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Introduction

Young mothers are more likely than their non-parenting peers to experience school difficulty and to become alienated from high school, therefore rates of high school completion and university attendance are lower for women who become mothers at a young age (Smith Battle, 2006; SmithBattle, 2007; Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008; McDonell, Limber, & Connor-Godbey, 2007). This is significant because educational attainment strongly influences employment and earning opportunities in adulthood (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008, Sadler & Williams, 2001). School continuation is strongly associated with the well being of young mothers and their children, such as fewer repeat births in their teenage years, less reliance on income assistance, and better behavioral, academic, and developmental outcomes for the children (Sadler, Swartz & Ryan-Krause, 2003). Young mothers tend to have the same educational goals and desires as their non-parenting peers (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008), however, a young mother's motivation to remain in school is often challenged by a complex web of competing responsibilities (SmithBattle, 2007).  Many young mothers juggle work, family responsibilities, and childcare, in addition to school. Considering this, the expectation that a young mother return to a traditional high school unsupported ignores their needs; a more comprehensive approach is needed (Spear, 2002).

 
SHYM (Supportive Housing for Young Mothers), a supportive housing unit for young mothers and their children, recognizes this need and has requested research regarding supporting young mothers in high school completion. They are especially interested in learning more about an in-house high school model, where the young mother lives and learns under the same roof. This project will review the literature to determine what barriers young mothers face in completing high school, and what options exist to address these. This project will also explore the experiences of young mothers who attend an in-house high school model. This exploration will be done qualitatively, using semi-structured interviews with staff and participants at First Steps. First Steps is a supportive housing project in Saint John, New Brunswick similar to SHYM, who has already implemented an in-house high school model. The initial plan was to interview young mothers at SHYM to explore their experiences with barriers to high school, but once we realized that this information is plentiful in the literature, decided it would be more beneficial to interview young mothers at First Steps to learn about their experiences with an in-house high school model.

Review of the Literature


Young mothers are caught between the adult role of being a parent, and the teenage role of attending high school and making important decisions about their future (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008). One of the critical factors to a teenage mother's successful adjustment to parenthood and transition to adulthood is attending high school and completing her education plan (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008; Sadler et al., 2003). Smith Battle (2006, 2007) suggests that challenges associated with completing high school are a result of social, economic, and academic disadvantage rather than the young age of the mother. Data suggests that young mothers who remain in school are just as likely to graduate as their non-parenting peers (Upchurch & McCarthy, 1990; Smith Battle, 2006), and that intervention to support young mothers in school can alleviate many of the challenges associated with early childbearing (Amin, Browne, Ahmed & Sato, 2006).  

Challenges in traditional high school


Several themes emerge from the literature regarding challenges that young mothers face in returning to a traditional high school after the birth of a child.  Complicated schedules of work, school, and childcare are often impossible to manage without reliable transportation (Smith Battle, 2006; Smith Battle, 2007; McDonell et al., 2007). Children's illnesses or health and social service appointments force young mothers to miss days of school (McDonell et al., 2007). Often the school itself presents barriers for young mothers when strict attendance policies, being forced to switch schools after a move, and hassles in transferring credits between schools (even to a school for pregnant teenagers) may be so frustrating that they seem insurmountable (Smith Battle, 2007). A focus on grades and competition can downplay a young mother's complex needs, while prejudice can also be discouraging (Smith Battle, 2006).  


Sadler et al. (2003) found that a young mother's ability to stay connected and successful in school was directly related to regular attendance, and regular attendance was related to the availability and consistency of childcare. Due to affordability and accessibility, childcare is often cited as one of the greatest barriers to regular school attendance for young mothers (Finkel & Thompson, 1997; Smith Battle, 2006; Smith Battle, 2007; McDonell et al., 2007; Toews & Yazedijan, 2009).  


Research shows that 25 % of young mothers have a second child within two years of the first (Sadler & Williams, 2001). A second birth complicates existing plans to attend school, such as living and childcare arrangements (Finkel & Thompson, 1997; Sadler & Williams, 2001; Smith Battle, 2006; Baytop, 2006). A second birth may force a young mother to delay school (possibly until her children are in school), significantly reducing her chances of graduating (Sadler & Williams, 2001; Baytop, 2006). The effects of education and repeat births appear to be cyclical; attending school reduces the likelihood of a repeat birth, but a repeat birth reduces the likelihood of school attendance (Finkel & Thompson, 1997; Smith Battle, 2006). For this reason, many high school support programs have services focused on preventing repeat pregnancies (Finkel & Thompson, 1997; Amin et al., 2006; McDonell et al., 2007). One study found that the longer a young mother was involved in an education support program, the greater her chances of avoiding a repeat pregnancy, and graduating (Finkel & Thompson, 1997).  


