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Focus on First Graders
1995-96

Program Description
The 1995-96 school year was the fourth year of implementation for the Focus on
First Graders (FFG) program, located at Aoy, Bliss, Bradley, Johnson, Lee, Vilas
and Wainwright. Focus on First Graders is an early intervention and
prevention program which offers a wide range of services to at-risk and low-
income students. Its primary goal is to help students be successful in the early
primary grades, with emphasis on Grade 1. Students at each site are referred to
the program if they are identified by their teacher as having severe academic
and/or behavioral problems. Five important services are provided to these
children and their families. They are listed below.

Enrolling identified students in the school tutoring program

Referring families to community agencies and resources that can help them
address their physical, financial, medical and social needs

Offering individual and family therapy by professionally licensed therapists
who deal with the emotional and psychological issues of the child and family

Providing parenting classes to help develop and enhance the nurturing
capacity of parents and to increase their involvement with their child's
education

Providing two field trips each year for all first graders in the seven schools in
order to enrich the students' limited view of their own city and community

Family Intervention Specialists

One of the key elements of this program is the Family Intervention Specialist.
Two of the specialists are assigned to three schools each, serving the early
primary grades; the third provides services to all students at Wainwright
Elementary through the Wainwright Family Resource Center. Their
responsibilities include the following:

working with school personnel to coordinate psychological-social services
for children and their families,

serving as a mediator between parents and school personnel,

working with parents and teachers to develop strategies for helping
students succeed in school, and

making regular home visits to see firsthand how the family is progressing
and to determine additional needs.
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The Family Intervention Specialists worked with approximately 244 families
during the 1995-96 school year. The following table shows the kinds of services
which were provided to families by the Family Intervention Specialists and
shows how many times these services were provided.

Counts of Services Provided by Family Intervention Specialists
1995-96 School Year

Service
Provided Aoy Bliss Bradley Johnson Lee Vilas

Wain-
wright Total

Referral for
FFG Agency
Counseling

147 143 20 41 101 18 52 522

Referral for
other agency
counseling

2 4 1 8 4 7 13 39

Conference with
child or parents 217 196 68 178 144 59 188 1,050
Conference with
teacher 202

,

233 5 84 226 22 105 877
Home visit I 39 I 116 I 1. I 4 I 9 I 33 I 80 I 282
Conference with
school personnel 166

,

79 19 58 158 15 117 612

Agency Counseling

Each year, FFG contracts with several community counseling agencies to provide
the services of licensed therapists for students and families whose needs cannot be
met by the Family Intervention Specialist. Counselors from cooperating agencies
come to the school to meet with students and/or families. Students who need to be
tested for ADD/ADHD (Attention Deficit Disorder/Attention Deficit with
Hyperactivity Disorder) or require other psychiatric services may be referred to
other cooperating professionals who can provide those services. In 1995-96 the
agencies/persons who provided contracted counseling for FFG were Catholic
Counseling, the Child Guidance Center, Family Services of El Paso, Ilyana
Jacobson (private practice), and Jewish Family and Children's Services. The table
above shows that more than 500 referrals for counseling were made by the Family
Intervention Specialists to FFG agencies in 1995-96. The table also shows that a
few referrals were also made to agencies who had not contracted with the
program.

Tutoring

Students with academic deficiencies who are referred to the program are placed
into each school's tutoring program. Tutoring is provided four to five days a
week during an enrichment period or after school. Tutors include parents,

6



3

community members, college students, or mentors from nearby high schools.
Approximately 300 FFG students received tutoring during the 1995-96 school
year.

Learnina Trolley

The Learning Trolley was an innovative component which was sponsored by the
Junior League during 1994-95 and 1995-96. (FFG funds and school moneys will
be used to provide similar field trip experiences in 1996-97.) Twice a year,
trolleys from the El Paso Trolley Company took students on field trips to sights
like the El Paso Airport. At the airport, Southwest Airlines personnel hosted a
tour which allowed the children to board a parked plane, hear about airline-
related jobs, and receive small souvenirs. All first graders (more than 850
children) at the seven project schools went on two Learning Trolley trips in
1995-96.

