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Session Two - IMPLEMENTATION -Preparation Phase

Step 1: Determining Indicators of Student Disengagement


Create a common understanding and shared language about status and alterable risk factors 
The distinction between status and alterable risk factors (Finn, 1989) characterizes Check & Connect. Status and alterable risk factors predictive of school dropout are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Status vs. Alterable Predictors of Dropout
	Examples of Status Predictors
	Examples of Alterable Predictors

	· Age
· Urban, suburban, or rural community
· Region of the U.S.
· Disability
· Socioeconomic status
· Gender
· Ethnicity
· Family Structure
	· Attendance
· Suspension
· Attitude toward school
· Extracurricular participation
· Behavior
· Homework
· Grades, credit accrual
· Grade retention



· Status risk factors are defined as historical or demographic characteristics of the student, family, peers, school, or community, such as socioeconomic status (SES), age, gender, or ethnicity. Although much research on dropout focuses on demographic characteristics, status factors are not readily amenable to change, if at all.
· Alterable risk factors are defined as the behaviors of practices of the student, family, peers, school, or community that are predictive of dropping out and that are, by definition, amenable to intervention by educators, youth advocates, parents, and students. They represent functional risk (i.e., actual behaviors demonstrated) and are more powerful predictors of students’ exit from school than status factors (Finn, 1989, 1993). Some of the most powerful predictors of dropout are student behaviors such as chronic absenteeism, problem behavior, and course failure (Balfanz & Legters, 2004; Rumberger, 1995). 

Create a common understanding and shared language about risk and protective factors
A goal of Check & Connect is to reduce risk factors and to enhance protective factors for students identified as disengaged from school and learning. The presence of multiple risk factors does not guarantee school failure. Many students who experience multiple risk factors are able to complete high school successfully. This may be because they have protective factors – like a caring adult in their lives, above average intelligence, or a supportive peer group – which act as buffers against the effects of status risk factors such as living in a violent neighborhood or growing up in poverty. 

Some examples of alterable variables categorized according to risk and protective factors across students, families, and schools are presented in Table 5.

Table 5. Alterable Risk and Protective Factors Associated With School Dropout
	
	STUDENTS
	FAMILIES
	SCHOOLS

	PROTECTIVE FACTORS
	· Completing homework
· Coming to class prepared
· High locus of control
· Good self-concept
· Expectations for school completion
	· Academic support for learning (e.g., help with homework)
· Motivational support for learning (e.g., high expectations, talk to children about school)
· Availability of educational resources
· Parental monitoring
	· Orderly school environments
· Committed, caring teachers
· Fair discipline policies
· Relationship with one caring adult
· Opportunities for participation

	RISK FACTORS
	· High rates of absences
· Behavior problems
· Poor academic performance (e.g., course failure)
· Grade retention
· Working many hours
	· Low educational expectations
· Mobility
· Permissive parenting styles (i.e., lack of supervision or monitoring)
· Few educational resources and support at home
	· Weak adult authority
· Large school size (>1,000 students)
· Few caring relationships between staff and students
· Poor or uninteresting curriculum
· Low expectations
· High rates of truancy
· Limited parent outreach


Sources: Bryk & Thum, 1989; Ekstrom, Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 1986; Hess & D’Amato, 1996; Reschly & Christenson, 2006; Rumberger, 1995

It is important for Check & Connect users to reach consensus on the alterable risk factors of disengaged students that will be monitored and will be the focus of “connect” interventions. Try the following activities as a way to facilitate dialogue about status and alterable predictors of dropout within your school building. 


PLANNING ACTIVITY #1
Begin by having school professionals describe a disengaged student, one who may be at-risk of dropout, in terms of his/her characteristics and behaviors. Write the description on a large sheet of paper. Then, write an A for alterable (within our ability to modify) and an S for status (not within our ability to change) next to each characteristic or behavior. 

PLANNING ACTIVITY #2
Sometimes individuals believe that demographic characteristics are destiny, rather than thinking about how to support students to determine their own destiny. For this activity, a) choose a status variable (e.g., SES, race/ethnicity, etc.), b) identify protective factors present in your school or community for students with this characteristic, and c) identify protective factors that could be created to support students with this characteristic to be engaged at school and with learning.

