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Abstract: The study employed an explanatory sequential mixed methods design to 
examine resilience, social connectedness, and re-suspension rates among youth in a 
community-based alternative-to-suspension program. Quantitative data were collected 
from a sample of 102 youth participants using a baseline and post measure of resilience 
and social connectedness. Additional suspension data were gathered three months after 
participation in the program. Qualitative data were collected from a nested sample of 15 
youth who participated in interviews at the middle and high school levels. Findings 
demonstrate a significant program effect in resilience and social connectedness; however, 
inconclusive results were associated with re-suspension. Quantitative and qualitative 
converged around the valuable role the program played in promoting youth efficacy and 
positive connections with adults and peers. Implications for understanding the role 
community-based organizations (CBOs) play in the lives of suspended youth are 
discussed.  
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In 2006 more than 3 million youth were suspended from public schools in the United 
States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013) and, unfortunately, this translates into one 
in every 10 youth in public school being sent home. Youth who consistently receive out-of-
school suspension (OSS) are more likely to develop negative psychosocial and academic 
outcomes that include further truancy, diminished self-esteem, grade retention, dropping out, and 
involvement in the criminal justice system (Cameron, 2006; Carpenter & Ramirez, 2007; Hatt, 
2011; Hemphill, Heerde, Herrenkohl, Toumbourou, & Catalano, 2006; Krezmien, Leone, & 
Achilles, 2006). While OSS provides a clear consequence for youth who do not adhere to school 
policies, it disengages youth from the school context and can diminish a youth’s ability to 
maintain bonds found in school with teachers and peers (Henry & Huizinga, 2007). Moreover, 
diminishing school bonds may lead to further engagement in truant and anti-social behavior and, 
for some youth, academic failure (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). Given these deleterious 
outcomes, there has been an increasing call to provide alternatives to OSS (Dupper, Theriot, & 
Craun, 2009). 

  
To date, the majority of alternative-to-suspension models are school-based (e.g., in-

school suspension) or require students to attend alternative placement in schools designed to 
meet the unique needs of youth who may exhibit behavior challenges (Dugger & Dugger, 1998; 
Eichas et al. 2010; Nichols & Steffy, 1999). Although models may vary, similarities exist across 
these programs in their emphases on providing behavior management strategies (e.g., anger 
management and conflict resolution) and academic instruction (Dupper et al., 2009; Tobin & 
Sprague, 2000). Albeit an importance context to youth, what happens when youth are not 
provided with these alternatives? For many youth, they are in transition between home and 
school and need to access other resources in order to prevent engagement in negative behavior. 
Other resources, such as community-based organizations (e.g., YMCA) can serve as an 
alternative to suspension by providing youth with the opportunity to be re-engaged in a 
supervised environment and continue to receive academic reinforcement. However, to the 
authors’ knowledge, very little research has examined the role of community-based organizations 
in providing such alternatives. 

  
Community-based organizations (CBOs) play an important role in facilitating and 

delivering prevention and intervention programs for youth (Boyle, 2002; Christensen, Pallister, 
Smale, Hickie, & Calear, 2010; Hansen et al., 2013). Consequently, CBOs serve as community 
assets in the development of youth and, in some cases, prevent youth from engaging in such 
risky behaviors as substance use, unprotected sex, and violence (Mozaffarian et al., 2010; Skybo 
& Polivka, 2007; Whiteley et al., 2007; Yampolskaya, Brown, & Vargo, 2004). In addition, 
evidence consistently cites the important role CBOs play in promoting positive youth 
development; this is especially true among youth in low-income neighborhoods (Boyle, 2002; 
Quane & Rankin, 2006; Wong, 2010). These organizations often serve as extensions to and 
partners for the youth’s family and school by reinforcing community bonds and sustaining a 
network of positive adults youth can access (Edwards, Mumford, & Serra-Roldan, 2007; St. 
Pierre, Mark, Kaltreider, & Campbell, 2001; Tebes et al., 2007). 

  
The Role of CBOs in Resilience 

CBOs can be characterized as a promotive factor in the resilience model proposed by 
Fergus and Zimmerman (2005). More specifically, CBOs serve as an external resource for youth 
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to access by supporting positive connections with adults and facilitating youth competence 
(Bowers et al. 2010; Laser & Leibowitz, 2009; Lerner, Fisher, & Weinberg, 2000). Youth who 
have strong social connections with adults across their neighborhood and family are less likely to 
engage in risky behavior and substance use (Karcher & Finn, 2005). These connections are 
central to interventions that seek to promote resilient functioning among youth (Karcher & Sass, 
2010). 