Young mothers with the least tangible family and community supports had the greatest difficulty attending school and being successful students (McDonell et al., 2007).  Staying in school kept young mothers in touch with social supports such as teachers, counselors, nurses, and peers (Sadler & Williams, 2001). Positive relationships between young mothers and their teachers can serve a protective function, and the teacher's respect, expectations, understanding, and emotional support were important to young mothers' educational motivation and engagement (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008; Spear, 2002). Students in one study placed particular importance on informal interactions with teachers outside of the classroom (Toews & Yazedijan, 2009), which is often difficult in a traditional high school.  

In-School Education Support Models


In-school models provide regular academic courses and alternative or special services (provided by one or several agencies) within a mainstream school setting, often using a case management approach. This model assumes that the high school setting is a milieu where teenagers feel comfortable (Amin et al., 2006). Some programs offer one or two core services to teenage mothers in school. PEP (Pregnancy, Education, and Parenting) programs in Texas high schools implemented relationship education in conjunction to the existing high school program, as well as free childcare and lunch to teenage mothers (Toews & Yazedijan, 2009). The Pathways Teen Mother Support Project in rural California used mentors to set educational and employment goals for young mothers, and it was found that those receiving mentorship were closer to grade level expectations than those who were not (McDonell et al., 2007). In a large urban high school in Honolulu, on-site childcare provided in school allowed teens to stay in school.  Although this was a great benefit, researchers realized that childcare was not the only issue affecting attendance (Caulfield & Thomson, 1999).  


Other in-school models had a more comprehensive scope of services.  A study that compared five in-school programs in Arizona called TAPP (TeenAge Pregnant and Parenting Demo) found that young mothers in comprehensive, school based, community-linked programs were more likely to stay in school than those who were not (Warrick, Christianson, Walruff, & Cook, 1993). In addition to regular academic classes, TAPP programs provided in-school well-baby and maternal health care by a nurse practitioner, parenting skills classes, day care, counseling, and case management. Case management involved a written 'care plan' that ensured coordination of services. The most effective TAPP program also included live-in boyfriends and husbands in the young mother's written 'care plan'. Positive results were greatest for “at-risk” teenagers and for those who enrolled early in their pregnancy, therefore an outreach component was critical to ensure students could register early. LYFE (Living for the Young Family through Education) in New York City (Finkel & Thomson, 1997) provided childcare, case management to help teenage mothers cope with new responsibilities, and programs to reduce repeat pregnancy to teenage mother's in a high school setting.  


One urban high school implemented an on-site childcare center (Sadler et al., 2003; Sadler & Williams, 2001) that allowed young mothers to attend high school while benefiting from learning at the center. Young mothers learned about child development by observing and modeling the behavior of childcare workers. Services such as counseling and health care were also provided. Young mothers involved in this program stayed in school, experienced improved grades, reduced repeat births, less stress, increased maternal responsiveness and interaction with their child, and increased confidence in their ability to care for their children. This program also provided outreach to parents who required additional assistance with personal, family, or housing issues that could interfere with school.  

Stand-Alone High School Models


Stand-alone high school models were often schools that catered solely to pregnant or parenting teenagers. They provided education and support services in a comprehensive, one-stop delivery model. Often young mothers were limited to attending these schools during the later stages of their pregnancy and for a short time after the birth of their baby. One such school, the Adolescent Pregnancy Program of Central Iowa is a comprehensive program that includes educational, vocational, personal and family counseling, parent education classes, and assistance in developing independent living skills (Saunders, 1990). They have an on-site health clinic, childcare, library, playground, classrooms, on-site educational and vocational training provided by outside services, on-site education specialists and tutors. Another such school, The Laurence Paquin School for Pregnant/Parenting Teenagers in Baltimore (Amin et al., 2006) provides education, employment counseling, parenting education, transportation, childcare, in-school health clinic, family planning information, health education, breast feeding counseling, and social services to young mothers. Staffed by teachers, physician, nurses, social workers, they deal with issues such as staying in school, delaying a second birth, coping with parenting, and health. On average, students enrolled prior to the birth of their baby had increased gestational periods and less low birth weights compared to students in nearby traditional high schools. Increased rates of contraceptive use, breast feeding, and educational aspirations were also observed.  


Spear (2002) studied alternative school programs designed for pregnant and parenting teens. Students were allowed to attend while pregnant and for one semester after delivery.  Every student and teacher at the school had nursery duty at the on-site day nursery integrated into their schedules, which allowed them to form a sense of community and provided teenage mothers the opportunity to learn about parenting and child development through modeling. Most students went on to complete their education in the traditional high school setting. Students at Eastview School for Pregnant and Parenting Teens (Hallman, 2007) were permitted to attend for a maximum of three semesters. The goal of this program was to reassign the young mother's identity; students were viewed as both students and mothers, and school was viewed as a place of learning as well as a place of community.  

