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The following article provides a literature review of the problems presenting themselves to children from high-risk communities when attending school. The ways in which schools contribute to the decision of many of these children to drop out are highlighted and discussed against the background of the context of children living in high-risk communities. In doing so, the article illustrates the need for a new awareness amongst teachers of the needs of these learners, as well as improved training of educators and the establishment of facilitary programmes for both teachers and pupils within communities in order to address current shortcomings within established schooling systems.

Introduction

Several researchers (Furr, 1993; Gustavsson and Segal, 1994) have highlighted existing connections between problems experienced in schools, and those occurring in communities due to child poverty. Negative environments have the capacity to drastically elevate stresses experienced by especially youth. Collectively, this stress may push children into deviant lifestyles. Researchers suggest that school environments are capable of powerful influence regarding children in such circumstances (Brendtro, Brokenleg and van Bockern, 1998). This suggests the capacity of the school to act as a last lifeline to children in the process of dropping-out. This article considers the aforementioned connection as it is presented in existing literature and is approached from the following framework:











Figure 1: The Relational Needs-Dynamics of Problem Behaviour Youth

Source: Smit, 2000
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Children in high-risk communities

Behaviour of children living in high-risk communities occurs along a continuum, from minimal risk for anti-social behaviour, to the probability of a child to abandoning both school and his / her family for a life on the streets (McWhirter, McWhirter, McWhirter and McWhirter, 1993; Pianta and Walsh, 1996; Richardson, Casanova, Placier and Guilfyle, 1989). Authors, such as Brendtro, et al. (1998), Dallape (1996) Gobodo (1988), Mayeya (1994) and Spangenberg and Pieterse (1995) highlight the breakdown of the traditional nuclear family and the consequential loss of support children then experience in this process. These households generally experience extreme stress due to low-income, poverty, single parenting (usually female), and limited extended family or social support networks (Brendtro et al., 1998; Dallape, 1996; Gobodo, 1988; Mayeya, 1994; Spangenberg and Pieterse, 1995). Additionally, children from these environments are often hungry, physically or emotionally abused, stressed and exploited (Dallape, 1996: 286; Smit and Liebenberg, 2000; Vigil, 1999). Children who lack flexibility of choice with regards to coping strategies required to cope with such circumstances, may then be identified as at-risk children (Bryant, 1998).

These children often lack adequate skills with which to verbalise emotions or to explain needs and difficulties. Furthermore, they attend school, more-often-than-not, with poor nutrition, low self-worth and a lack of self-discipline. These factors and the consequent emotional characteristics influence both learning and behaviour negatively, and are usually accompanied by an underlying antagonism towards authority (Manning and Baruth, 1995; Vigil, 1999). 

In addition to this, several authors (Dallape, 1996: 286; Schurink, 1993; Shanahan, 1999; Van Beers, 1996) have highlighted the fact that due to the inevitable poverty of these homes, there is seldom money with which to pay required school fees. What is more, children are often forced onto streets in order to contribute to family income, depleting time available for school chores. The end result is usually an abandonment of school.

These factors are confirmed in research conducted by Smit (Smit and Liebenberg, 2000), which also highlighted the following:

· the needs of youth in high-risk communities, seen to be 'at-risk', are not effectively attended to in schools, 

· children are afraid of attending school and tend to avoid school due to past failures. 

· approaching and utilising the school system is experienced as daunting by many children and their parents. 

· after-school programmes for at-risk learners do not exist, and this is aggravated by the fact that many teachers are unfamiliar with the needs of children in their classes.

· there is a lack of communication between schools and social services - this is especially troubling considering that schools are repeatedly identified as a last life-line before children drop-out of school. 