 When youth have a sense of connectedness to their social ecology it fosters active 
engagement in their community and optimal trajectories. Thus CBOs serve as an essential 
component to a youth’s socio-ecology and play a vital role in providing social support and 
promoting asset-building (Cicchetti, 2003). Moreover, CBOs are relevant social institutions that 
provide meaningful resources to support youth well-being (Ungar et al., 2008). As a community 
resource, CBOs can further counter the negative effects of suspension and support youth’s 
successful transition back into the school context. Unfortunately, very little is known about how 
CBOs promote resilience and serve as alternatives to OSS. The limited evidence does suggest 
that alternative to suspension models in CBOs support engagement in pro-social behavior and 
reduce re-suspension rates among youth (Bruenlin et al., 2004; Dupper, 1998; Weissman et al., 
2005). 

  
Purpose of the Study 
 

The present study aims to understand the role of a community-based alternative-to-
suspension program in increasing resilience, social connectedness, and reducing re-suspension 
rates among youth. More specifically, quantitative data were collected using a baseline and post 
intervention measure of resilience (Ungar et al., 2007; Ungar et al., 2008) and social 
connectedness (Lee, Draper, & Lee, 2001) and suspension data. Qualitative data were collected 
using an open-ended interview from a nested sample of youth participants. To address the aims 
of the study, the following research questions were proposed: (a) Is there a program effect from 
baseline to post intervention in resilience and social connectedness among youth? (b) Are 
resilience and social connectedness significant predictors of youth not being re-suspended three 
months after their involvement in the program? (c) How do youth describe their experience in 
the program and its impact on their lives? 

 
Methods 

 
To address the research questions outlined above, the authors used an explanatory 

sequential mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The explanatory sequential 
mixed methods design encompasses the collection and analysis of quantitative data followed by 
qualitative data. In this study, quantitative data were collected on a purposive sample of 102 
youth participants in the alternative-to-suspension program to examine program effects in 
resilience and social connectedness and rates of re-suspension. Qualitative data were collected 
using interviews with 15 youth participants nested in the larger sample. It was anticipated 
interviews would explore youth perceptions of their experience and provide a richer analysis of 
dynamic processes within the program. Thus the explanatory mixed methods design will use 
qualitative findings to explain a hypothesized increase in resilience and social connectedness 
through emergent youth experiences (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). The integration of 
quantitative and qualitative findings will be highlighted in the discussion section (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Model of sequential explanatory mixed methods design  
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Participants 

A purposive sample of youth participants was recruited from the alternative-to-
suspension program during the 2011–2012 academic term. A total of 162 youth participated in 
the program; however, 102 youth completed consent forms and served as the sampling frame for 
individual and group interviews. Suspended youth were referred to the program by two local 
school districts or required to participate through court order. The amount of time spent in the 
program is determined at the discretion of the referring agents (principal or assistant principal) 
and by the severity of offense. For example, skipping school resulted in 3 days of suspension 
whereas substance abuse resulted in 10 days. Youth, on average, spent 4 days in the program.  

 
All procedures of the study were approved by the Institutional Review Board and school 

districts’ Office of Assessment and Research. Data on youth offenses and household income 
were gathered from self-report measures from the program’s database. The demographics of the 
sample are provided in Table 1. About 50% of the youth were suspended for violent-related 
behaviors (e.g., fighting, bullying, and sexual harassment) and 50% for non-violent related 
behaviors (e.g., disrespect, truancy, and substance use). The mean age of the sample was 15 
years, of whom 61% were between 15 and 19 and 39% were between 11 and 14; 66% were male 
and 34% female; 63% had an annual household income less than $25,000. The ethnic 
composition of the youth was 66% minority (35% African-American, 12% Hispanic, 19% multi-
ethnic or other) and 34% European-American. 

