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The Role of Schools in Outcomes for Youth:
Implications for Children’s Mental Health
Services Research

Elizabeth M. Z. Farmer, Ph.D.,"* and Thomas W. Farmer, Ph.D.?

We explore the role of schools in children's mental health services research. Recent
literature has suggested that schools play an important role in delivering services
to children and adolescents with emotional and behavioral problems. Research
in services research, though, has taken a fairly narrow view of which dimensions
of school environments are relevant for inclusion in studies, We suggest that a
broader view of school enviromments is appropriate and potentially beneficial to
the field. Using Bronfenbrenner's ecological model as a guide, we conceptualize
schools as microsystems. Such an approach suggests that all aspects of school
environments (treatment as well as non-treatment) are likely to influence many
of the outcomes that children's mental health services research frequently targets
(e.g., behavioral problems, problematic peer relationships, academic achievement,
school attendance). We review literature from a variety of disciplines to suggest
relevant features of schools, with particular attention to the role of peer dynamics
within schools. We conclude with implications of this expanded conceptualization
of schools for children’s mental health services research,
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There has been a growing interest in the role of schools in the provision of
services for children with emotional and behavioral problems within the mental
health services research literature (Leaf, et al., 1996; Staghezza-Jaramillo, Bird,
Gould, & Canino, 1995), and recent work has suggested that schools function as
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the “de facto” mental health service system for children and adolescents (1.3 urns,
et al., 1995), Despite this centrality of schools in the mental health services picture,
research on school-based services is scarce and results are mixed (HoagwoOd'&
Erwin, 1997). Interest in schools within the services literature has focused quite
narrowly on particular treatment services delivered within schools (e.g., .‘.ff:hﬂﬂl
psychalogists and counselors, school-based clinics, consultative services, “'wrap
around”). . )

This paper takes a broader approach to the role of schools in children’s men-
tal health and services research. Schools are a primary developmental context for
children from early childhood through late adolescence. The distinction between
mental health treatment and other activities within the school is often slippery. /\:
variety of disciplines have examined the role of schools in children and adolescents.i
development, adjustment, academic attainment, and other outcomes. This multi-
disciplinary work is central to developmental and longitudinal examinations of ser-
vices and outcomes. However, these literatures are quite distinct, non-overlapping,
and not well incorporated into service research on children’s mental health, We
examine several strands of literature that may be central to a fuller understand-
ing of schools and school-based services. The paper concludes by discussing the
implications of this broader view for research on children's mental health services.

One of the difficulties in thinking broadly about school contexts and drawing
from diverse literature is that different Jiteratures use different language, some-
times to focus on distinct subgroups, sometimes to talk about the same youth. To
minimize confusion, we have used the term “emotional and behavioral problems™
as a general term to include all youth who display problematic behavior whether
or not they are identified as having a disability or disorder. Where appropriate, we
indicate specific categories of youth (e.g., those receiving mentaj health services;
those receiving special education services). The general points that we develop in
this paper apply to all youth with emotional and behavioral problems, regardless
of specific characteristics or labels.

CONTEMPORARY SERVICES FOR YOUTH WITH EMOTIONAL
AND BEHAVIORAL PROBLEMS

Paradigm Change in Children’s Mental Health Services

The treatment paradigm for youth with emotional and behavioral problems
has shifted considerably in the past 15 years, This shift in service paradigms has
been influenced by a variety of factors: Key among these are concerns about pre-
vious service approaches (Knitzer, 1982), ecological theories of intervention (e.g.,
Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Hobbs, 1982), the development of school-based preven-
tion services (e.g., Bierman, Coie, Dodge, Greenberg, Lochman, & McMahon,
1992; Elias & Branden, 1988) and policy changes including the articulation and
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dissemination of the Child and Adolescent Services Systerns Program (CASSP)
values and principles (Stroul & Friedman, 1986). The revised paradigm empha-
sizes the impartance of providing treatment in the child's natural environment, of
individualizing services to meet the child’s and family’s needs, and of developing
and implementing a coherent, coordinated approach to treatment that includes both
service professionals and naturally occurring Supports.

Because the new paradigm focuses on the ecological aspects of services and
treatment, it is necessary to consider the different domains of youths’ ecology.
Bronfenbrenner (1979) provides a useful framework to do this. He reconceptual-
ized environments and development by focusing on the nested nature of individuals
and environments and on development as an evolving interaction between the in-
dividual and these multiple and nested environments. Beginning with the individ-
ual’s immediate context and expanding in ever broadening circles, Bronfenbrenner
specifies four levels of environment: the “microsystem,” the “mesosystem,” the
“exosystem,” and the “macrosystem.”