Such circumstances are not reflective of what literature (Brendtro, et al., 1998) highlights as essential to the educational development of children.  In contrast to such home and school environments, van Beers (1996) and Schurink (1993) believe that life on the streets provides children with self-confidence and self-esteem. Here children have the opportunity to think creatively in their efforts to construct plans for survival, consequently fulfilling their need for adventure. As a result, out-of-school youth acquire an appreciation of their freedom that can later develop acute disciplinary problems should they return to mainstream schooling. This in turn requires of future teachers increased empathy, understanding and patience. 

The Educational System as Push-Factor

Many schools function against such backgrounds, and it is in this respect that researchers such as Brendtro, et al., (1998) warn that schools may have a negative effect on children, often enhancing a child's sense of alienation. Velis (1995) believes that when schools ignore such contexts, they increase the likelihood that children will dropout of school. This is supported by research (McWhirter et al., 1993; Manning and Baruth, 1995) in which children state that their main reasons for leaving school prematurely to be: 

· Lack of belonging; a sense that nobody cared
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· A dislike for school; the opinion that school was boring and not relevant to their needs

· Low academic achievement and poor grades

· Poverty; a desire to work full-time; a need for money

Brendtro, et al., (1998) and Manning and Baruth (1995) discuss the fact that the youth of today experience and feel no value in their lives. Children are growing up in a society, as well as being educated at schools, that emphasise selfish competition and values, often compounded by low self-concepts. In this regard, the internal organisation of schools could significantly affect attitudes and expectations of teachers and thus the behaviour of pupils (Hargreaves, 1967 and Lacey, 1970, in Dowling and Osborne, 1994: 127). When teachers are not aware of the needs of these learners, and respond to their behaviour from a position of professional power, they actually create mistrust and aggression (Brendtro et al., 1990). 

Currently, when the school as a system, and the skills of teachers, fail to address the real needs-dynamics of the learners, a cycle of conflict is created that entrenches the feelings of alienation and lack of purpose. This situation often results in conflict because teachers attempt to solve problems in an authoritarian manner, creating an illusion of everything is fine now rather than in trying to understand the central issue and truly supporting the learner in need of help. A minor incident often creates intense feelings of inadequacy to which the learner may react inappropriately. This behaviour usually creates counter aggression in the teacher who may then want to discipline or punish the child for such behaviour. This incident then becomes a new crisis for the learner with the teacher becoming part of a conflict cycle in which the problem behaviour often escalates out of proportion. This then results in a crisis as opposed to a learning experience that supports the child in difficult circumstances. In this situation, the relationship between the teacher and the child stays in an unresolved conflict mode, which over time may become totally destructive. The opportunity to solve the learner's problem via a supportive attitude that changes the relationship into a positive and trusting one, and the opportunity to turn a crisis into a positive learning experience, has been lost. Instead of reclaiming pupils in difficult circumstances, the school as a last resort becomes a push factor to leave for the streets.

Lack of teacher understanding can be compounded by other deficiencies in the system such as informal authority practices (e.g. dress codes, grouping by ability, etc.) (Vigil, 1999; Jacobs, personal communication). Research (Broussard and Joseph, 1998; Hiebert, 1983, in McWhirter et al., 1993:79; Manning and Baruth, 1995:10; Vigil, 1999) has highlighted that such tactics tend to induce labelling and ultimately may have a Pygmalion effect on, especially at-risk youth. Research (Sirotnik, 1994, in Broussard and Joseph, 1998:111) further shows that children, whose backgrounds or levels of achievement are similar at the outset of their academic careers, actually become increasingly divergent in aspirations and achievement after encountering such practices. Students are devalued by means of labels such as difficult thereby contributing to the process of self-fulfilling prophecies, in which these children come to believe they are difficult, unmotivated and out of line. Teachers impart their expectations through their behaviour towards, and their segregation of, individual children (Ogbu, 1994 and Pallas, Entwisle, Alexander and Stluka, 1994, in Broussard and Joseph, 1998:114). These students in turn internalise teacher expectations and are influenced by them. This highlights the importance of teacher sensitivity as regards the context in which children find themselves. 