  
The larger sample served as the sampling frame to recruit youth for individual and group 

interviews. The combination of individual and group interviews would provide insight into 
individual and convergent meaning (Lambert & Loiselle, 2008; Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 
1996) of youth experiences in the program. To recruit participants for the interviews, a question 
was placed on the consent form asking individuals if they would like to participate in an 
interview. Sixty-four youth were identified and organized by demographics (e.g., gender, 
ethnicity, and household income) to ensure youth reflected the demographics of the larger 
sample. The youth were contacted to further solicit their interest and schedule interviews. A total 
of 15 youth participated in interviews, three homogeneous group interviews (based on gender 
and grade level) and three individual interviews. The description of the interview participants are 
outlined in Table 2. Group interviews ranged from three to five youth participants and all 
interviews were conducted in selected middle or high schools and lasted between 45 and 90 
minutes.  
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Table 1. Demographics of the Sample (n = 102) 

  Gender Total 

  Male Female  

Number of Participants 67 (66%) 35 (34%) 102 (100%) 

Age (n = 98)    

 Mean 4.91 5.12 4.98 

 Standard Deviation 1.96 1.92 1.94 

 N N  

Ethnicity (n = 98)    

 African-American 18 (18%) 16 (16%) 34 (35%) 

 European-American 27 (27%) 6 (6%) 33 (34%) 

 Hispanic 8 (8%) 4 (4%) 12 (12%) 

 Other* 12 (12%) 7 (7%) 19 (19%) 

Family Status (n = 94)    

 Mother and Father 29 (31%) 8 (9%) 37 (39%) 

 Mother Only 23 (24%) 17 (18%) 40 (43%) 

 Father Only 7 (7%) 3 (3%) 10 (11%) 

 Other 5 (5%) 2 (2%) 7 (8%) 

Household Income (n = 84)    

 Less than $25K 30 (36%) 23 (27%) 53 (63%) 

 Between $25,001 and $50,000 12 (14%) 2 (2%) 14 (17%) 

 Between $50,001 and $75,000 6 (7%) 2 (2%) 8 (9%) 

 More than $75,000 3 (4%) 6 (7%) 9 (11%) 

Type of Suspension (n = 95)    

 Violent 31 (33%) 17 (18%) 48 (51%) 

 Non-violent 31 (33%) 16 (17%) 47 (49%) 

*Other included youth participants that described themselves as “Multi-ethnic” or “Asian-
American” 
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Table 2. Description of Interview Youth Participants (n = 15) 

 

 Group Interview 1 Group Interview 2 Group Interview 3 Individual 1 Individual 2 Individual 3 
 

n-value 4 5 3 n/a n/a n/a 
 

Mean age 16.8 12.0 17.7 12 13 17 
 

Gender Female Female Male Male Male Male 
 

Ethnicity (%)       
African-American 3 (75%) 1 (20%) 1 (33%) 1 1 1 
European-American 1(25%) n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Hispanic n/a 3 (60%) 1 (33%) n/a n/a n/a 
Other n/a 1 (20%) 1 (33%) n/a n/a n/a 

 
Family Status (%)       

Mother & Father 1 (25%) n/a 1 (33%) n/a n/a n/a 
Mother Only 3 (75%) 5 (100%) 2 (67%) n/a 1 1 
Father Only n/a n/a n/a 1 n/a n/a 
Other n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

 
Type of Suspension       

Non-violent 3 (75%) 2 (40%) 3 (100%) n/a 1 n/a 
Violent 1 (25%) 3 (60%) n/a 1 n/a 1 
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Context of the Study 

The program was designed to provide an alternative space (outside of being home or 
involved in other unsupervised settings) for suspended youth and sustain their involvement in 
pro-social activities (e.g., conflict resolution workshops, group and recreational activities, and 
academic support). The program operates out of a YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association) 
located in the southeastern region of the United States. On average, the program annually serves 
175 suspended youth from two local school districts. It is grounded in resilience research and 
employs a strength-based approach that focuses on youth’s resources, strengths, and their 
capacity for change. All youth complete a tree activity on the first day of attendance. The tree 
activity requires youth to work with program staff to identify youth strengths (in the roots of the 
tree), goals (in the leaves of the tree), and challenges (lightning). Every day youth are involved in 
group and recreational activities and participate in workshops facilitated by community partners 
in conflict resolution and management, healthy relationships, and civic engagement. The 
program is a free alternative for suspended youth; however, all youth may not attend the program 
due to parental choice and transportation access to and from the program. 

  
Measures 
 

Demographic Questionnaire. The demographic questionnaire was attached to the 
baseline measures. Youth participants were required to select their ethnic group, gender, age and 
birthdate, and who they lived with (e.g., mother and father, mother only, father only, and other). 
At the post level, youth participants were required to select the amount of time spent in the 
program (ranged from 1 to 3 days, to 5 to 10 or more days). 

