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THE BAD KIDS

This discussion guide is a tool to support organizations, 
community groups, and educators hosting Indie Lens Pop-Up 
screening events for the Independent Lens film The Bad Kids. 
Developed primarily for facilitators, this guide offers 
background information and engagement strategies to deepen 
understanding and foster dialogue about how our current 
school system educates and addresses the needs of some of 
our most vulnerable students. We also include valuable 
resources and connections to organizations on the ground that 
are working to make a difference for students in alternative 
school settings.

As The Bad Kids reveals, simply getting to school and being 
able to learn may also compete with eating, staying clear of 
drugs and abuse, and ensuring a bed to sleep in every night. 
These very urgent and current issues will evoke a range of 
emotions and questions in viewers that will encourage them to 
think more deeply and that will spark conversations. Through 
an Indie Lens Pop-Up screening of The Bad Kids, audiences are 
invited to listen, learn, and consider these difficult and very 
alarming circumstances that some students endure in order to 
earn their high school diploma. The screening event also 
encourages audiences to consider multiple perspectives, helps 
them gain new insights, and perhaps even challenges their 
long-held beliefs and values about education as we work 
together to meet these broader engagement goals:

•  Dismantling stereotypes of who “bad kids” are in our schools 
and in our communities

•  Sparking a national dialogue on how best to meet the needs of 
low-income, at-risk students.

•  Cultivating local community action with educators and 
community stakeholders seeking to support schools to be 
safer, more inclusive, and more responsive for all students

Indie Lens Pop-Up is a neighborhood series that brings  
people together for film screenings and community-driven 
conversations. Featuring documentaries seen on PBS’s 
Independent Lens, Indie Lens Pop-Up draws local residents, 
leaders, and organizations together to discuss what matters 
most, from newsworthy topics to family and relationships.

Using This Guide
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From the Filmmakers

Lou Pepe and Keith Fulton
Directors, The Bad Kids

In 2011, Teaching Channel, a Gates Foundation startup, 
commissioned us to make a series of short films about 
exceptional public school teachers. We felt it would be much 
more interesting to find exceptional teachers who were doing 
their best in difficult circumstances and thus limited our search 
to inner-city and rural schools. We found our share of devoted 
teachers, all of whom were vocal about the same issue: there is 
only so much a teacher can do without the resources to handle 
the unique problems of an impoverished student body. From 
that point on, we found ourselves building an alliance not just 
with these teachers and their schools, but also with the 
beleaguered institution of public education itself.

It was during one of our scouts for Teaching Channel in the 
Joshua Tree area that we first stepped through the doors of 
Black Rock High. What we saw left an indelible mark. Here  
was a safety net to catch the very problems that were causing  
other teachers and schools to “fail.” Here was a principal who 
had a kind word or nod of recognition for each and every  
kid, a secretary who spent all day on the phone with parents, 
teachers who didn’t lecture, but moved through their 
classrooms in quiet consultation with each student—and here 
were these supposed bad kids lining the hallways with their 
guitars, their laughter, their clear and familial support for one 
another. All of this at a public school…with rising graduation rates.

It is the greatest hope of any documentarian to gain intimate 
access to a subject that dramatically represents a pressing 
human issue. At Black Rock High, we found precisely that. It is 
a school that tackles head-on America’s most serious education 
problem: intractable, generational poverty. About such a crisis, 
one can make a film that rattles off facts and figures, but at 
Black Rock, we had the opportunity to create a moving and 
immersive drama that brings to life an inspiring attempt to 
combat this issue.

—Keith Fulton and Lou Pepe, Directors
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The Bad Kids documentary and national engagement 
campaign are part of American Graduate: Let’s Make It 
Happen, public media’s long-term commitment to supporting 
community-based solutions to the dropout crisis. Supported  
by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, more than 128 
public radio and television stations have joined forces with 
more than 1,700 partners and at-risk schools across 48 states 
and one territory.

American Graduate is a multifaceted effort that harnesses the 
unique role of public media stations as trusted providers of 
both nationally distributed and locally produced content that 
increases understanding of all facets of the dropout issue, 
including the important role that caring adults play in the lives 
of young people.