In light of this, Bronfenbrenner, (in Brendtro, et al., 1998) believes that young people seek help only from adults perceived as caring and nurturing. He further highlights the futility and even destructiveness of forced obedience through disciplining, as opposed to teaching children self-responsibility. Such methods would prevent teachers from becoming part of a conflict style where these learners are labelled as difficult, unmotivated or aggressive, without taking the inner logic of the learner's difficult context into account. In this regard, Brendtro, et al. (1998) and Manning and Baruth (1995:13), suggest that students are motivated to leave school, or to display negative behaviour due to factors arising in the school system, such as destructive relationships, climates of futility, learned helplessness, or loss of purpose.

Furthermore, curriculum and means of instruction also impact a child's experience of school. Good and Weinstein, (1986, in McWhirter, et al., 1993:77) and Manning and Baruth (1995) conclude that the learning 
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of facts dominate most of the school day, whilst the acquisition of new skills is minimal. Consequently, students become passive recipients, in a regurgitative process that requires a minimal effort. This is compounded by the fact that schools and families increasingly timetable children's lives so that informal learning of community knowledge has been replaced by formal learning structured by adults, and is perceived by youth as irrelevant to their lives (Connolly and Ennew, 1996; Manning and Baruth, 1995). Moore (in Connolly and Ennew, 1996), has suggested that children require free play time within which to acquire creative intelligence. Not obtaining this in formal structures, often means that children will look for it in other places, such as on the street (Connolly and Ennew, 1996).

Additionally, both classroom structure and the person of the teacher effect the self-esteem of students by influencing the feeling of control students have over their situation, thereby influencing their sense of empowerment (Bialo and Sivin, 1989 and Conrath, 1988, in McWhirter et al., 1993:77). Bryant (1998) believes that in this respect, children's failures at school are reflective of teacher's failures, in that they fail to identify the child's needs and to alter a negative experience into one of growth and learning. Bryant (1998) further believes that issues about failure revolve around the need to increase both self-esteem and skills. When coping-behaviours incorporate success, this contributes to the child's competence - should this occur in the face of at-risk conditions, the child becomes resilient.  Being able to effectively cope with academic failure has positive implications for effectiveness in academic, personal and social areas of functioning (Bryant, 1998). 

Finally, stresses experienced at home are also often mirrored in stresses experienced at school (Bryant, 1998). Bryant (1998) believes that children with anti-social and stress-enhancing behaviour can be seen to be at greater risk than children with opposite behavioural traits. In addition to this, class sizes and grouping practices than negatively effect students who are potentially at-risk, increasing their chances of abandoning main-stream society. Consequently, researchers (Brendtro, et al., 1998; Pianta and Walsh, 1996) recommend reclaiming environments, in which students may be treated as unique individuals who have unique contributions to make (Wassermann, 1985, in McWhirter, et al., 1993:77).

In this regard, schools are yet to address how out-of-school culture (e.g. street life) competes with home and school influences as concerns issues such as protection, friendship and support. Conditions in classrooms often effect bonding and self-identification that occurs for example, on the streets (Vigil, 1999). The sense of belonging that children are deprived of at home and school, is found in the group identification that plays a central role for out-of-school youth and street children. This is once again highlighted in informal interviews (personal communication) with parents of out-of-school youth. The main reason identified by parents for their child leaving school, appeared to be the child's friends. This is substantiated by Vigil (1999) who believes that street life compensates for low self-esteem and fragmented egos (see figure 1).

Brendtro, et al., (1998) summarise these issues into four basic factors contributing towards the alienation of youth in schools. Firstly, there are the damaging effects of pessimistic and negative approaches to youth from high-risk environments, resulting in self-fulfilling prophecies. Secondly, they warn against the counter productive effects of anger and punishment. Thirdly, they highlight the current prevalence of boredom in classrooms where the greatest adventure comes from challenging authority (17). Finally, they argue the inherent value of responsibility teaches responsibility and which is most possibly achieved via task avocation, as opposed to paying lip-service. Consequently, the school as a system therefore plays an important part in creating feelings of inadequacy and fear of failure. 