Parenting Classes

Parenting classes were held at each campus throughout the year, involving a
total of 225 parents. The curriculum was created in response to the special
needs and requests of each campus. In the fall, ten sessions of "Ninos Bien
Educados" were offered at Wainwright by the El Paso Center for Prevention of
Child Abuse. During the spring semester at Aoy, Lee and Vilas, the same agency
covered special topics requested by parents.

The Region XIX Headstart Program held parenting classes jointly for Headstart
parents and FFG children throughout the school year at Bliss, Bradley and
Johnson. The facilitator used the Headstart Parenting Curriculum for eight
weeks in the fall; different topics were presented in the spring.

Eue Nation Data
Teacher Surveys

Two surveys were distributed to teachers. One survey was given to all first
grade teachers at program sites to determine their awareness and opinions of
the program. Another survey was given to teachers who had FFG students in
their classes. These teachers were asked about the impact of the program on
individual students. Sixty-six teachers completed this survey. Their responses
indicate that most teachers were aware of the services provided by the program.
Complete survey results are displayed on the following pages.
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First Grade Teacher Survey

I am aware of the services provided
to students and their families by the
FFG Family Intervention Specialist.

To what degree has the Family
Intervention Specialist been effective
in working with students and their
families at your school?

To what degree has this program
been helpful in improving
communication between you and
your students' parents?

YES 92%

NO 8%

Very Effective 50%
Somewhat Effective 45%
Not Effective 5%

Very Helpful 47%
Somewhat Helpful 40%
Not Helpful 13%

Open-Ended Questions

How have your students benefited from tutoring?

Teachers mentioned several benefits students received from tutoring: higher
grades (27 teachers), individual attention (15 teachers), and increased
confidence and self-esteem (9 teachers). Seven teachers made comments about
how tutoring could be improved. Following are some sample quotes about
tutoring.

"One student was not passing at the end of the second six weeks. Now
he is getting B's and C's. He was a non-reader; now he is a reader.

"<Students> have improved in both reading and math and feel better
about themselves."

"With one-to-one help their skills improved greatly."

"This has given them the confidence to perform in class."

"If we had more experienced tutors it would be more successful."

"There should be tutoring every day of the week. That would really
help our students."
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How have your students benefited from the Learning Trolley?

Teachers were very positive about the benefits of the Learning Trolley field trips.
Forty-one teachers said that the trolley had provided exposure to new ideas and
hands-on experiences for these at-risk first graders. Twenty-four teachers said
the trolley increased vocabulary and ideas both for writing and for thematic
units. The trips were not only academically valuable--eleven teachers talked
about outcomes like increased self-esteem and students having fun and
enjoying the experience.

"It was a very exciting experience for some pupils because they had
never been on a trolley or bus."

"They had experiences to share and they got first-hand knowledge of
places and careers they might have never experienced."

"They all benefited wonderfully from the Learning Trolley. They think,
write and talk about their trips all the time."

"The field trips naturally develop into lessons and thematic units. The
students were producing books, and drawing and writing on the
experiences they had. Vocabulary was developed to the extent that
even the teacher learned because of the research involved."

What training would you like to see included in Focus on First Graders?

The most commonly mentioned request for training involved preparation of
tutors. Fourteen teachers asked for more/better training for tutors in areas like
reading strategies, basics of behavior management, and developmental
characteristics of young children. Nine teachers called for training for parents.
Teachers suggested training for parents on topics such as helping with
homework, using reading and math strategies, and how to be more involved with
the school. Fourteen teachers asked for training on specific topics. Six of these
requested training on dealing with ADD/ADHD students. The other eight
mentioned a variety of topics including phonics, modifying for students with
learning disabilities, classroom management, and strategies for reading, math,
and language arts.