Learn the Engagement Subtypes
Discuss each subtype of engagement (Table 4), striving to reach consensus about the indicators that characterize disengaged students at your school site. Ask – 
· What are alterable indicators of students disengaged academically?
· What are alterable indicators of students disengaged behaviorally?
· What are alterable indicators of students disengaged cognitively?
· What are alterable indicators of students disengaged affectively?


PLANNING ACTIVITY #3
1. Review Figure 3. (Session 1) Check & Connect Logic Model and Table 6. Alterable Indicators for Identifying Target Students to discuss indicators of each subtype of disengagement. What are the alterable indicators of students disengaged in each subtype at your school? 
2. Discuss the degree to which the indicators of academic and behavioral engagement represent data that are readily available in your school database. Such indicators of disengagement most often fall into one of these categories – 
· Attendance (e.g., tardies, skipping, absences),
· Behavior problems (e.g., discipline referrals, bus referrals, poor social skills, suspensions), and 
· Academic performance (e.g., failing classes/behind in credits, level of literacy skills).
3. Discuss the degree to which determining students’ cognitive and affective engagement requires greater subjectivity by school personnel.
4. Discuss the importance of cognitive and affective engagement for improving students’ school success.







Table 6. Alterable Indicators for Identifying Target Students
	
	ELEMENTARY STUDENTS
	SECONDARY STUDENTS

	BEHAVIOR INDICATORS
	Tardy to school, absenteeism, including excessive excused absences, history of educational neglect, office referrals, suspension or expulsion, frequent school moves
	Skipping classes, absenteeism, truancy, in-school suspension, out-of-school suspension, office referrals, detention, expulsion, history of dropping in and out of school, frequent number of school moves, limited extracurricular participation

	ACADEMIC INDICATORS
	Not completing assignments, not passing or progressing on reading and math objectives, reading below grade level, below proficiency on state standardized tests


	Credit deficiency, failing classes, below proficiency on state standardized tests, poor task completion rates, low success rates, incomplete homework assignments

	COGNITIVE INDICATORS
	Minimal interest in school, resistance to learning, low academic self-efficacy and perceived competence




	Minimal interest in school, resistance to learning, low academic self-efficacy and perceived competence

	AFFECTIVE INDICATORS
	Social isolation, feeling of not belonging at school





	Low expectations to graduate, social isolation, feelings of not belonging at school














ACTION PLAN FOR CHECK & CONNECT


Step #1. Implementing Check & Connect – Preparation Phase

Action Plan

School: _____________________  

Date: _____/______/______		                          	      Team Members Completing: 
Instructions: For each element, decide 
whether it is fully (2), partially (1), or not
in place (0). For all items rated either 
partially or not in place, decide (as a 
group) what needs to occur, who is in 
charge of the step, and a target date for completion. 


SYSTEMS FOR C & C
	Determining Indicators Of Student Disengagement
Considerations: What are the indicators of student engagement? How do you create a common understanding and shared language about status and risk alterable factors? How do you create a common understanding and shared language about risk and protective factors
	
	
	

	Steps
	Next Steps
	Who?
	Date

	· Indicators of Student Engagement
· Create/develop a common understanding and shared language about status and alterable risk factors associated with school dropout and disengagement for your school
· Create a common understanding and shared language about risk and protective factors for your target students, families and school
· Develop a chart of the alterable indicators of student engagement (in each subtype) that you identified in activity #3

	
	
	




Step 2: Identifying Students At Risk of Disengagement or Dropout

Who are the target students in your school?
The following guidelines are recommended when trying to determine youth in need of services before they completely disengage or dropout.
· Use alterable risk variables to identify the target population (see Table 4).
· Consider multiple referral criteria, including the indicators of students’ disengagement at your site that you identified in Step 1. 
· Emphasize academic and behavioral indicators of student engagement because these data are readily available in school databases.
· Indicators readily available in school databases may include office referrals, attendance records, discipline records, past and present grades, credits accrued, and records of transition between schools/districts (mobility data).
· Indicators of disengagement most often manifest themselves in one of these categories: attendance (e.g., tardiness, skipping, absences), behavior problems (e.g., office referral, bus referrals, poor social skills, suspensions), and academic performance (e.g., failing classes/behind in credits, literacy skills).
· Sites schools with whom to work. Some sites implement Check & Connect with students at the highest risk of dropout; other sites implement Check & Connect with students showing early warning signs of disengagement (and predictors of dropout).
· Set specific criteria for selected indicators of disengagement. For example, target students may include those who – 
· Attend less than 80-90% of the time,
· Have low academic grades (e.g., 2 D’s or 1 F) or credit deficiencies (i.e., off track for graduating on time), and
· Have three discipline referrals.
· Select students who have recently displayed these warning signs of disengagement (e.g., the school year or term before intervention).

