is there necessarily any insurance carried by the University or its personnel 
applicable to cover any such injury. Financial compensation for any such injury must be 
provided through the participant's own insurance program. 

Further information about these matters may be obtained from Dr. Robert M. 
Sweazy, Vice President for Research, 742-3884, Room 203 Holden Hall, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, Texas 79409-1035. 

Signature of Subject _ Date 

Signature of Parent or Guardian of Authorized Representative 

Signature of Guardian Date 
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Interview Questions 

1 • I would like to know how pregnancy/motherhood has affected your daily life. Tell 

me about the routine type of things that you do each school day, today for instance. 

2. Tell me about the day you found out you were pregnant. 

3. What have you leamed about yourself since being pregnant/a mother? How did you 

feel about yourself before you found out you were pregnant? What about now? 

4. How do you feel about school? 

5. I'd like for you to think about your life in school before finding out you were 

pregnant. Describe to me your life as a student. Did you participate in school? What 

kind of effort did you put into school? 

6. How do you feel about school now that you are pregnant/a mother? 

7. Have things changed for you in school now that you are pregnant/a mother? Did 

school become more difficult? Easier? How? 

8. I would like for you to describe to me something specific that you remember leaming 

in school, recently or in the past. What made this leaming experience memorable? 

9. Can you think of something you've leamed in school that you know you will need in 

the future? 

10. What do you want out of school? 

11. Can school help you? 

12. Why did you come to the altemative center and not stay at your home high school? 

How is this school different from your home school? 

13. How do you feel about the all-girl environment at this school? 

14. If your friend had a baby, what advice would you give her about behig a mother while 

attending school? 

15. Do you need an education to be a good mother? 

16. Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
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