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Public Achievement (PA) is a nationwide program which promotes democracy, political awareness, and active citizenship by empowering students (elementary, middle school, or high school) to create positive social change.  This entails fostering a trusting and encouraging relationship between a college-aged coach or facilitator who guides the younger students.  They work together throughout the course of the year on team building exercises, community awareness, and community action.  Additionally, the University of Denver PA program adds an academic component to the civic engagement by including public policy research and critical analysis surrounding an identified issue or need in the community before any community action occurs.  Charla Agnoletti and I will be researching the environmental characteristics that lead to a successful PA program.  I will compare the school cultures and the University of Denver PA programs at Cole Middle School (2002-2005) and Bryant Webster K-8 (2005-2006). Charla will study the origins of PA with a specific focus on the Colorado programs, particularly the current program at DU.   We have been asked to present information on PA at “The University & Civil Society: Autonomy and Responsibility” conference at The University of Bologna in May, 2006.  

One of the most important things that I have learned in my psychology and criminology courses is that the social environment matters.  This is a concept that is generally unacknowledged because we like to think that we are in complete control of our behavior and attitudes.  However, often times we fall prey to the fundamental attribution error which proposes that there is “a pervasive tendency by people to underestimate the impact of situational forces and overestimate the role of dispositional factors” when evaluating others’ behavior (Forgas, 1998; Heider, 1958). In other words, the social situations that we are in often influence our behavior more than we know or would like to admit.  While volunteering this year at Bryant Webster K-8, I began to realize just how much the context of the social environment at Bryant Webster differs from that of Cole Middle School where I was a PA coach previously.  For example, the student buy-in, teacher interest, and community school support has been dramatically different at Bryant Webster from that at Cole Middle School.  Thus, I hope to study and address how school culture influences the success or effectiveness of a PA program in a classroom setting by comparing and contrasting the school environments and subsequent success of Public Achievement at Cole Middle School and at Bryant Webster K-8 School.  
As a PA coach coming from Cole Middle School, I was positively astonished by the eager reception of PA at Bryant Webster, because we were only half-heartedly greeted at Cole Middle School.  I came to Bryant Webster prepared for a very rough year, yet my students have embraced the Public Achievement program in ways that I could only have dreamed that my Cole students would.  As a student who has dedicated her last year and a half to observing behavioral phenomena and asking the question, “why,” I want to know why these schools have received and experienced PA so differently when the demographics of the two schools are so similar.

Bryant-Webster and Cole Middle School share a similar breakdown of student demographics.  Bryant Webster is 93% Hispanic, 2.5% African American, 2.5% Caucasian, and 2% Native American.  Cole is 73% Hispanic, 25% African American, 1% Native American, and 1% Caucasian.  Additionally, the amount of students receiving free or reduced lunch is extremely high in both  schools, 96% of student at Bryant Webster and 93% of students at Cole (Denver Public Schools, School Guide, 2004).  Yet, my experiences at these two schools have been dramatically different, even though one might expect them to be very similar.  This I believe has to do with the differing environments that surround the two schools.

My main hypothesis is that the differing school cultures surrounding Bryant Webster and Cole have impacted the effectiveness and success of the Public Achievement program.  Some of the variables of school culture include but are not limited to school design (K-8 vs. middle school, 6-8 and Dual Language vs. ESL), school relations with parents and community, school pride exhibited by both teachers and students, student mobility, shared commitment and engagement in PA curriculum between teachers and administration, and school performance as seen in CSAP scores, attendance, English proficiency, and disciplinary actions per year.  

I plan to study the many factors that encompass a school culture through qualitative methods, specifically utilizing focus groups and interviews and participatory research evaluation.  I will be using this form of methodology because it uses one-on-one and group interactions to gather observations and data which should provide deeper insight to the issues at hand than quantitative methods (Patton, 1986, 1990; Hendershott & Wright, 1993).  A crucial element of these focus groups is the need for an advisor and a bilingual facilitator who can translate questions and answers because I do not speak Spanish.  In this case, in addition to Sheila Wright who has extensive experience with focus groups and even published on them, Nick Cutforth (School of Education) has offered the assistance of a School of Education graduate student to aid in the organization and creation of the focus groups.  Nola Miguel will be acting as the bilingual co-facilitator and translator.  By stating the intention of using human subjects, it is also important to note that an IRB is required and is in the process of getting approval.

One challenge I anticipate is finding individuals who were associated with Cole because after it was changed to a charter school, the students, teachers, and administration have scattered throughout the Denver area and other regions.  However, Frank Coyne of the Center for Civic Engagement and Service Learning still has connections to the former Vice-Principal of Cole Middle School, Jennifer Barton, as well as a few teachers and students.  With these individuals, it is most likely that personal interviews will be conducted, instead of a focus group due to the lack of availability of possible participants.

While this project comes with the challenge of participant availability and a shortened timeline (roughly two and a half months for completion), it is a project that I am deeply passionate about.  Through this research project, I hope to take the knowledge that I have learned in the classroom and see if it really applies in real life.  It is one thing to be told that the situation matters, it is another to see it and experience it for myself.  I am now hoping to take this to the next level by independently studying and testing this theory for myself and presenting it to others by using my experiences and research at Cole Middle School and Bryant Webster as an example that is close to home and one that others can hopefully relate too.

Budget

	Item
	Amount
	Cost
	Total

	Focus Group Participation Incentives
	6 groups with approx. 6 people in each group
	$10.00 per person
	$360.00

	Snacks (cookies and lemonade) at the focus groups
	6 groups
	$10.00
	$60.00

	Note-taker/transcriber for focus group
	1 for about two hours each focus group
	$7.00 an hour
	$84.00

	Materials for Poster Boards
	
	$75.00
	$75.00

	Airfare to Bologna
	1
	$1200.00
	$1200.00

	Lodging
	5 nights
	$20.00 a night
	$100.00

	Food
	5 days
	$30.00
	$150.00

	Conference Registration Fee
	1
	$50.00
	$50.00

	Total
	
	
	$2079.00


· I have also received funding for up to $1000 from Community Scholars.
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