   
Baseline and Post Measure. The baseline and post measure contained 48-items modified 

using the Child and Youth Resilience Measure or CYRM (Ungar et al., 2007; Ungar et al., 2008) 
and Social Connectedness Scale or SCS (Lee et al., 2001). The CYRM-28 is a 28-item measure 
used to assess youth resources (individual, relationship with parent/caregiver, and context) that 
may bolster resilience. The scale has been validated across cross-cultural settings and reports 
high levels of content validity and internal reliability (Liebenberg, Ungar, & Van De Vijver, 
2011; Ungar & Liebenberg, 2011). Youth respond to statements using a 5-point Likert scale from 
(1 = Not at all) to (5 = A lot) that includes statements like “I have people I look up to”. A 
composite score is calculated, where a higher score indicates more resources (individual, 
relationship, and context level) to promote resilience (scores range from 28 to 140). A scale 
reliability analysis was conducted in SPSS using responses on the baseline measure among youth 
participants (n = 99), results revealed a Cronbach’s alpha of .85. 

  
The SCS is a 20-item measure used to assess the subjective awareness of interpersonal 

closeness and belonging within a social context (Lee et al., 2001). The scale has been used 
amongst diverse ethnic groups and reports concurrent validity with self-esteem and community 
well-being (Lee, 2005). The original 20-item scale requires individuals to respond to statements 
using a 6-point Likert rating scale from (1 = strongly disagree) to (6 = strongly agree). For this 
study, the authors collapsed the middle range (mildly agree and mildly disagree) into a rating of 
(neither agree nor disagree). Items include statements like “I feel close to people”. A composite 
score is calculated, where a higher score on the measure indicates a higher perception of social 
connectedness (scores range from 20 to 100). A scale reliability analysis using responses from 
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the baseline-measure (n = 99) revealed a Cronbach’s alpha of .84. These results are consistent in 
previous test-retest analysis where α range from .84 to .96 (Lee, 2005). At the post level, all 
youth were prompted with the statement, “Please describe how you feel right now in relation to 
your experience in the program to the following statements”. 

 
Re-Suspension. The lead author worked with youth participants’ school districts to 

obtain re-suspension data. Using an alphanumeric student ID, the author obtained a list of 
suspended youth during the academic term. The list contained initial referral and suspension date 
and subsequent dates if student was re-suspended. For this study, re-suspension was coded as 
follows: “0” meant the youth was not re-suspended three months after returning to school; and 
“1” the youth was re-suspended three months after returning to school. 

 
Interviews. A semi-structured interview protocol was developed to engage youth 

participants in describing their experiences in the program and its impact in their lives 
(deMarrais, 2004). For example, “How would you describe the effect the program has had in 
your life?” was used as a leading question. All sessions were conducted by the lead author and 
additional notes were completed by a note-taker. Each session lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. 

  
Data Analysis 

Quantitative Analysis 
 

An α-level of .05 was used as the criterion for all analyses. Descriptive statistics were 
conducted to obtain a profile of the sample and evaluate the assumption of normality. All 
variables had skewness and kurtosis values between -1 and +1, which suggest the sample was 
within the critical value specified. Correlations were conducted to explore the relationship 
between youth demographics and outcome variables. This allowed the researchers to identify any 
significant associations that were distinct among youth (e.g., ethnicity, age, and time in the 
program) and guide the regression analysis. To examine main effects in post scores of resilience 
and social connectedness, a MANOVA was conducted using the following independent 
variables: gender, baseline scores on the resilience and social connectedness measure. A logistic 
regression analysis was employed to determine whether post scores on the resilience and social 
connectedness predict re-suspension.  
 
Qualitative Analysis 
 

All interviews were recorded via a digital recorder, transcribed and analyzed using NVivo 
10 (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). The transcribed data underwent a series of analytical procedures. 
First, the lead author used findings from the quantitative data to frame qualitative analysis. More 
specifically, all 15 participants’ scores on the resilience and social connectedness measure were 
extracted from the larger sample. Individual items were reviewed from each measure and used to 
identify specific text segments that reflect the concept. For example, the SCS has the following 
item: I feel close to people; thus text segments were identified and coded that explicate how this 
manifested among youth interviews. This deductive analytic approach allowed the research team 
to support predefined codes that would address a relational domain (Esterberg, 2002). Two 
coders independently reviewed the transcripts and assigned predefined codes to the text segments 
for each interview (LeCompte, 2000). The lead author reviewed similarities and differences 
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across each interview and explored unique relationships between group attributes (e.g., gender) 
and codes. A total of 20 out of 23 codes were captured across all interviews by both coders, 
indicating a percent agreement of .87. The codes were then used to develop themes presented in 
the results section (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