Check for High-risk Student Groups
It is important to check the list of potential Check & Connect students for status risk factors as well.         
· Race/ethnicity, SES, disability status, or having a sibling or parent that dropped out of school place students at higher risk for disengagement and dropout (Reschly & Christenson, 2006). 
· Students with disabilities; those from Hispanic, African American, American Indian, and low-SES backgrounds; those who live in single parent homes; and those who attend large urban schools are more likely to disengage and dropout (Chap, Laird, Ifill & Kewal Ramani, 2011; NCES, 2012).
· Students with emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD) consistently have the highest rates of dropout compared to students on other disability categories (Lehr & McComas, 2005; Wagner & Cameto, 2004). 
· 17% of Hispanic high school students dropped out of school, including 32% of Hispanic high schoolers born outside of the United States and 10% of those born in the U.S. had higher dropout rates than non-Hispanic youth (NCES 2010).









Determine Prevalence of and Capacity to Serve the Target Population
There are two useful methods for identifying target populations: 1) population-based screening on the selected alterable risk indicators; and 2) implementing a referral process. Both use data to examine at-risk behaviors during the school year or prior years. (University of Minn.)
· Population-based screening requires that a school has collected data on their selected alterable risk factors.  School averages can then be used to identify students who are one standard deviation below the mean. 
· A referral process with clearly defined criteria can be used as well. 
· Your high school might decide that secondary students may be eligible if they had/have less than 85% attendance during the prior school year and one or more failing grades in a semester.
· Elementary schools might decide their students may be eligible if they had less than 88% attendance during the prior school year and their academic performance places them in the bottom quartile of the class.

Develop an Intake Form
You will want to collect background information on each of your students using an intake form. You may use the example provided for you, Check & Connect Intake Form (Appendix 1), modify this form or design your own. 
Create a Monitoring Form
There are three examples of Check & Connect monitoring forms in Appendix 2 (Check & Connect High School Monitoring Form 2b, Middle School 2b, and Elementary 2a). These forms illustrate two important aspects of Check & Connect. 
· The link between alterable variables and monitoring, and
· The assessment-to-intervention link.
You may choose to modify these forms or design your own form.

The monitoring form links alterable variables and systematic monitoring
The alterable variables that are monitored or “checked” by the mentor to determine the student’s level of engagement and ongoing needs are listed on the top half of the monitoring form. 
· Recall that in our theory of engagement, indicators of disengagement guide identification of student progress. Using alterable variables to identify target students is necessary because they indicate the current school performance and adjustment of the target student. Alterable risk variables – what are selected to monitor are context-specific.
· Note that mentors of elementary and middle school students will not need to monitor credits earned, but they may instead monitor academic progress (e.g., reading and math objectives) through DIBELS, other progress monitoring tools, or teacher ratings of performance that have been aligned to specific standards. Bus incidents and problem behavior outside the classroom also may be indicators of risk at the elementary level.
The monitoring form creates an assessment-to-intervention link
· On the bottom half of the monitoring form, the basic “connect” strategy and commonly used categories of intensive “connect” strategies are listed.
· Review and modify the monitoring form for the listed intensive “connect” strategies as needed.
· Viewing the “check” data and the “connect” strategies simultaneously allows the mentors to determine whether an assessment-to-intervention link is in place and working for the student. “Connect” interventions should address risks identified by the “check” data.



Determine Risk Criteria in the Context of Your School 
Review and determine risk criteria for your school site. This is critical for providing the appropriate level of intervention-basic or intensive. Table 7 provides guidelines for defining indicators and criteria for high-risk status for each high-risk variable. The University of Minnesota recommends that school professionals use the specified criteria in Table 7 as guidelines for implementing more intensive interventions. Remember, if your school site added additional check variables to your monitoring form you must also determine risk criteria for these variables. 