How could this program be more effective?

Responses involving tutoring were made by 18 teachers. Teachers suggested
that tutors receive more training, that they begin working earlier in the year
and that turnover be kept to a minimum.

Eight teachers requested increased communication among all parties including
Family Intervention Specialists, parents and teachers. One teacher said,
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"Teachers need to be notified at the beginning of the year if they have students
who are tracked by this program It was hit or miss that I found out who my
students were." Another said, "<Periodically> have a conference with each
teacher and update him/her on the work being done with each child."

Seven teachers mentioned the Family Intervention Specialists and/or school
counselors. Five of these requested additional Family Intervention Specialists or
counselors. Two of these teachers wanted program personnel to respond more
quickly to problems:

Seven teachers would like to see more involvement from parents. One said, "My
experience has been that FFG does all that they can to reach out and support the
parents as well as their children. <What can be done> when parents reject
this?"

Other suggestions included offering more field trips, extending the program to
other grades, and making sure all teachers receive an orientation to the
program.

If possible, please share a success story or anecdote about one of your students
who has benefited from this program. (*Names have been changed.)

"Every single student is a success story because all of them have improved their
grades. They read better, they understand what they read and they feel better
about themselves."

"I had a child that was failing. He was placed in tutoring and the family also
received counseling...This child is in third grade now. He placed first in the
District Science Fair. Without the help of the program in first grade, I don't
think this child would be as successful as he is today."

"Armando* is in my class this year as a repeater. Through the efforts of FFG he
was tested and put on medication...He is a totally different child this year, and is
doing great. Even the assistant principal commented on his behavior and
reading ability...

"Sammy's* mom needed to hear from other people besides the teacher that a
problem existed....The FFG counselors have been very active with this mother
and the mother feels that Sammy's* behavior has improved dramatically."

"John* has made a big turn-around since August. His behavior has improved
and he's less aggressive and more willing to learn. The program really made a
big difference in his life."

"At the beginning of the year Rosa* seemed extremely withdrawn and immature.
Her attention span was limited and she did not seem to capture concepts...After
tutoring, counseling and parenting classes for her mother, Rosa's grades are
above average. She participates in class. She seems happy and confident."
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Student Behavior Survey

The previous survey was sent to all first grade teachers at program schools,
whether or not they had FFG students in their classes. A different survey was
sent to teachers who had FFG students in their classes. These teachers received
a survey for each FFG student who had received intensive services. Each survey
contained a list of problem behaviors/attitudes. Teachers were asked to rate how
much a particular student had improved on each of the problem indicators.
Surveys were completed on 130 children. The survey results follow.

Problem Behaviors

(1/0 of Students
Exhibiting
Behavior
Initially

(1/0 of Students
Showing
Improvement

Easily distracted 95% 81%

Has difficulty remaining seated 81% 72%

Often blurts out answers to questions 73% 69%

Doesn't complete tasks 93% 78%

Has difficulty playing quietly 71% 70%

Often talks excessive 71% 70%

Often interrupts others 72% 70%

Often loses things necessary for activities
at home or at school

78% 70%

Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms
in seat

74% 70%

Has difficulty following directions 89% 65%

Non-verbal 70% 72%

Aggressive 64% 7l%

Impulsive 70% 67%

Withdrawn 59% 69%

Interacts poorly with peers 80% 87%

Doesn't retain information 85% 70%

The survey results on the table above give an idea of the kinds of behaviors
displayed by children who were referred to the program. The fairly high
percentages in the column on the left indicate that a majority of the children
had many problem behaviors. The column on the right shows that some
improvement was seen in at least 70% of the students on nearly all of the
behaviors.