  
Results 

 
Quantitative 
 

Scores on the resilience measure at baseline ranged from 71 to 127; post level scores 
ranged from 67 to 130. About 43% of the youth scores decreased from baseline to post level. 
Scores on the social connectedness measure at baseline ranged from 44 to 97; post level scores 
ranged from 57 to 100. About 23% of youth scores decreased from the baseline to post level. A 
new set of variables were computed to create two groups of youth: youth who decreased scores 
in resilience and social connectedness (coded as 1) and youth who increased scores in resilience 
and social connectedness (coded as 2). The author conducted an independent t-test to determine 
if there were significant differences between youth who increased versus decreased post scores. 
Results indicated youth who increased their scores in resilience (M = 97.72, SD = 13.0) scored 
lower at baseline than youth whose scores decreased (M = 104.31, SD = 13.18), t (98) =2.47, p < 
.05). This was true on the social connectedness measure; results indicated that youth who 
increased scores in social connectedness scored lower at baseline (M = 69.43, SD = 10.67) than 
youth whose scores decreased (M = 75.23, SD = 11.50), t (98) = 2.29, p < .05). The results 
indicate group differences in baseline scores and were used in the multivariate analysis. In 
regards to overall means, scores on the post measure of resilience (M = 103.03, SD = 12.87) were 
significantly higher than scores on the baseline measure (M = 100.76, SD = 13.28), t (99) = -
2.00, p < .05, r = .20; scores on the post measure of social connectedness (M = 79.64, SD = 
12.00) were significantly higher than scores on the baseline measure (M = 70.85, SD = 11.09), t 
(99) = -6.46, p < .001, r = .55. 

  
The correlation matrix indicated that there were no significant associations between 

youth participant demographics and scores on the CYRM-28 and SCS at baseline and post level 
(Table 3). However, there were some interesting findings related to type of suspension and re-
suspension in the analysis. For example, type of suspension was significantly related to scores on 
the baseline measure of resilience (r = .23, p < .05), suggesting that youth who entered the 
program with non-violent related suspensions scored higher on the resilience baseline measure. 
Unfortunately, this only accounted for 5% of variability on the baseline resilience measure. Re-
suspension was significantly related to scores on the post measure of resilience (r = -.23, p < .05) 
but was not significantly related to scores on the post measure of social connectedness (r = -.17, 
p = .10). Loosely interpreted, these results suggest that individuals who were not re-suspended 
had higher scores on the resilience measure at the post level. 

   
Since there appeared to be two groups within the scores – that is, youth who 

demonstrated an increase in scores from the baseline to post level and youth who demonstrated a 
decrease – a new dichotomous variable was explored. The variable contained two levels, 1 = 
decrease and 2 = increase. Therefore, a MANCOVA was used to assess group differences in 
resilience and social connectedness at the post level using baseline scores on the resilience and 
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social connectedness measures as covariates. Significant results are provided in Table 4. In the 
resilience post measure, findings indicate significant main effects for baseline scores in 
resilience, F (1, 85) = 157.12, p < .01, r = .79, and score difference group, F (1, 85) = 98.56, p < 
.01, r = .46. In the social connectedness post measure, findings indicate significant main effects 
for baseline scores in resilience, F (1, 85) = 10.72, p < .01, r = .32, social connectedness, F (1, 
85) = 20.70, p < .01, r = .41, and score difference group, F (1, 85) = 52.61, p < .01, r = .24. 
There were no significant main effects for gender or interaction effects for the four independent 
variables. These results further support findings from the independent t-tests. 

  
The results from the correlation suggest that no linear relationship exists among youth 

demographic variables and baseline and post scores of social connectedness, therefore the 
logistic analysis regressed re-suspension on post scores in resilience. Baseline scores on the 
resilience measure and score differences were entered as covariates; this would allow the 
researchers to examine unique contributions of post scores and determine whether each variable 
influenced variation. Results from the model indicate that 76% of youth were classified 
correctly. Unfortunately, scores on the resilience baseline measure did not significantly predict 
re-suspension (Wald statistic = 2.01, p = .16, with df = 1); in block 2 the baseline measure 
remained non-significant and scores on the post measure of resilience was not significant (Wald 
statistic = 2.87, p = .09, with df = 1). To address multicollinearity between variables, the lead 
author conducted diagnostics using a simple linear regression. The tolerance values were not 
lower than .1 and VIF value was not greater than 10, which suggest that multicollinearity did not 
present a major issue for our findings.   