What is missing in the literature


No matter the model of delivery, the most successful high school service models were those that provided a well-integrated, comprehensive range of services (Amin et al., 2006). Hallman (2007) suggests that schooling for pregnant and parenting teenagers must be the same yet different from education for non-parenting students. If the traditional school system does not have the resources or expertise to create and maintain supportive programs, then schools must work with other agencies to initiate and strengthen alternative programs (Amin et al. 2006; SmithBattle, 2007). SHYM has expressed an interest in learning about in-house high school models for their residents. As we have not yet come across a study that looks at exactly such a model in the literature, this research project will provide new information on alternative high school models for young mothers. Some studies used quantitative research methods such as surveys, questionnaires, and statistics to determine the effectiveness of their programs; these studies tended not to provide very much helpful information. Many studies used qualitative methods of case studies and one-on-one interviews to get a richer, more comprehensive understanding of the teenage mother's experiences and the benefits and challenges to various models. For this reason, we have decided to replicate these methods in our own project.

Theoretical Foundation

This research was guided by descriptive inquiry in which open ended questions were used to elicit participants’ narratives of their experiences with First Step’s in-house high school program. A grounded theory design enabled the researchers to generate common themes from the stories of staff members and participants of First Steps.  

Sample


We used convenience sampling of young women aged 16-21 who were involved with the in-house high school model at First Steps, in Saint John New Brunswick. Participants were recruited with the help of their teacher; all students from her class were provided with information on the study, and all except for one chose to participate, providing us with five young women to interview.


Our sample also included two First Step’s staff members. Staff members involved in the in-house high school were invited to participate, to provide us with information on the strengths and limitations of an in-house high school model as well as staff insights as to what some of the barriers affecting these young women are.

Methodology

Interviews took place at First Steps in Saint John, New Brunswick, and all interviews were conducted within a two-day span. Confidentiality and anonymity were explained to participants, as well as the risk of being inadvertently identified by others from the agency.. Participants signed consent forms prior to interview.


Each researcher conducted one-on-one interviews with participants.  Open ended questions were used and researchers had the flexibility to ask additional questions if it was thought to enrich data and enhance discussion. Questions were designed in order to answer the primary research question directing this study, what are the experiences of young mothers in an in-house alternative high school model, and mirrored trends noted in the literature review. Questions were aimed at understanding the women’s background and how this may influence completion of high school, barriers of attending high school whether at First Steps or in the mainstream school system, and the strengths and challenges of First Step’s high school program. Questions were asked to gain insight into the mother’s relationships with First Steps staff and whether this may have an impact on their desire to and likelihood of attending high school, as well as the impact of an on-site childcare service.


The second phase of interviews were conducted with First Steps staff members, to learn more about the high school model offered at First Steps, successes/challenges that staff  encounter, and.what impact staff members believe this model has on participants and any gaps in services they identify.

Interviews with Staff Members

Core Characteristics of the Program


Two of the First Steps staff described some of the characteristics of the program during interviews at First Steps. The names of participants have been changed in the discussion below, to protect their anonymity. First Steps is able to have twelve students in the alternative high school program at one time however, two or three typically drop out during the course of a year for a variety of reasons, resulting in an average of ten students per year which they stated works well for the program. Residing at First Steps is not a requirement of taking part in the program, during the time that interviews took place only three girls who were attending the high school were residing at First Steps however; all girls in the education program had a past relationship with First Steps in some capacity. Some of the girls attending may have been referred to the school by community professionals such as social workers or public health nurses however, the school is not open to the community at large and priority for open spaces is given to women who are residing at First Steps. 


First Steps has one teacher who is a Department of Education employee. To "ensure students are getting the best quality of teaching," (Marie), a tutor (hired by First Steps), comes in weekly to teach math. This rationale is based on the idea that any teacher hired would require assistance in one subject area. The only First Steps staff member having involvement with the education program is the executive director of First Steps who staff members describe as "the so called principal" of the school. Other First Steps staff members act to encourage and support the women living in the house while attending the school. Regular First Step’s staff members help out minimally with the high school program, assisting in some administrative tasks such as photocopying, or teaching as a guest lecturer on a specific topic they may be knowledgeable of or interested in. First Steps alternate high school program is not funded by the local educational district; however, the school has a close relationship with the local high school and First Step’s high school diploma is considered a diploma completed from there. One staff member states, 

We sort of function as a satellite of that school so the students will graduate in their ceremony and we're kept abreast of any activities. (Joan) 

Staff members described this as a positive characteristic of the school as the women graduating are able to feel a part of the local high school in some capacity and able to tell others that they are graduating from the local high school. 

Benefits Compared to Traditional High School Models

Staff members identified differences between this alternative model of high school completion and traditional high school. Staff members believed that this particular learning environment was more inclusive to the various needs of many young pregnant and parenting women. First Step’s program begins at 9:15am to allow time for women to get their children to day care and attend their various appointments. Staff members stated that traditional high schools are not as compassionate and understanding of the various circumstances and obstacles that pregnant and parenting young women encountered such as prenatal appointments, respecting mother baby bonding, lack of transportation, and the lack of daycare. 