Table 7. Guidelines for Defining Indicators and Criteria for High Risk
	INDICATORS OF RISK
	DEFINITIONS
	HIGH RISK

	Tardiness
	Arriving late either for school or for class.
	Five or more incidents per month or >15% incidents per month (e.g., # of late days/# of days in month)

	Skipping
	Missing selected class periods within a day without an excused reason.
	Three or more incidents per month or >15% incidents per month (e.g., # classes skipped /# classes x days enrolled)

	Absenteeism
	Full day’s absence for excused or unexcused reasons. Days when the student is absent for out-of-school suspensions should be included here.
Mark the student as absent for the day if the majority of the day is marked as skip, e.g., if more than ¾ of the day is recorded as skips.
	Three or more incidents per month or > 15% days per month (e.g., # days absent/# days enrolled)

	Behavior Referrals
	Being sent to administrator or resource staff for inappropriate behavior, e.g., behavior referrals to the office, bus incidents.
	Three or more referrals per month

	Detention
	A consequence for inappropriate behavior in which the student “owes” time either before or after school. (The student is often required to perform some custodial function on the school grounds, complete schoolwork, or sit quietly.)
	Four or more incidents per month

	In-school Suspension
	A consequence for inappropriate behavior in which the student spends the school day(s) in a separate area or classroom of the school building. (The student is typically supervised and required to participate in a structured activity, such as completing homework, participating in school maintenance projects, or sitting quietly.)
	Two or more incidents per month

	Failing Classes
	Receiving a grade of D or F in any class.
	Two or more D’s per grading period and/or one or more F’s

	Behind in Credits
	Earning too few credits to be on track to graduate in four years.
	Earning less than 80% of the possible credits per grading period

	Unsatisfactory Academic Performance
	While in elementary school, number of unsatisfactory grades earned.
	Two or more unsatisfactory grades per grading period

	Not Meeting Standards in Reading and/or Math
	Not meeting reading or math standards on the state standardized tests or standardized benchmark tests; below class average in reading or math.
	Standardized test score of not meeting or partially meeting standards; teacher reporting of student in bottom quartile; below class average in reading or math; or not proficient in reading by third grade










Action Plan
	Identifying students at risk of disengagement or dropout
Considerations: Who are the target students at your school? How will you identify target students? How will you determine your sites capacity to serve the target population?
	

	
	

	Steps
	Next Steps
	Who?
	Date

	Write guidelines for identifying target students at your site
· Use Alterable Variables (Table 4)
· Academic and behavioral criteria readily available in school database
· Indicators of disengagement – with specific criteria set
· High-risk student groups

Determine capacity to serve the target population through the development of:
· A population screening tool and/or
· A referral Form (Appendix 3),
· An Intake Form (Appendix 1), and 
· A monitoring Form (Appendix 2)

Determine and record Risk Criteria in the context of your school site
· Use Table 7 Guidelines for Defining Indicators and Risk Criteria for High Risk to develop your site-specific Risk Criteria
	
	
	



Step 3: Select Mentors

Characteristics of Desirable Mentors
Mentors can be hired or selected from existing staff personnel. The University of Minnesota advises that all mentors have completed an undergraduate degree. Being a mentor and being a Check & Connect mentor are different. A Check & Connect mentor follows a deliberate process to engage or “connect” with the student in a positive way and “check” or monitors a specific set of indicators of engagement on a regular and consistent basis. The Check & Connect mentor is focused on the student’s educational performance. The University of Minnesota recommends that a Check & Connect mentor display the following desirable characteristics:
· A personal belief that all students, particularly those living in at-risk circumstances, have abilities and strengths, and can learn;
· A personal belief that students can make progress and change their level of engagement at school and with learning;
· A belief in the power and value of problem solving with students to develop personal competencies; the willingness to persist with students, despite their behavior and decision-making;
· A willingness to cooperate and collaborate with families and school staff;
· Advocacy skills, including the ability to negotiate, compromise, and confront conflict;
· Organizational and case management skills;
· A nonjudgmental attitude toward others;
· An ability to work independently in a variety of settings; and
· A willingness to be a mentor (i.e., “wanting to rather than being obligated or assigned to”)

Tips for the Interview Process
An example of a Check & Connect Mentor job description is provided for you in Table 8. You may use it as a template or an example when developing one of your own.