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2014) 5(3): 423–446 
 

434 
 

Table 3. Correlations between Youth Participant Demographics and CYRM-28 and SCS Measures 

 

 AGE GDR ETHN LVWT PRCYRM PSTCYRM PRSCS PSTSCS INCM TINT TSUSP SUSP 

AGE 1            

GDR .05 1           

ETHN .12 .12 1          

LVWT  .00 .13 1         

PRCYRM .05 .20 .09 -.09 1        

PSTCYRM -.13 .01 .11 -.07 .62** 1       

PRSCS -.07 .18 .02 .05 .32** .31** 1      

PSTSCS -.14 .05 .11 -.02 .40** .58** .57** 1     

INCM .09 -.06 -.18 -.15 -.10 -.13 -.01 -.12 1    

TINT .22* .14 -.08 -.04 -.10 -.13 -.01 -.12 .06 1   

TSUSP -.10 .02 .10 .12 .22* .20 -.07 .07 .01 .01 1  

SUSP -.05 -.00 .08 .02 -.15 -.23* -.12 -.17 .01 .11 -.01 1 

Note. GDR = Gender, ETHN = Ethnicity, LVWT = Leave with, CYRM = Child Youth Resilience Measure, SCS= Social 

Connectedness Scale, INCM = Income, TINT = Time in Intervention, TSUSP = Type of Suspension, SUSP = Re-suspended, yes or 

no.   

* = p < .05, ** = p < .01 
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Table 4. Multivariate Tests for Significance (p < .05) 

 

Effect Pillai’s Trace F df1 df2 

PRCYRM .65 78.90 2 84 

PRSCS .20 10.25 2 84 

CRYMHILO .54 48.74 2 84 

SCSHILO .40 27.47 2 84 

Note. PRECYRM = Baseline measure of resilience, PRSCS = Baseline measure of social 
connectedness, CRYMHILO = groups by increase or decrease in resilience scores, SCSHILO = 
groups by increase or decrease in resilience scores.  

 

Qualitative. The qualitative findings explicate results from the quantitative phase of the 
study. Specifically, items from the measures were used to identify emergent themes that yield the 
value of youth-adult and youth-youth interactions and their role in improving youth’s attitudes 
and self-beliefs. Three themes were developed and delineate youth experiences in the program 
using positive relationships with adults and peers and increased self-efficacy (Figure 2). The 
results are described as many (range from 10 to 15), some (range from 5 to 9), and a few (less 
than 5). 

  

Figure 2. Conceptual model demonstrating the relationship between themes  
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Self-efficacy. In this study self-efficacy was conceptualized from codes such as academic 
achievement, improved attitudes about school, and recognition of individual strengths and 
demonstrates how youth felt competent and encouraged. Self-efficacy emerged from social 
cognitive theory and describes how personal and environmental factors interact to influence 
youth behaviors and ability (Bandura, 2001). In this analysis, self-efficacy characterized the 
bidirectional relationship between psychological and social domains observed from the 
interviews. Another important code under this theme was autonomy, which denotes the ability of 
youth to form their own choices and manage activities. Many of the youth discussed how the 
program provided them with opportunities to choose their academic work and recreational 
activity.  

[I’m] thinking like [the program] is not like school…you pick your own choices of what 
you want to do the whole time while you’re there…you get to pick what subject you want 
to do first and then during lunch or during activity time you can pick what you want to do 
there also. (GI1) 
Across all interviews, youth perceived the program as a place where they increased an 

awareness of their abilities and strengths and how this translated into other domains of their 
social ecology (e.g., school, peers, and parents). This can be captured in Bandura (2005) and 
Pajares’ (2006) assertion of self-governance among youth and its role in increasing perceptions 
of competence and personal agency. Additionally, many youth discussed their engagement in 
self-reflection through morning group activities and positive decision-making. Text segments 
such as “recognizing my strengths”, “changing my attitude”, and “managing anger” emerged 
across male and female participants. 

  
I always got angry over some things…I always wanted to get into a fight…umm, if 
someone talked junk about me or if they disrespected me, I would get angry, I would go 
confront them and be all in their space and about to hit them but that changed. (GI2)  
 
It affected me….it made me and my family closer….me and my dad are have a better 
relationship….I do better in school…I don’t fight anymore. (I1) 

  
Many of the youth discussed the value of academic support received in the program. 