In regular high school there is a higher expectation of behavior because they are there to learn and you've got thirty kids in a classroom, where we are much more open to bad days, sick children, morning sickness and problems with partners. (Marie)


Students of First Steps alternative high school also have the opportunity to engage in activities that may not be as accessible to them in a traditional high school. The women at First Steps are able to job shadow someone working in a profession that they may be interested in. They also have representatives from local colleges and universities that give presentations to the women. Staff members describe how important these linkages to the community are for the program, as linkages to the local educational district enabled many of the women who were behind in grades to meet with representatives from the district and determine a plan, enabling them to obtain their high school diploma quicker. The women are also encouraged to apply for online scholarships and bursaries if planning to continue education and staff is able to sit down with women to assist with this due to the small class size. The uniqueness of the program allows for women to engage in activities that they might not have had the opportunity to engage in elsewhere, providing them opportunities to build on their self-esteem and discover their strengths,

I think the school has done a great job in really recognizing the strengths in these girls and really letting them know what those strengths are. (Marie) 

They are better moms when they go home from school feeling good about themselves. (Marie)


Another difference from traditional high school is that educational plans are self directed by the participants. Before beginning the First Steps school program women are required to meet with staff to determine their educational goals and make a plan for themselves. Educational plans are self-directed and enable students to determine what it is that they would like to accomplish with their time at First Steps while obtaining their diploma.

At the first of every year we have the director of education come in and she and myself meet with potential students or with students to make an educational plan, so they may  complete their high school diploma say in three semesters rather than four or five in regular school system. (Joan)

Over the years of running the alternative high school program they have also learned of a way to improve services offered to women. Currently, they are looking into the potential of hiring someone to act as a liaison between the school and local post secondary institutions to assist the women in transitioning into these institutions if they decide to attend. Having a staff member designated to assisting the women with transitioning would allow for someone to go to the campus with them in the first week and support the women so that they do not feel alone and isolated when beginning in these new surroundings. 


Another benefit of the First Steps model of high school completion compared to traditional high school models is the capacity for relationships and bonds to be formed between the teacher and students. Staff describes these as positive relationships and acknowledged that the program required a particular type of person to fulfill the role of the teacher and connect with the students. These relationships enable students to be comfortable in an educational setting which, some may not have experienced in their high school history. The teacher needs to be compassionate and understanding yet firm in their decisions ensuring that rules and schedules are established which will benefit them when they enter the workforce or further education.

Have compassion, have understanding for the students at the same time but not to short change them as far as  establishing rules and protocols that will be there when they enter the workforce and continuing education. (Joan)

The school wouldn't run with the wrong teacher. It just would not happen. It has to be someone that understands, who has compassion, who has a lot of patience. (Marie)

Love the relationship element, and it changes everyday and you know one of my primary responsibilities is education but my ongoing interest and goal is the establishment of rapport between myself and the students and them with each other and developing skills for being out in the workplace or continuing education. (Joan)

Funding Challenges


A theme that emerged throughout the interviews was the difficulties the agency had in attaining funding for the program. Nearly two years ago the agency was almost forced to close its doors due to a lack of funding; however, the community rallied together to gather enough funding to keep the alternative high school program running. Funding is typically a challenge in the non-profit world which staff members acknowledge however, community support has assisted them in the past when needed. One staff member stated during the interview that she recommended that an agency trying to implement a similar alternative high school program ensure that organizations providing funding make a five year commitment. This would enable the agency to have the time and resources to obtain statistics on the success of the program which in turn could be presented to secure government funding and support.

So that you would have five years to gain a lot of really good statistics on where your girls are and how many have graduated so that you can make a case plan to the government for funding. That would be something I would do differently. (Marie)

I think it’s important for people to really look at that, the hundreds of thousands of dollars that it costs our economy when women continue to not be educated. (Marie) 

Community Linkages


Another important theme that emerged from the interviews with First Steps staff is how imperative relationships with community partners were to the success of the program. Staff members discussed how important their relationship with the local education district office is. They also discussed how having relationships with representatives in government departments could be beneficial for the women attending the program, as a relationship with someone at the local Human Resource Development office has enabled many of the young women to receive career development counseling. Relationships with the Department of Education and local school district are important because this can provide the school with resources and opportunities they would otherwise not have. 

Even if the financial piece isn't there you have to have a relationship with the people involved in education because there the ones that are going to let you use guidance, let use their systems for marks, let them get a diploma, let them share curriculum, share books all of those things that are costly. (Marie)

Support of Staff


Another theme that emerged while interviewing staff members was the pride they took in the program and the personal impact the women and the success of the program had on them. They acknowledged how important an alternative high school program was for young pregnant and parenting women and discussed the difficulties that arose for them when they saw women not reaching the potential that they believed they had. The staff member’s personal interest in the program and positive regard for the program could be one of the contributing factors to the success of the program. Staff aims to encourage all women who enter the doors and assist them reach their educational and working goals. During the interviews it was evident how much of a positive impact the staff believed that this program had on its participants. 