Table 8. Check & Connect Mentor Job Description
	JOB DESCRIPTION – Check & Connect mentors work directly and collaboratively with a caseload of individual students and their families, school staff, and community service providers to implement strategies that address school success and school completion for students in need of additional support to graduate. Mentors:
· Track target students’ levels of engagement, document results, and complete monthly forms and a contact log as a tool to assess absences, truancies, suspensions, and grades/credits earned.
· Use data from systematic monitoring to design personalized interventions for the student.
· Work as liaisons to facilitate communication and promote problem solving both at the individual student level and between home and school.
· Attend varied school-based meetings – e.g., site team meetings, IEP meetings, and other relevant meetings (standards, suspension re-entry). Mentors should have knowledge of community services and be able to refer students to appropriate services when needed.
· Provide students and families with information and develop agency linkages.
· Work collaboratively with schools and programs to define and outline roles to improve participation, performance, and success for individual students who are disengaged from school and learning.
Other responsibilities of mentors include facilitating student/family transportation for dropout prevention and school completion related activities, and conducting home visits.

	JOB DUTIES – 
· Regularly check on target students’ attendance, grades, and behavior, provide feedback to students, communicate regularly with families, and initiate efforts to keep youth engaged in school.
· Collaborate with adults already involved with the youth – such as teachers, case managers, counselors, probation officers, and social workers – as well as develop community agency linkages.
· Communicate regularly with teachers to gather and share information about student progress.
· Facilitate communication and promote problem solving between home and school. Contact parents via phone, home visits, and e-mail to share information and to develop plans to re-engage students in school and promote school success.
· Determine and document student progress and mentor efforts on a regular basis (i.e., complete monitoring forms, intake forms, and contact logs).
· Attend staff meetings and student meetings (e.g., IEP meetings, Tiers II/III team meetings, suspension re-entry meetings, etc.)
· Communicate in a timely manner – acknowledge and/or respond to students, families, school personnel, and phone messages and e-mails within 24 hours.
· Serve as a positive role model to students, staff, and parents.

	REQUIRED QUALIFICATIONS – 
· Bachelor’s degree in education or a human service field.
· Experience working with children and adolescents, youth agencies, social services, and school systems.
· Persistence. A belief that all youth have the ability to learn.
· Ability and willingness to work with families using a non-blaming approach.
· Advocacy skills, including good communication skills and the ability to negotiate, comprise, and confront conflict.
· Organizational skills, flexibility, and the ability to work in a variety of settings. The ability to work independently.
· Knowledge of community and educational resources.
· Valid driver’s license, car insurance, and a reliable means of transportation.


 
When interviewing potential mentors it is helpful to focus on the personal qualities of the mentor. Some examples taken from the University of Minnesota are – 
· Personal Experience: Please give us an overview of your relevant experiences in working with students who are at risk of educational failure or have personal problems. 
· Personal Beliefs: What is your personal philosophy about student learning and the personal characteristics students need to succeed academically?
· Personal Advocacy: The purpose of Check & Connect is to provide students who are showing signs of disengagement from school with the opportunity to come to know and trust an adult who stresses the importance of completing school through mentoring, advocating, and case management. How do you see yourself in this role and what makes you an ideal candidate for it?
· Reaction to Check & Connect: The Check & Connect mentor extends the school’s outreach to the youth and his/her family in an effort to better understand the circumstances affecting his/her connection to school and to persistently work with the youth and family to overcome barriers that have kept him/her disengaged from school and learning.
· Persistence is a key element of Check & Connect. Can you share an example of how you would continue to work with a student who does not respond to initial interventions or your attempts to connect?
· In Check & Connect, home visits are made to connect with families and students. What is your comfort level and experience with home visits? ….to families from other cultures?....to families living in low-income situations?...to families with a home language other than English?
· Suggestions and Strategies: How will you build trust with students, parents, school staff, and others while working to increase students’ participation and engagement in school? What specific strategies would you use to develop your advocacy role and build relationships with our school staff and community agencies?
· Data Collection: Outcome measures for Check & Connect are data-driven. Please discuss your case management skills and give an example of a time you needed to manage your time and attend to details while working independently.