Youth discussed how this was an important aspect of their experience and provided them with 
opportunities to maintain their academic work during out-of-school time. Text segments such as 
“made me think about work differently”, “make sure you succeed”, and “having more one-on-
one academic time” were coded as academic support. When asked about how this experience 
was different from school, one participant responded: 

 
I guess like the [staff] and like the people that work there are more like hands on with the 
kids and they really help you a lot, like with if you have projects to do or just classwork to 
do…it was like we had a few hours to do work, but I didn’t really notice because I was 
like actually engaged. (I2)  
 
To frame the next themes, it is important to highlight how these converge with our 

quantitative findings, specifically to social connectedness. Items from the social connectedness 
measure were used to match codes and corresponding text segments across all interviews (Table 
5) and guided the discussion section. 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2014) 5(3): 423–446 
 

437 
 

  
Youth-Youth Relationships. Youth-youth relationships emerged as an important theme 

across all interviews. Although youth knew they were all there by way of suspension, the 
program allowed them to meet new people across schools and realize similar challenges. Text 
segments such as “meeting new people”, “maintaining friendship”, and “we are all friends now” 
illustrate the bonds youth form with peers. Moreover, the use of group activities in morning ice-
breakers allowed youth to be vulnerable and share personal challenges. This social activity 
provided an opportunity for youth to get to know other peers and form lasting relationships. 

  
And you get to meet like a lot of people you don’t know even though if they like in 
different schools and everything like you get to know them. (GI2)  

  
The program also sponsored extension activities like reunion and after-school tutoring and 
workshops to youth participants. It was through these experiences youth maintained relationships 
with each other and pursued experiences outside the context of the program. As one group of 
female participants indicated when discussing experiences with other students: 

 
It helped me and her relationship…we used to fight but we are friends now. But now we 
are like closer than before and I trust her, she told me what was wrong ’cause she been 
through a lot and she tries to make sure I never go through that. (GI2) 
 
Youth-Adult Relationships. Youth perceived the staff as being nurturing and codes such 

as “safe place”, “feeling valued”, and “care for” were consistent across all interviews. 
Participants also valued the sustained relationships with staff after leaving the program and 
discussed the ability to always return for support. Through their involvement in the program, 
youth were able to access social support and garner resources from adults through positive 
messages and referrals to other support services. The structured time in academic support and 
recreational activities were important spaces for participants to bond with adult volunteers and 
staff. Participants valued the academic time, one-on-one assistance, and its relation to achieving 
their own academic goals outside of school. For example, one youth mentioned: 

 
 [Through the program]…at least I want to stay in school and graduate. (GI1)  

 
Additionally, the characteristics of the staff centered on being caring, supportive, and having the 
ability to recognize youth strengths. For some youth, interacting with adults who gave them a 
“clean slate” and focus on their strengths and resources were vital to their experience. One 
participant discussed how staff interactions allowed them to perceive the environment not 
punitively but rather a place to instill important skills: 
 

 [It is] not really like a punishment…I guess it is sort of like a punishment but it's not. 
’Cause it's like practically teaching you life skills and all that. (I1) 

 
Emergent processes associated with the value of social support and accessing human and 
organizational resources was evident in this theme. Speaking about how the staff made them feel, 
one participant stated: 
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So they made us feel like welcome and special…like I used to feel that no one actually 
cared about me and when I got there everybody was so kind and they told me they knew 
and support me and cared about me and that’s when I felt like I had people that actually 
cared about me and wanted to do good. (GI2)  

 
 

Discussion 
 

The aims of this study were to examine the effects of a community-based alternative-to-
suspension program in promoting resilience and social connectedness among youth and reducing 
re-suspension. Program effect in resilience and social connectedness was moderately supported. 
An analysis of mean differences did demonstrate that there was a significant increase in 
resilience and social connectedness from the baseline to post level; however, the results indicate 
a small effect in resilience. Examining two groups of students, those whose scores increased 
versus decreased, results indicate a moderate but significant main effect in post scores. The 
greatest gains among youth participants were demonstrated in social connectedness. Given 
qualitative findings, it is clear that youth began to form bonds with program staff and peers and 
these were extremely valuable to the youth and how they constructed meaning in the program.  

 
The inconclusive findings from the logistic regression model would suggest that neither 

resilience nor social connectedness predict the likelihood of youth not being re-suspended. 
Although the lead author anticipated that high scores on the measures would decrease a youth’s 
chance of re-suspension, the results did not support this claim. The lead author would like to 
acknowledge that this is indicative of similar findings using psychosocial constructs in predicting 
re-suspension rates (Dupper, 1998; Bruenlin et al., 2004). In this paper, ethnicity, gender, and 
other youth demographic variables were not associated with re-suspension and thus were not 
explored in the regression analysis.  
 