To summarise, parents are too stressed, schools are too impersonal, and communities are too disorganised to fulfil basic needs of children (Brendtro, et al., 1998:7). Despite the prevalence of interventions and programs aimed at youth from high-risk environments, most of them are more often than not met with indifference and / or avoidance. This is usually due to a lack of relevance and consistency (Smit and Liebenberg, 2000). Furthermore, they often fail to address the specific needs of individual children within their unique environments. This stems in part from a focus on the generic at-risk child (Vigil, 1999:273), and in part from an authoritarian attitude (Smit and Liebenberg, 2000). Such unpredictable and unreliable 
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catering results in the child developing dysfunctional, anti-social protective behaviours. This reality cannot be used as an excuse for dysfunctional or unacceptable communication between the learner and teacher. On the contrary, reclaiming of youth highlights the need for professional skills and specialised training for teachers who often work in very difficult circumstances. 

The Possible Preventative Role of Schools

It is evident that if society, and more specifically the schooling system, is to intervene effectively in the lives of children from high-risk communities, a different approach is needed. Several authors have highlighted the relevance of schools in this regard. McWhirter, et al., (1993), for example, believe that schools are able to play a pivotal part in dealing with at-risk problems in children, due to its strong correlation's with other at-risk problems. Tiba (in Schurink, 1993:258) highlights the essential role that teachers are able to play in the prevention of children dropping out of school, as they have the best opportunity to identify and clarify the needs of both the child and his / her family. Finally, Lewis and Lewis (1989) believe that if children are an appropriate target group for primary prevention, the school is the ideal setting. As such, Bryant (1998) highlights the need for teachers to realise the importance of identifying negative and anti-social behaviours as coping behaviours on the part of children. Brendtro, et al., (1998), propose that schools have the capacity to substitute absent family support as an institution that is capable of providing ongoing, long-term relationships with children. 

In order to achieve any of these ideals however, educators need to recognise that prevailing school conditions may actually be contributing to learners being at-risk as opposed to providing for their overall well being, as is currently believed (Manning and Baruth, 1995). Central to this problem, may be the use of the term at-risk. Implicit in the use of such terminology, is the implication that it is the child who is specifically at fault, and who is therefore perhaps beyond assistance. In contrast to this, one should rather see the environment as being a risk to the child, blame would be removed from the children themselves (Brendtro, et al., 1998). When taking contexts into consideration in this manner, Albee (1986:13, in Lewis and Lewis, 1989) proposes the following formula by which to gauge a child's capacity to remain in school:






  Organic factors + stress + exploitation

       Dropping out of school = --------------------------------------------------------





 Life skills + self-esteem + social support

Figure 2: Albee’s formula

According to this formula, a child is inclined to leave school when his / her level of life skills, self-esteem and social support is insufficient to adequately cope with the degree of physical health, stress and exploitation experienced on a daily basis.

From the above, it becomes apparent that teachers in schools, who are in contact with these students for most of the day, are faced by the challenge of supporting students by providing boundaries on the one hand, but also taking the realities of their contexts into account in order to truly understand their behaviour. This may best be achieved via the utilisation of holistic approaches within schools as opposed to isolated attempts at fostering discipline (Brendtro et al., 1990).

In this regard, Vigil (1999) advocates joint co-operation between informed teachers and parents, in order to facilitate early identification of children who seem especially likely to develop deviant behaviour, and in doing so, redirect their growth. Lessons must however be gleaned from previous tracking programs and subsequent labelling. As such, efforts to identify learners in high-risk contexts should simultaneously ensure that pupils would not be stereotyped or stigmatised. Vigil (1999) believes that this would best be achieved via co-operative planning, involving teachers, school officials, social workers, community members and parents. Furthermore, planning might involve the following approaches: 

· Measurement of how children utilise their time at home, school and elsewhere; 

· Identifying various habits and correlating them with possible interventions or forms of assistance; 
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· Maintaining and utilising records of aggressive behaviour displayed in schools to identify isolated incidents and recurrent behaviour; 

· Identifying and including relatives who reflect a street life-style, in order to solicit suggestions and support concerning the improvement of children's behaviour.