It’s hard when we see somebody not finish the year or its hard to see somebody miss so much time or be late so many times that we can't keep them in the program because there’s an expectation obviously that we lay out right at the beginning of the year……So sometimes it’s hard to see them not reach the potential that we know that they have. (Marie)

Yea I am very proud to be part of the organization, really really proud of how they approach things. (Joan)

You know there is a saying, when you educate the mother you educate the child as well. So it’s in some ways intangible but on a daily basis you see the difference that it makes. (Joan) 

Interviews with Young Mothers

Demographics


First Steps currently has eight young mothers enrolled in their high school program.  Six mothers signed up to be interviewed, and five followed through with the interview.  The women interviewed were between the ages of 16 and 22 years old.  One young woman was pregnant, and the other women each had one child between the ages of nine months and 20 months.  One young woman was still residing in First Steps housing and the others had all moved with their children to their own apartments within the last few months.  All of the young women had lived in First Steps housing for a period of time before moving out on their own, which is how they became involved with the high school program.  All five young women were in the same First Steps classroom and were completing credits for grades 11 and 12.  Two young women were planning to graduate in June.  Three young women had plans to attend university or community college after graduation.  The names of participants have been changed in the discussion below, to protect their anonymity.  

Dual Role of Parent and Student


The young mothers interviewed had busy schedules with little free time.  Mornings were filled with early wake times, preparing themselves and their child for the day, walking/carpooling/taking public transit to daycare and school, a full day of school, returning home, feeding themselves and their child, caring for their child, getting them to bed, and doing homework, before collapsing into bed themselves.  The young mothers spoke of the exhaustion they felt in their dual roles as mother and student, especially in their teenage years.  

It's kind of a shock, you're 18 years old, and it's like, I'm a zombie, I haven't slept in three nights, I just want to curl in a hole and what am I doing?  I can't believe this is happening.  Which I'm sure happens to everybody, it's just, it's difficult in a different way when you're young.  (Michelle)

It's hard.  I get up at seven o'clock in the morning, I change my son, I feed my son, and then I get him dressed... I get ready, then I come to school and put a great big happy face on.  (Brianna)

Interviewer: What does your daily routine look like?

Christa: A mess... I get up, get myself ready, get my child ready.  I usually put her in her high chair and let her eat, then I get her ready after I'm ready and leave, come to school.  Come home, get my child ready for bed, of course I have to go to bed before she will go to bed.  And then we do it all over again.  


One of the challenges identified by the young mothers in this study was the lack of personal time that they had.  This lack of personal time also meant little time for homework or extra-curricular activities.  

I have to wait until she's in bed, and by then I'm tired, so it [homework] doesn't get done to the best it should. (Michelle)

We have no lives! (Samantha)


Childcare was the most significant obstacle identified by the young women in this study to overcome in order to attend school, and the one that appeared to determine if the women were able to attend classes or not.  All of the women identified the difficulty in finding an appropriate, affordable childcare space.  Long waiting lists prevented some women from finding a spot for their child, therefore delaying their return to school.  They also spoke of the challenge in finding a day care provider that they trusted with their young children, and two of the five women relied on family members to care for their children.

I don't really trust child care agencies (Christa).

I couldn't go to school, like I had her and then I couldn't go to school cause I didn't have anyone to watch her.  It was hard to leave her with just anybody, and getting her into daycare was hard cause there's not a lot of openings... (Samantha).  

Brianna:  I couldn't get my child in there because there were already children in there [First Steps day care].

Interviewer:  Would you have put your child in day care here if there had of been a spot open for you?

Brianna:  Probably, yup.  

Mandy: The people who live here are first priority to get into the daycare... that's what is gonna decide my decision if I am gonna come back in September or February.

Interviewer: So if you can get her in upstairs you will come back in September?

Mandy:  Yup.

Interviewer:  But if you have to look outside you won't?

Mandy:  No... she will be too young. 


Although no questions were directly asked about the issue, stigma in the public school system was a significant issue for the young women, and three of the five women raised the topic spontaneously.  

Being at a public school, you get stared at, and stories go around... you get labeled... like somebody who doesn't care about school and who is out being a slut because they're pregnant and doesn't care about anything, and that they're gonna lose their baby and be on welfare the rest of their life.  Being young and pregnant is already stressful enough.  We don't need other teenagers who are immature saying stuff about us.  The teachers keep more of it to themselves but I'm sure they probably judge us too.  (Mandy)

That's the reason I dropped out of school, cause I kept getting dirty looks while I was pregnant.  It's really stressful, you're like, I don't want to go to school today, it's embarrassing. (Michelle)  

Commitment to Motherhood and Education 


Despite the challenges they face, the young women interviewed demonstrated commitment and dedication in their role as mothers and as students.    They were committed to being “good mothers” and demonstrated this through the interactions they described between themselves and their child and the importance they placed on providing good quality care for their children.  The young women interviewed were also committed to succeeding in their education and took pride in their accomplishments and goals.  