There are a number of explanations associated with these findings; for one, youth spent a 
relatively short (average attendance = 4 days) amount of time in the program. Since 50% of 
youth participants were suspended for non-violent related offenses (e.g., skipping school), it is 
possible that the lack of serious offense may not necessarily be indicative of higher suspension 
rates. Research does suggest that youth who have chronic behavior problems (e.g., fighting and 
insubordination) are more likely to be re-suspended (Raffaele Mendez, 2003). Secondly, a 
majority of youth in the sample was not re-suspended (75%) and other extraneous variables may 
contribute to this outcome outside of program participation. 

 
 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2014) 5(3): 423–446 
 

439 
 

Table 5. Matrix Identification of Items from the SCS Measure, Codes, and Text Segments 
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The convergence of quantitative and qualitative findings illustrates the important value of 
community-based organizations, specifically among suspended youth, a psychological sense of 
connectedness. Bowers et al. (2010) suggest these connections are vital to youth success and 
their ability to navigate adversity. The findings also demonstrate the dynamic interaction 
between environmental, personal, and behavioral factors outlined in self-efficacy theory 
(Bandura, 2001; Pajares, 2005). Convergence of qualitative and quantitative findings also alludes 
to youth’s subjective interpretation of closeness and awareness of the interpersonal relationships 
that exist within the program. In many ways, these findings contribute to the literature on the 
importance of youth-adult connections in promoting the capacity of youth to lead thriving lives 
(Brennan, 2008; Hansen et al., 2013). Additionally, youth perceptions of the relationships and 
closeness with adults in the program may further elucidate the increase in social connectedness. 

  
Limitations 
 

There are some inherent limitations in this study and threats to internal validity. For one, 
given the relative short time spent in the alternative-to-suspension program it is possible the 
participants were familiar with the items on the measure and thus responses on the post measures 
were similar to the baseline measures. Given the relative small sample and effect size (i.e., 
resilience), it is possible that Type 1 error occurred; this is especially true when observed power 
is below .50. The magnitude of the observed effect (change as a result of program) was small in 
the resilience measure (.23) and only explained about 9% of the variance in the sample. Thus it is 
evident that there may be confounding factors explaining our results and the associated change in 
resilience and social connectedness. Also, it is important to note that youth scores on the 
resilience and social connectedness baseline measure were not indicatively low (mean = 100.76; 
70.85). For example, the lowest score on the baseline measure of resilience was 71 and only 
about 6% scored less than 80. Lastly, this study did not include a comparison group to assess 
whether unique program effects existed for youth in the program versus those who did not 
attend. 

  
Our qualitative findings are limited to the perceptions of youth who participated in 

interviews (12% of the study population). Although the use of interviews is common in 
qualitative research, it is possible that youth may have withheld specific responses to some of the 
questions or simply agreed with other youth during group interviews (group conformity). In 
addition, this study did not expand interviews beyond the selected group of youth to reach a 
point of saturation (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Additionally, although the 
authors followed procedures to ensure youth interviews represented the demographics of the 
program, it is evident that some of the youth’s experiences are not present in the findings. The 
lead author also acknowledges some gaps in conceptualizing resilience and social connectedness 
in this study. 

  
Despite these limitations, findings from this study expand the significance of CBOs in 

promoting youth psychosocial skills and connections to their socio-ecology. As alternatives to 
suspension, CBOs can play an active role in keeping youth engaged in pro-social activities and 
promoting efficacy. CBOs are linked to the social ecology of youth and there is a need to engage 
in research that broadens the ways in which they support youth along the developmental 
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continuum. More work is needed to further expand the unique mediating role CBOs play 
between schools and families and how this translates in youth developmental trajectories. 

 
  

Conclusion 
 

Considering the daunting statistics associated with youth who receive out-of-school 
suspension (Arcia, 2006; Carpenter & Ramirez, 2007; Hatt, 2011; Hemphill et al., 2006; Gregory 
et al., 2010), there exists a need to identify alternatives. More importantly, it is imperative to 
identify alternative settings that provide youth with environments that reinforce pro-social skills, 
academic support, and community engagement. CBOs have the advantage of mitigating the 
relationship between being suspended and disengaged youth and risks. Findings from the study 
reveal that there are immediate advantages for youth who participated in a community-based 
alternative-to-suspension program and demonstrate how CBOs, like the YMCA, continue to 
address a variety of youth developmental needs and serve as “safe places” for youth 
(Mozaffarian et al. 2010; Skybo & Polivka, 2007; Whiteley et al., 2007; Yampolskaya, et al., 
2004).  
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