Considerations for Staffing with Existing School Personnel 
If paid mentors are not an option, school or district might use these options offered by the University of Minnesota:
· Redefine the positions of current staff, provide training, and typical caseloads. Many different people can serve as Check & Connect mentors, including teachers, counselors, school psychologists, social workers, and educational assistants.
· Relieve school personnel serving as mentors of other service duties (e.g., bus or lunch duty).

Caseload, Size, and Composition 
Caseload depends on many variables, including the number of schools assigned to each Check & Connect mentor, the distance between schools/site, and to some extent, the severity of the students’ needs. The University of Minnesota offers the following guidelines:
· For dedicated mentors (i.e., mentor hired specifically and only to work on Check & Connect) 
· The ratio of one mentor to one hour per 1.25 students per week generally has been used to determine caseloads (i.e., 25 students for half time work).
· For students at highest risk of dropout (e.g., special education students with EBD), it is ideal to allow for one mentor for one hour per week per student (i.e., 20 students for half time).
· If school personnel (with typical job duties) serve as Check & Connect mentors, the caseloads will be smaller (i.e., 1-5 students), unless their job position has been redefined or adjusted to accommodate this role.

Avoid Role Confusion for the Mentor
The University of Minnesota provides the following clarity of role description for a Check & Connect Mentor:
“Mentors provide persistent support for students to re-engage at school and with learning. As a result, they interface with supplemental services in schools and the community to facilitate student participation and identify opportunities for intervention support. In a sense, they function as service coordinators because they broker available services while advocating for additional student’s need. The mentor’s role as a service coordinator is significant for students’ participation in extracurricular activities and receipt of supplemental health and mental health services.

We have found that school personnel and other adults in the student’s life often rely on the information the mentor has about the student, the student’s home life, and the student’s daily school performance. Mentors share such information to inform programing for the student. However, mentors must:
· Not be perceived or used as social workers.
· Facilitate access to and participation in appropriate supplemental services – that is, connect the student and family to appropriate licensed professionals as needed.
· Preserve the relationship with the student; therefore, they can share information with school personnel, but should not deliver a disciplinary action as planned by a school-based intervention team.
· Be concerned about confidentiality between the student/family and mentor and between the school district and community agencies.”



Action Plan – Selecting Mentors
	Select or hire mentors
Considerations: Who will serve as mentors? What are the desirable characteristics of Check & Connect mentors? Can we use existing school personnel? 
	

	
	

	Steps
	Next Steps
	Who?
	Date

	Make District Decision on Staffing Position
· Hire a mentor, and/or
· Use school personnel
Develop a Check & Connect mentor job description
· Required qualifications
· Job duties
Develop Interview Form
· Use provided interview questions as a guide
Identify Potential Check & Connect Mentor Candidates
· Advertise internally and/or externally
Hire/Select Check & Connect Mentor(s)
	


	





	



Step 4: Organizing Existing Resources for Intervention

Identify Resources
Using the Resource Mapping Form found in Figure 4, form a team of school counselors, psychologists, and social workers to create a list of school and community programs and resources available to foster student engagement. The following are helpful questions to guide the process:
· What services/programs in the district are available to mentors and school personnel to support students’ engagement at school and with learning? What services exist in the school community?
· What does the mentor need to know about these resources in order to be an effective mentor?
· How does the mentor access these resources for the student/family?













Figure 4.  Example of A Resource Mapping Form
	Resource Mapping

	
	What resources are available to support students in each area (include the organization, contact name, and contact information)?

	
	School
	Community

	Academic
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	[bookmark: Text20]     
	[bookmark: Text22]     
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	Behavioral
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	Extra-curricular Activities
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	Mental /Physical Health
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Action Plan - Organizing Existing Resources for Intervention
	What resources exist in your school and community?
Considerations: 
What resources exist in your school and community?  
	
	
	

	Steps
	Next Steps
	Who?
	Date

	Identify Resources
· Complete Resource Mapping Form
· Develop list of school and community programs and resources
· Provide information to mentors
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