The Independent Lens series on PBS is supporting the 
American Graduate initiative by presenting documentaries 
that will inspire audiences and offer tools to foster effective 
community action to address the high school dropout crisis 
and ensure greater college success in communities nationwide. 
Harnessing the power of film to spark dialogue and action, 
Independent Lens is partnering with PBS stations and local 
leaders nationwide to engage communities in being part of the 
solution through programming and activities centered around 
the important stories told in documentaries like The Bad Kids.

These documentaries and community engagement activities 
will bring together audiences through powerful stories about 
what’s achievable when youth, parents, teachers, mentors, 
and leaders come together with a united vision of supporting 
young people to reach their fullest potential.

Since 2011, more than 17,751 hours of national and local content 
have been produced and broadcast on PBS stations across the 
country, reaching more than 121 million Americans with quality 
programming from Independent Lens, POV, Frontline, and 
more. In addition, more than 64 million people listen to public 
radio each week.  

Learn more at www.americangraduate.org.

American Graduate: Let’s Make It Happen 
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The Bad Kids is an observational documentary chronicling one 
extraordinary principal’s mission to realize the potential of 
students who attend Black Rock Continuation High School. 
Located in an impoverished Mojave Desert community, Black 
Rock is only one of California’s alternative schools for students 
at risk of dropping out. Every student here has fallen so far 
behind in credits that they have little hope of earning a diploma 
at a traditional high school. Black Rock is their last chance.

Employing a verité approach, the film follows Principal Vonda 
Viland over the course of a year as she coaches three at-risk 
teens who attend the school—a new father who struggles to 
support his family, a young woman grappling with sexual abuse, 
and a young man from an unstable home with a history of drug 
addiction—through the traumas and obstacles that threaten 
both their spirit and their goal of earning a high school diploma.

The Bad Kids is a coming-of-age documentary revealing that 
education combats the crippling effects of poverty on the lives 
of “bad kids.” Recipient of the Special Jury Award, Best Verité 
Filmmaking at the Sundance Film Festival, The Bad Kids shows 
the power of extraordinary educators who believe that, more 
than academics, it is love, empathy, and life skills that give 
at-risk students command of their own futures.

About the Film
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Meet the Students and the Educators

One of the central themes of The Bad Kids is the notion  
that there are, in fact, no bad kids. The students we meet in 
the film each arrive at Black Rock High School with a story and 
a set of circumstances that illuminate how they got there and 
that make the challenge of traditional school settings easy to 
understand. This humanizing approach is intentional, and it 
is critically important for all viewers, including young people, 
facilitators, educators, and policymakers, to understand  
so they can be sensitive to the full range of students’  
needs and best create safe, inclusive, and supportive  
learning environments.

As facilitators and educators, we can model this theme by 
thinking intentionally about the language to use in reference 
to the film, avoiding generalizations about “at-risk” or “low-
income” students without discussing the implications and 
assumptions those terms evoke. Rather, we can use the names 
of the students in the film and their experiences to talk about 
how alternative schools can better serve their students.

“THIS TOWN KINDA SWALLOWS PEOPLE AND BRINGS THEM 
DOWN. I DON’T WANT TO END UP LIKE EVERYONE AT 29 PALMS.”

JOEY 
 is musically talented and passionate.  
We see him make friends easily and talk 
to other students about Voltaire, and yet 
he struggles to stay in school.

    Sources:

»  Black Rock High School website.  
https://shs-morongousd-ca.schoolloop.com/  
Note: Black Rock staff to student ratio is 120 students to eight  
teachers and six staff members.

https://shs-morongousd-ca.schoolloop.com/
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JENNIFER is working hard to  
graduate from Black Rock early  
and dreams of a future in college. In the 
film, her resilience and motivation are 
clearly evident. 