First Steps In-House High School Program


As the young women talked about the positive aspects of the First Steps high school program, several themes emerged.  They identified the workload, the “condensed” method of the program, small class sizes, relationships with the teachers and other staff, all-girl atmosphere, and the on-site childcare as the most beneficial aspects of the First Steps program compared to the traditional high school.  Interestingly, many of the students no longer lived at First Steps, so the “in-house” aspect of the program no longer applied to them.  The high school program was still beneficial to them because of what made it different from the traditional high school, as discussed below.


Workload


The young women at First Steps are expected to attend school for the same hours as a traditional high school (9:15am-3:30pm).  As mentioned above, because of their parenting responsibilities, the young women in this study had little time for themselves, and little free time after school for homework.  A traditional high school would not make accommodations for them based on the fact that they were mothers.  They felt that the teachers at First Steps were more understanding and  provided them with a more manageable amount of homework, “no more than an hour” (Briana) which was a relief for them.  


In terms of difficulty of the work, the women were sensitive to the assumptions that other people made about the First Steps program being “easier” than the traditional high school.  They wished that other people understood that they did the same schoolwork, just in a different way.  The young women suggested that their work was actually more difficult, since it was more condensed.  

We do have a lot of work, like not saying other people don't, but we kind of have that extra when you have a child, and we're young and we gotta take care of ourselves but we gotta take care of our child, so you got a little bit more on your plate.  (Michelle)

The one thing I do want to say is that the work is not easier.  A lot of people are like, oh, well, you get those marks because it's easier, but we do the same curriculum.  I work my butt off just like those people.  I know people think it's easier but it's not. (Michelle)

It's really fast paced, but they [the teachers] help us understand it... So we don't spend very long on each subject, but we get it all done, we're the same as the regular high school.  We're just like the normal high school, it's just we're doing stuff faster, it's the same work.  A lot harder sometimes.  (Samantha)

In a sense it's harder at the same time because you have to do more... like me I had to do grade eleven and grade twelve in one year.  (Christa)

           “Condensed” Method


All of the girls talked about the benefits of the “condensed” method of acquiring credits used with First Steps.  Although the curriculum is the same as the traditional high school's, as mentioned above, First Steps' method allows the women to complete their high school credits in less time.  

The really good thing about down here is that we don't work in periods, we don't have period one, period two, we work on something, and that one thing that we're working on, she marks it towards Sociology, English, like three topics at the same time.  So every five things we do down here goes towards a credit, and we're working on more than one credit with one topic. (Mandy)

We don't spend very long on each subject, but we get it all done, we're the same as the regular high school.  Like at the normal high school they get like two weeks on something and here we get like a week... Some of the classes we take are worth two credits. (Samantha)

Say if we are doing an essay, say something to do with Sociology, but that work, the essay that we did gets put towards our English but also towards our Sociology, so it ends but being pretty fair so it's not frustrating.  (Michelle).  


The young women are not required to take additional courses related to young parenting, such as parenting classes.  They are required to fulfill the same Family Living credit as the traditional high school, however as Michelle points out, “they give them this fake baby, and we get a real one.”  However, they can choose to gain extra credit by taking prenatal classes or a course with their child.  


The condensed method of high school completion means that the young women are able to graduate with their high school diploma in half of the time required from the traditional high school.  As discussed above, these women have multiple responsibilities, little free time, and are eager to graduate and begin working to support their children.  This made the condensed method of high school completion one of the favorite features of the First Steps high school program identified by the women.  

Brianna: I'm graduating next year and I only have to go to school for a year and a half... You don't have to go for like, four years, three years to finish it.  It just cuts in half.

Interviewer: And that's really important to you, that you don't have to be here so long?

Brianna: Yup.  

There should be more schools like this, because there are a lot of young moms who don't go back to school.  Like, if I didn't have this school I probably wouldn't have gone back so... (Samantha)

            Small Class Sizes


The women in this study found the small class sizes at First Steps to be a positive aspect of the program.  They found the increased opportunity for one-on-one time with their teachers to be helpful in keeping up with the condensed, fast-spaced workload.  They also felt that the small class sizes helped them form a close, positive relationship with their teachers and classmates, which will be discussed further below.  