Vigil (1999) further believes that it is vital for educators to realise that street socialisation occurs in response to the breakdown of social control. In the absence of essential guidance from families, schools and law-enforcement agencies, street gangs become a substitute providing their own subculture, and its related values and norms. In order to curb such involvement with, and commitment to street cultures, it would be beneficial for school authorities to cultivate relationships with parents, there-by fostering arrangements for the remediation of the emotional and educational needs of such children and even their parents. 

Furthermore, Velis (1995) suggests that an alternative option for children experiencing difficulties at school may lie in education outside of the formal education system. Smit and van Schalkwyk (1999) substantiate this view by the development of community-based home school groups catering to street children, many of whom have already been returned to main-stream schooling. They go on to advocate an alternative focus of basic education in both formal and non-formal schools. Active participatory approaches allow students to achieve their full potential, as opposed to regulated participation in organised programs with certification requirements. It is in this manner that supplementary alternative programmes can help meet the basic learning needs of children with limited or no access to formal schooling.

Additionally, Smit and Liebenberg (2000) suggest that teachers be trained and sensitised to identify and understand the real needs, dynamics and practical problems of learners. Parent involvement in education should be prioritised, with special reference to parents of children from high-risk communities and street children. In order to accommodate the problems of education, the establishment of Teacher Support teams is deemed vital. Finally, financial aid for children of low-income parents should be investigated, in order to overcome the problem of begging during school hours, or dropping out of school in order to facilitate the family income.

Implementation of recommended strategies could possibly be further facilitated by the co-operation between government and non-government organisations within the education sector (Nath, Sylva and Grimes, 1999).

Such improvements are however hindered due to the reluctance of schools to change. This is largely due to the system's failure to anticipate and adequately cope with resistance to change itself. This is particularly relevant as concerns top-down change. There is also a general failure to acknowledge educational forces within the family and community, compounded by a disregard for the complexity of human development and learning (Saltzman, 2000). Finally, one can also highlight the previously mentioned failure to prioritise opportunities-to-learn approaches to the same degree as structured content courses (Good and Weinstein, 1986, in McWhirter, et al., 1993:77; Manning and Baruth, 1995).

Conclusion 

Prevention and early intervention are much more promising than waiting for learning deficits to accumulate and only then providing remedial or special education services (Slavin, Madden, and Karweit, 1989:355, in Vigil, 1999:273).

As this literature review has illustrated, it is essential for schools to realise and claim responsibility for the essential and pivotal role that they can and do play in the lives of all youth, and especially those at-risk. The beginning point and possibly the most important factor in bringing about positive change within existing systems is for teachers and schools alike to acknowledge that there are very possibly shortcomings in current methods and styles of dealing with youth in schools. Greater understanding of factors specific to South African high-risk communities should be explored though, in order to make adaptations within our schools more effective. Ultimately however, it is only from a vantagepoint of open-mindedness, that new and positive methods of instruction may be created.
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Emotional and personal development





Basic needs are met. Child experiences true belonging, stability, competence, friendship and love.





If these needs are not met, the child develops a sense of hopelessness and lack of purpose.





By developing a trusting  and stable relationship with the child, the child can experience a relationship in which his/her basic needs are met.





Child enters into relationships that have the apparent, but false sense of ‘basic needs being met’, ‘belonging’, ‘competence’, ‘friendship’ and ‘love’. The child has a false sense of belonging that is based on ‘survival trust’





Increased lack of trust due to a continued conflict cycle with adults





Increased hopelessness
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