“WE CAN’T CONTROL THE EVENTS THAT HAPPEN TO US. BUT 
WE CAN CHOOSE NOT TO BE REDUCED BY THEM. I’M JUST 
GONNA BE STRONG. NOT SOMEBODY THAT’S GONNA LET WHAT 
HAPPENED TO THEM BREAK THEM.”

“I DIDN’T BELIEVE IN MYSELF, I DIDN’T THINK I COULD DO IT.  
BUT LAYLA [HIS GIRLFRIEND] TALKED TO ME, GAVE ME SOME 
HOPE. SHE TOLD ME THAT SHE KNOWS I’M SMART AND PUTTING 
MYSELF DOWN ISN’T GOING TO HELP MY EDUCATION OR 
FURTHER ME IN LIFE.”

LEE is a young father who we see striving 
to care for his child and his relationship and 
trying to graduate. At the end, we hear him 
reflect on his journey.

    Sources:

»  Black Rock High School website.  
https://shs-morongousd-ca.schoolloop.com/  
Note: Black Rock staff to student ratio is 120 students to eight  
teachers and six staff members.

https://shs-morongousd-ca.schoolloop.com/
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“WE’VE GOT TO FACE 
THE FACT THAT SOME 
PEOPLE SAY YOU 
FIGHT FIRE BEST WITH 
FIRE; BUT WE SAY WE 
BEST FIGHT FIRE WITH 
WATER. WE GONNA 
FIGHT RACISM—NOT 
WITH RACISM, WE 
GOING TO FIGHT IT 
WITH SOLIDARITY.” 

VONDA VILAND is the principal of Black Rock. She is driven by the belief that 
each student has the capacity to graduate and develop the skills and strategies 
to succeed in their lives after they graduate. Over time, Vonda and her staff have 
adapted the program at Black Rock to provide academic, physical, emotional, and life 
skills. Her principal’s letter on the school website, included below, captures the spirit 
and strength of her leadership and the culture of the school:

Choice is probably one of the most powerful words. It empowers us to live 
our lives according to our principles, our dreams, and our goals. It makes all 
things possible, which is why Black Rock High School is built upon choice.

I believe everything is ultimately based on choice. I believe we are all 
empowered to make the choices for ourselves and our lives. You may choose 
to work hard and succeed; you may choose to be a positive force in this 
school and in the world; you may choose to be a leader who gives everything 
you do 100 percent of your effort. Or you may choose to coast through life, 
be a victim, or be a negative influence in the world. The choice is ultimately 
yours, but know that whatever path you choose for yourself, there will be 
consequences. Those consequences will be good or bad, depending on the 
path you choose. Hopefully, each and every one of our students will always 
choose wisely and live each day based upon their principles, their dreams, 
and their goals.

I hope you will choose to be present in each moment and make the most of 
every single day. I hope you will choose to be successful and happy in all your 
endeavors. I hope you will always choose to have a good day. If you do, you 
can be assured that I and every staff member at Black Rock High School will 
work diligently to ensure that you are successful in your endeavors and that 
your choices bring you the positive consequences you deserve.

I am not going to lie to you: it is not always easy. There will be times when 
students will feel like giving up, and that is why the Black Rock staff is here. 
We have put together the best group of teachers to motivate, encourage, and 
guide students: 

Mr. Beck and Mr. Ingram offer support in earning history credits.

Ms. Weitz assists in science, health, Apex, and Medical Careers Lab.

Ms. Larson teaches Integrated Math.

Ms. Kelley provides support in English.

Ms. Hill teaches English, home economics, and art.

Ms. Alexander teaches Guidance, Drivers’ Education, Transitions, CSI, and 
Medical Careers Lab.

Mr. Teeter and Mr. Beck teach woodshop.

Mr. Mahan teaches our Medical Careers classes.

Ms. St. Clair and Mr. Bartz offer support as our instructional assistants.

Ms. Ambrosius monitors attendance and helps facilitate school operations.

We are a unique, special group of people. You are all here because you have 
chosen to earn your diplomas.  

Our staff members believe all of our students have the skills, the ability, and 

the desire to do what it takes to earn their diplomas in a timely manner, and 
we are going to work hard to help our students make the best choices for 
themselves and their futures.