There's a smaller class, so our math teacher is able to help us more.  It's a lot easier, cause she can help us more, and we can work together, but in a normal high school there's like thirty kids in the class and the teacher can't sit down and do one on one with you.  It's a lot different, I like it.  (Samantha)

The classmates, we work together.  Like, if Julie is stuck on math then I will help her, or if I'm stuck on nutrition someone will help me, and it's nice because it's so small you can do that.  (Michelle)

I love school, I love working hard at school... I just enjoy learning, so if a teacher at the normal high school has thirty kids in her/his class, they probably wouldn't really know that, because they don't get to know everybody individually.  Our teacher can be a little more understanding because she's like, Michelle's normally on the ball, so I can give her a break.  (Michelle)

Interviewer: In the school here, what has been most helpful for you?

Christa: Just the more one on one.

            Relationships With Teachers/Staff


The students at First Steps placed a high importance on the positive relationships that they developed with the teachers, day care staff, and principal (who is also the Executive Director of the agency).  They respected them as professionals, but also spoke of them as people they liked and trusted on a personal level.  


I love her, she's a really awesome teacher.  (Brianna)

I never had a teacher like her before, cause me and her talk about my personal things... like why I can't concentrate, because I trust her.  (Mandy)

The teacher is very understanding because she realizes that we're moms.  (Michelle)

The first of the year I spent a lot of time in her [the principal's] office... not in trouble!  Just to talk.  It's really important [the relationships with teachers], cause here we're all young moms and it's good having someone to talk to other than your friends.  (Samantha)

Friends, the teacher, the principal, they're all there to talk if you need it.  (Christa)


In addition, the girls valued the encouragement they received from the teachers and staff, and strove to live up to the expectations that these individuals placed on them.

I talk to the head boss here, and she's just really supportive, she's really excited that I stuck with school.  (Brianna)

I think they [other young mothers] would want to stay [in school] if they had the same kind of relationship we were able to have with each other and the teachers.  I think they would definitely stay until they didn't have to come anymore.  (Mandy)

            All-Girl Atmosphere


The all-girl atmosphere at the First Steps high school was a topic that the participants had a lot to say about.  Because all the young women were mothers, it fostered an environment of mutual support and understanding among them.  

In high school, you gotta worry about people fighting with you because they want your boyfriend or something like that, but here it's just all girls, and we just talk about our babies.  (Brianna)

A lot of the girls here understand what you're going through so they're really helpful too... we have a lot in common, most of us.  (Mandy)

I've made a lot of good friends and they can understand... For me, I think it's because we're all moms, and I think that's most helpful.  (Michelle)

Samantha: It would make it different to go back to school where the other kids aren't parents... they don't understand.... 

Interviewer: And the other girls here do.

Samantha: Yeah, well they all have kids or they're pregnant.  

Some women had formed close bonds with at least one other classmate.  Most women made a distinction between the friends they had from First Steps, and the friends they had outside of First Steps, specifically, their friends who were and were not parents.  

I have a lot of really good friends that I've made here... I have friends outside of First Steps but it's not really the same, I mean, if I was ___ years old without a child, would I be where I am today?  Probably not.  So they don't have a child, so they're not where I'm at.  (Michelle)

One of the girls here, either she calls me or I call her at least ten times a night.  (Samantha)


A common topic that arose was the “drama” that teenage women experience at school and among their peers.  Most of the women felt that the intimate classrooms of  girls decreased the level of drama that they had to deal with, which was a relief to them.  Another noted that being in close quarters with the same girls every day could also foster drama and conflict.

[Here] people can get their education and still take care of their child instead of going to a regular high school and having to do all the drama.  (Brianna)  

There's less drama down here, cause there's less girls, and we're all kinda friends.  High school is way different, you have way more girls, way more people.  (Mandy)

You don't have to worry about all that high school drama, like you know, oh, look at her, she's a mom... I always get nervous about guys because I am a young mom and there's no boys here so I can just show up and do my work (laughs).  (Michelle)

Everybody clashes... I mean, put eight girls in a class room together and... it's not gonna go over well.  (Samantha)

[A former high school] was way too much drama.  (Christa)

The issue of “drama” would be an interesting topic to explore further, as it appeared to hold a position of importance in every interview.  It would be interesting to explore how the young women define drama and what role it plays in their lives.  They appeared to agree that the in-house high school helped them avoid much of this drama, which made focusing on school easier.  They also noted that the in-house high school helped them avoid some of the stigma that they experienced at the traditional high school, which also allowed them to focus their energy on their studies.  

When you wake up you don't have to think about, oh, I wonder if I'm gonna get made fun of today or anything like that, you just wake up and think, oh I gotta go to work, and that's your only stress: work.  (Mandy)

            Child Care


As mentioned above, child care was one of the most significant factors influencing the timing of a young mother's return to school.  First Steps offers in-house child care for three children whose mothers attend the high school.  One of the women had her child in the First Steps daycare, which was upstairs from the high school.  Family members provided care for two of the other women, and one woman used another child care agency.  One young woman was still pregnant but was hoping to be able to access a First Steps child care spot.  Most of the women considered the First Steps day care as their first option, because of the convenience of the location, but because of the limited amount of spaces, some women had difficulty securing a spot for their child, and were then forced to look to family or outside agencies.  Some women had to delay returning to school because of the lack of child care options available to them. 