Grade 1 Retentions

When the Focus on First Graders program was designed, one of its primary goals
was to reduce retention rates in first grade in the project schools. The tables on
the following page display retention rates for the seven program schools and for
a group of similar schools used as a comparison group. (Each of the seven
comparison schools was chosen to match a program school on the basis of similar
characteristics like size, number of students in bilingual education, number of
economically disadvantaged students, etc.)

PROGRAM SCHOOLS

Total Grade I Retention Rate*
1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996

Aoy 16.9% 10.5% 7.4% 5.0% 7.3% 5.0%
Bliss 11.7% 15.3% 4.0% 5.6% <1 % 1.6%
Bradley 7.8% 4.8% 3.5% 0.0% 0.0% 1.0%
Johnson 13.9% 11.9% 8.8% 9.2% 7.1% 0.0%
Lee 11.8% 11.8% 4.3% 3.5% 3.7% 1.3%
Vilas 14.9% 22.1% 2.5% 2.4% 5.1% 1.2%
Wainwright 13.7% 8.4% 13.3% 7.0% 11.7% 5.1%
Total I 13.1% I 12.2% 6.2% I 4.9% 5.0% I 3.3%

*Source: Promotion/Retention Reports, and unpublished data, Research and Evaluation

COMPARISON SCHOOLS

Total Grade I Retention Rate*
1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996

Cooley 17.4% 10.0% 16.7% 10.8% 10.4% 8.7%
Fannin 8.6% 7.3% 3.0% 0.0% 2.9% 0.0%
Hughey 7.3% 6.5% 2.4% 0.9% 4.7% 5.5%
Lamar 11.9% 13.3% 7.5% 9.9% 2.7% 2.3%
Roberts 16.8% 11.8% 8.3% 6.4% 8.7% 3.4%
Rusk 4.5% 4.9% 7.4% 8.7% 6.3% 1.3%
Stanton 5.2% 9.6% 5.0% 6.7% <1 % 3.9%
Total 10.3% 9.4% 7.6% 6.7% 5.2% 3.8%

*Source: Promotion/Retention Reports, and unpublished data, Research and Evaluation

The tables show that retention rates have been declining for the past six years
in both groups of schools. Until 1995, rates were declining faster at program
schools. However, in the last two years, rates in the two groups have been about
the same. It is difficult, if not impossible, to determine the degree to which the
Focus on First Graders program has impacted these retention rates. Many
other factors, including changes in principals and teaching staff, and other
intervention programs like Reading Recovery, have undoubtedly also had an
impact on retention statistics at these schools.
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Parent Surueu

A parent survey was distributed to 136 parents of FFG students. The survey
was printed in English and in Spanish. Sixty-three of the recipients (46%)
completed and returned the survey. Respondents were first asked which
services they and/or their children had received. Seventy-one percent indicated
that their child had received tutoring. The next most common response was
some kind of social service or referral to an agency (62%). Sixty percent had
received counseling through an FFG agency and 38% had attended parenting
classes.

Parents were then asked to respond to eight questions about the effectiveness of
the Focus on First Graders program. Their responses are displayed below.

Results of Parent Survey
N=63

% Yes % No
The services which I/we have received
through Focus on First Graders have helped
me to understand and work more effectively
with my child.

93% 7%

This program has helped my child improve
his/her grades in school. 84% 16%

Since receiving services from this program, I
have seen positive changes in my
son/daughter at home.

89% 11%

.._,...., .

Since receiving services from this program, I
have seen positive changes in my
son/daughter at school.

89% 11%

The Focus on First Graders staff were
available and willing to help when we needed
assistance.

98% 2%

This program has helped me to become more
involved in my child's education. 98% 2%

The services we have received have had a
positive impact on our family. 92% 8%

The table shows that the parents who returned surveys responded very
positively about the program. A high percentage (93%) indicated that the
program had helped them to understand and work better with their child.
Nearly all (98%) said the program staff had been available to help them; the
same percentage said that the program had helped them become more involved
in their child's education.

1 3
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