“Microsystem™ refers to the immediate context and is defined as *a pat-
tern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing
person in a given setting . . . (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 22). Youth usually experi-
ence multiple microsystems (e.g., home, school, community playground) over the
course of a day or a week. Linkages between different microsysiems arc termed
“mesosystems.” A focus on mesosystems examines the multiple microsystems in
an individual’s life and ways in which they are interrelated via common people
in both, communicaticn across or among settings, and consistency of knowledge,
attitudes, behaviors, etc. among the various microsystems, Moving more broadly,
the “exosystem” and “macrosystem” do not directly involve the developing per-
son. Rather they set the context within which the microsystems and mesosystem
function. Exosystems contain settings in which ... events occur that affect, or
are affected by, what happens in the setting containing the developing person”
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 237). Finally, the “macrosystem” refers broadly to the
culture as a whole. This broadest level cstablishes the paradigms, practices, and
general blueprints for the nested systems within a society. In such a framework,
each of these levels must be taken into account and attention mast be paid to the
interactions among them.

When considered from Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework, CASSP-
inspired changes have focused most consistently onexosystems and macrosystems,
the broader organizational environments and ideologies. There has also been some
attention paid to mesosystems, particularly in terms of connections among various
components of systems of care. There has been much less attention paid to the mi-
crosystems, the immediate contexts in which youth with emotional and behavioral
problems live their lives and participate in treatment.

One of the microsystems that has been systematically underexamined in the
literature on children’s mental health services is the school environment. Children
and adolescents spend a substantial portion of time in school. The influence of
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schools on children’s and adolescents’ growth is extensive. School environments
instructional arrangements, and relationships with teachers and peers strongly
contribute to emotional and behavioral development in childhood and adolesenct
and also influence adult outcomes. Therefore, by minimizing explorations of the
influence of the school microsystems, we introduce tremendous “noise’ into ou
treatment effectiveness analyses and do not adequatety capture the processes tha
are likely to infiuence the outcomes of interest,

Children’s Mental Health Services and the School Context

Recent studies suggest that many youth who receive services for emotions
and/or behavioral problems do so from sources outside of the traditional ment:
health services sector. The educational sector is the primary source of these service
(Burns et al., 1995; Staghezza-Jaramillo et al., 1995). A recent investigation ¢
youth served by a rural system of care found that 75% of youth with SED and 78¢
of youth who ever received any services for behavioral or emotional probiern
were served via the educational sector (Farmer, Stangl, Burns, Costello, & Angol¢
1999). Data from system of care demonstrations across the country show that 41
88% of youth served by these systems receive special education services (Strou
1993). Thus, a substantial percentage of youth with emotional and behavior.
problems have contact with special services via schools. Yet, a fair number of youw
with problems (even those with SED) receive no special services or treatment
school.

We know remarkably little about the context of treatment within the educ
tional sector. From what we know, these reports of treatment include services pr
vided via the spectrum of special education services, consultative services with
a regular education classroom, and services provided by school counselors, ps
chologists, social workers, and school-based clinics. It appears that most you
who receive some treatment/services in school do so on an episodic basis ai
that such services encompass a small portion of their total time in school (Farm
et al., 1999). Hence, whether or not a youth with problems receives service
such services constitute a narrowly delimited aspect of the influence of the schc
microsystem on desired cutcomes.

Literatures in education and mental health services are quite disparate, a
the focus on services within the educational sector has tended to examine se
contained special education classes or school-based clinics, neither of which appe
to be where most youth with emotional and behavioral problems receive servici
Others have focused on innovative wrap-around services in schools (e.g., Eb
Osuch, & Redditt, 1996), but few youth receive services under these arrangeme)
either. Much of the recent interest in school services via counselors is based
very low doses of services {a mean of one visit every three months) (Farmer et

1999), Hence, we suggest that an examination of treatment contexts without me
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fully recognizing the central role of educational contexts provides an incomplete,
and potentially misleading approach to implementation and evaluation of mental
health services and outcomes.