A couple of the women expressed distrust of outside child care agencies and preferred to leave their children with family, or with the First Steps child care worker who they already had a relationship with.  A trusting relationship with the child care worker appeared to be a determining factor regarding what form of child care they chose for their child.  

I really don't trust child care agencies... I had the opportunity [to use a First Steps child care spot] but I decided to just leave her with my aunt.  It was easier.  (Christa)

The daycare worker, when I was living here, always interacted with my child and stuff, so he knows her.  (Brianna)

I don't want to give my baby to people I don't even know... the day care worker upstairs, I have a good relationship with her, we all do.  (Mandy)

The one who takes care of my son, she is an amazing day care worker, like amazing, she loves the kids you know... she really loves those kids.  It's nice to have somebody like that... I would never question.  (Michelle)


The women who used the in-house day care or were hoping to access it felt there were many benefits to having day care on-site.  It gave them some extra time to spend with their child during the day, by being able to see them at lunchtime, and this also gave them peace of mind that they could check in on them as needed.  It decreased the amount of time they needed to spend away from class, because when their child was sick, they could run upstairs to check on them rather than leave the building.  On-site day care also cut down on the steps it took them to get to school in the morning, and made their days less stressful.  

I can see my baby when I go up for lunch.  Not with just a phone call, with my actual eyes, and I can actually hold her.  (Mandy)

It's awesome, I couldn't imagine trying to go to a school where I'd have to get up, drop him off, then bring myself here, and do it all over again... I wouldn't get home 'til like six o'clock!  It takes a lot of stress away from my life... when I leave school my day is done... I know it seems very small, but when you're a mom you're often tired, you just wanna go home then you have to make supper, anything helps, like all those little things.  (Michelle)

I love it because I get to see my child at lunchtime, I get to feed my child his/her lunch, play with him/her a little bit... Some people get a sick phone call because their kid is throwing up or something, well I just have to go upstairs and see how my child is doing.  (Michelle)

Conclusion

The staff members believed that First Step’s high school had many benefits for pregnant and parenting young women including the small classroom size, enabling them to have opportunities they may not have if in a regular high school such as meeting with local government representatives that could assist them in some capacity. The small, intimate classroom size also enabled the women to form strong relationships with the teacher and other classmates. Staff at First Steps are also more understanding about the various obstacles that are presented in these women’s lives and acted compassionately in their decisions concerning the women. Difficulties securing funding presents as a challenge to First Steps however, staff believed that if organizations offering funding made a five year commitment this would provide staff the time and resources to obtain statistics of the successes of the program which could be used to secure government funding. Staff members described how important linkages to the community and local school district are. Relationships between staff and participants are another important element that staff described. Staff members spoke positively of the program and took pride in working for the organization and the work that was carried out. Staff described the successes of the program that they witness everyday and how these successes impacted participant’s children’s lives as well.   


 The young mothers in this study struggled with their dual role as mother and student during their teenage years, but showed determination and commitment to fulfilling both roles well.  A lack of free time, childcare issues, and stigma were noted to be some of the most significant challenges in successfully completing their high school education.  The First Steps in-house high school model helped young mothers overcome the challenge of a lack of free time through a condensed method of earning high school credits, and allowing the bulk of the workload to be done during school hours rather than after.  Small class sizes helped the girls cope with the fast pace of the curriculum, while encouraging supportive relationships with staff and classmates.  On-site child care alleviated the stress of finding affordable child care for some mothers, and cut down on the steps it took to get to school and back every day.  The all girl atmosphere and supportive staff decreased the “drama” and stigma that the young mothers had to deal with on a daily basis, thereby allowing them to focus more of their energy and attention on their education.  


References to the “normal” or “regular” high school were made several times during the interviews.  It may be interesting to follow up with this and explore the perceptions that the participants of an in-house model hold of an alternative high school model compared to the traditional high school model.  


When asked to provide suggestions for an agency thinking about starting their own in-house high school, all of the young women expressed positive opinions about this type of program.  

I think they would have a lot more girls deciding to finish their education if they had it actually in the house.  I think the way it's run down here is pretty good.  (Mandy)

I like everything about this program.  (Michelle)

I think it's amazing to have the school here.  (Samantha)   

In looking at what the participants liked about the program however, it was not necessarily the “in-house” factor that they appreciated the most, as we expected when we began this study.  Most of the women had since moved out of First Steps but continued to attend the school.  It was the alternative nature of the school; the in-house childcare, small class sizes, condensed nature of the program to speed graduation, all-girl/mother atmosphere, and understanding relationships between peers and staff (much of which is consistent with the literature) that drew the women back to the school.  The First Steps high school was meeting young mothers' needs in a way that the traditional high school is unable or unwilling to, which appears to be the most important factor.  
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