In many studies of children’s mental health services, little is reported about
educational placement, status, of intervention. Because it lies outside the spe-
cialty mental health sector, it tends to be relegated t0 a superfluous “context”
descriptor. However, this environment—whether any w“reatment” is intended to
be provided or not—encompasses nearly half of a child’s waking hours on week-
days, contains a pool of peers, provides opportunities for development and expres-
sion of “strengths,” and encompasses a social world within which powerful roles,
norms, values, attitudes, and behaviors are shaped, developed, and enacted (Eder
& Kinney, 1995; Kauffman & Hallahan, 1997; Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, &
Ouston, 1979). ‘

EDUCATIONAL MICROSYSTEMS AND THE DEVELOPMENT
OF YOUTH

How do schools contribute to development and outcomes? One line of influ-
ence is at the structural level. Structural factors refer to how schools are organized.
Although they may be viewed as components of exosystems Or Macrosystems,
structural factors influence the microsystem of educational settings and the impact
of these microsystems on youth within them. A second line of influence is at the
instructional level. As schools are structured or stratified to differentially serve
youth, there is tremendous variability in how students aré taught, what they arc
taught, and who teaches them. A third line of influence is at the peer relational
level. Peers are important in emotional and behavioral growth and schools are a
primary context for the development of relations that contribute to adolescent and
adulthood adjustment. :

Structural Level Factors

To understand the impact of schools on youth outcomes it is necessary to un-
derstand how schools are stratified to differentially serve students and how these
differences are related to later outcomes. Educational contexts are stratified in
a variety of ways—by school district (€.8. inner-city vs. suburban), by school
within districts (e.g., magnet schools), by funding source (e.g., public vs. private),
by special educational needs or discipline concerns (e.g., day treatment, alterna-
tive school} and within schools by academic ability (e.g., ability grouping, college
preparatory curricula, advanced placement courses), and by disability (e.g., re-
source room, self-contained classes). Even when classrooms within schools are
not intentionally stratified, itis possible tohave quite different microsystems across
classrooms. For example, within a school district and even within a school, there
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may be tremendous variation in the average level of disruptive/aggessive behavior
(Ketlam & Rebok, 1992). In some classes or schools disruption is normative; in
others it is highly atypical. The various forms of educational stratification (whether
intended or not) create microsystems which influence psychological adjustment,
behavioral development, and academic achievement (Cairns & Cairns, 1994).

Controliing for characteristics of students at the time they enter school, stu-
dents in inner-city schools, students in low ability tracks, and students receiving
special education services {particularly students with emotional and behavioral
problems) display lower than expected levels of achievement and school comple-
tion (Denny, Gunter, Shores, & Campbell, 1995; Edgar, 1987; Malmgren, Edgar,
& Neel, 1998). There is evidence of cumulative negative impact of these contexls
or factors as youth progress through their educational careers (Kerckhoff, 1993).
Yet, there is evidence to suggest that ability tracking or placement in a special
education or alternative setting serves as a protective factor for youth at risk of
problematic outcomes (Cairns & Cairns, 1994; Farmer, Stuart, Lorch, & Fields,
1993; Kinney, 1998; Mattison, Spitznagel, & Felix, 1998).

The relationship between behavior problems, educational attainment, and
problematic outcomes in adulthood appears to be quite complex. Leaving school
early may be a key factor explaining employment difficulties and other problems
in adulthood among youth with externalizing behavior problems (Caspi, Elder, &
Herbener, 1990). Longitudinal research suggests that behavior problems increase
the likelihood that a child will be placed in a low ability track, such placement
results in cumulative losses relative to expected performance, earlier departure
from education, and low levels of marketable credentials (Farmer, 1995; Kerckhoff,
1993). However, even when a youth with emotional and behavioral problems is
placed in a favorable or privileged academic setting, he or she is likely to get less
benefit from such settings than similarly able students without behavioral problems
(Farmer, 1993).

Thus, to understand the outcomes of youth with emotional and behavioral
problems it is necessary to take into consideration the context of the school in
terms of the general outcomes for the district and the school and the type of
ability track and placement factors that the youth experiences. Yet, structural fac-
tors only provide a general understanding of how a context is typically related to
problematic cutcomes, Within these general parameters, there is considerable vari-
ability in youth outcomes, To understand this variability, it is necessary to identify
mechanisms and processes that are associated with outcomes. Here we focus on

instruction and peer relations as two primary developmental factors in the school
microsystem. '

Instructional Factors

It has beenrepeatedly documented that what teachers expect students to learn
and the stimulation offered by the curriculum influence students* achievement and
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motivation for learning (McCaslin & Good, 1996; Rutter, et al., 1979). There is
compelling evidence that different educational placements bring with them differ-
ent tencher expectations and curricula (Gamoran, 1986; Hallinan, 1994). In many
cases, students in less auspicious educational placements (e.g., inner-city class-
rooms, low-ability tracks, special education) are perceived as less capable, provided
with less stimulating curriculum, and may become trapped in a self-fulfilling cycie
of lagged achievement and failure.

Steinberg & Knitzer (1992) examined this concern specifically in self-
contained special education classrooms for students with emotional and behav-
ioral disorders (EBD), Their survey suggests that expectations and curriculum are
often not geared to academic achievement or the development of interpersonal
and life-skills that may enhance their successful completion of school. Instead, the
curriculum tended to emphasize control——points and levels, being quiet, following
directions, not getting into trouble. Additional work in self-contained and general
education classrooms supports Steinberg and Knitzer's concerns about teacher
expectations, curriculum, and interactions. Recent investigations have found that
praise for positive behavior (especially for youth with emotional and behavioral
problems) was rare, that teachers were more likely to respond to negative than
positive behavior, and that, when possible, teachers minimized their interactions
with disruptive and aggressive students (Shores & Wehby, in press; Van Acker,
Grant, & Henry, 1996). This combination of factors has been called a “curriculum
of control” (Steinberge & Knitzer, 1992) and a curriculum of “non-instruction”
(Gunter, et al., 1993). As both terms suggest, many students with emotional and
behavioral problems may be in an educational environment or track that inhibits
engagement in learning, produces lower-than-expected levels of competence, and,
in the long run, increase the risk of school drop-out with few skills to show for
years in school.

At first glance it might appear that the focus on minimizing behavior problems
is misplaced and occurs at the expense of instruction and intervention to promote
positive youth outcomes. Yet, it has been found that persistant aggressive and dis-
ruptive behavior in the first grade predicts later problematic outcomes (Kellam,
Ling, Merisca, Brown, & Talongo, 1998). In addition, the behavior management
skills of the first grade teacher may impact whether a student develops requisite
academic and behavioral adjustment skills and is promoted to a classroom that fos-
ter competence and positive social relations (Kellam, 1998). Other work has shown
that continuity in problem behavior is a primary factor in the development of long
term adjustment problems (Cairns & Cairns, 1994; Woodward & Fergusson, 1998).

Thus, as Kellam (1998) has suggested, the focus on behavior management is
critical but it must be done within the context of supporting instructional engage-
ment. To do this requires behavior management and instructional strategies that
foster the view that learning is important. This should be considered in light of in-
vestigations which indicate that intensive behavioral and academic needs are most
effectively addressed in small, highly structured classroom settings that provide
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intensive teacher support (Stage & Quiroz, 1997; Thurlow, Ysseldyke, Wotruba, &
Algozzine, 1993). In addition, the curriculum should address issues that are mean-
ingful to the student and that are relevant to the student’s post school life. Helping
youth with emotional and behavicral problems develop a sense of future and stay in
school is likely to require concentrated efforts to show the student that a productive
adult life is obtainable and that he or she has support in achieving adult goals, This
not only requires developing transition plans and activities early in adolescence,
it also requires instruction on relevant life skills and exposure to commu nity work
and living opportunities within an instructional context (Rylance, 1998).
Therefore, in evaluating and understanding the roles of schools in youth out-
comes it is necessary to place the findings within the context of structural factors
(i.e., district, school, and classroom variables) and then consider the instructional
context. Currently, with concerns about inclusion and restrictiveness of place-
ment, there is a tendency to view one type of setting as “correct” and other types
as deleterious to youths’ development. Yet, as the work reviewed here suggests,
placement appears to impact youths’ development and outcomes to the degree
that it influences their instructional experiences {and their social experiences, to
be addressed below). Services research on outcomes can be enhanced by focusing
not only on placement but also on what is happening in the placement with regard
to a variety of instructional variables, including behavior management strategjes,
instructional strategies, instructional engagement, instructional content, lifeskill
based experiences, and preparation and support for the transition to adulthood,

Peer Relational Factors

Schools also influence youth outcomes via peers. The peer network con-
stitutes a microsystem in which youth interact with others, evaluate themselves,
develop understandings of themselves and their world, and develop and modify
their behaviors, beliefs, and values. The view that peers play a role in the emo-
tional and behavioral adjustment of youth is certainly not new. However, recent
work indicates that the role of peers in the development of adjustment problems
is multifaceted and extends beyond processes of peer rejection. In this section we
outline how problem behavior and peer relations contribute to youths' develop-
ment and discuss how school social dynamics influence students' peer relations

and behavior. We conclude with a focus on the peer relations of students receiving
special education services.

Peer Relations and Development

In tl.le past decade, an increasingly complex picture has emerged of the role
of peers in emotional and behavioral development. Considerable work in the area