    Sources:

»  Black Rock High School website.  
https://shs-morongousd-ca.schoolloop.com/  
Note: Black Rock staff to student ratio is 
120 students to eight teachers and six staff 
members.

https://shs-morongousd-ca.schoolloop.com/


Preparing yourself 
Reflect upon how your own education may influence how you 
view and understand this film. View the film before your event 
and give yourself time to reflect so you aren’t dealing with raw 
emotions at the same time that you are trying to facilitate a 
discussion.

Be knowledgeable. It is not necessary for you to have taught 
in an alternative school to lead a thoughtful community 
conversation. (For a discussion of what an alternative school 
is, see “What Are Alternative Schools?” below.) Reading 
through this guide and familiarizing yourself with the issues it 
raises will help you guide the discussion and offer suggestions 
for individual reflection, small group discussion, and cross-
community dialogue. But this is only the first step. Inviting 
community leaders, classroom teachers and administrators, 
and students to be participants in community events will allow 
for a rich and varied post-screening discussion.

Be clear and comfortable in your role. Being a facilitator is 
a unique and sometimes difficult role. Staying neutral and 
helping move along the discussion without imposing your 
views on the dialogue are your priorities. It is pivotal to 
remember that the issues raised in The Bad Kids are very 
personal and affect each viewer differently. Sensitive topics of 
drug addiction, sexual assault, and domestic violence come up 
throughout the film. It is your priority to create a space where 
everyone feels safe and able to share his or her story and 
knowledge about the topics in the discussion.

Know who might be present. It isn’t always possible to know 
exactly who or how many will attend a screening, but if you 
know what kinds of groups are present in your community, you 
may be able to predict who might be represented. You can 
also keep in mind that issues may play out very differently for 
different groups of people. In a community event, factors like 
prior knowledge of the topic, geography, age, race, religion, 
and socioeconomic class can all have an impact on comfort 
levels and speaking styles. Take care not to assume that all 
members of a particular group share the same point of view 
and be open in communicating this value to the entire group 
prior to the beginning of any discussion.

10DISCUSSION GUIDE
THE BAD KIDS

Facilitating & Planning Your Discussion
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Preparing the group
Set the tone. As a facilitator, you are creating a safe space for 
ideas that may make some in the audience uncomfortable. 
Prior to starting a general discussion, a Q&A with a panel, or 
a more interactive engagement event, set the tone of respect 
by discussing the intent of civic dialogue. Useful guidelines 
include setting a constructive tone and agreeing not to use 
slurs and asking people to speak in the first person (“I think …”) 
rather than generalizing for others (“Everyone knows that …” 
or “Your community …”). If speakers voice their opinion outside 
these general guidelines, gently interrupt, remind them of the 
rule, and ask them to rephrase. Ensure that everyone has an 
opportunity to speak. Before starting the conversation, be clear 
about how people will take turns or indicate that they want to 
speak in order to avoid interruptions.

Plan a strategy. It is important to allow all voices in the room 
to be heard. Invite participants to write their questions or 
comments on cards to turn in to the facilitator prior to opening 
the floor for dialogue. In order to prevent one or more people 
from dominating the conversation, talk about the difference 
between dialogue and debate. In a debate, participants try to 
convince others that they are right. In a dialogue, participants 
try to understand each other and expand their thinking by 
sharing viewpoints and actively listening to each other. Remind 
people that they are engaging in a dialogue.

Encourage active listening. Ask the group to think of the event 
as being about listening as well as discussing. Participants can 
be encouraged to listen for things that challenge as well as 
reinforce their own ideas. You may also consider asking people 
to practice formal “active listening,” where participants listen 
without interrupting the speaker, then rephrase to see if they 
have heard correctly.

Remind participants that we all see through the lens of our 
own experience. Who we are influences how we interpret what 
we see. Different people in the audience will have different 
views about the content and meaning of the film they have just 
seen. Inviting speakers to identify the evidence on which they 
base their opinion can help people understand one another’s 
perspectives.

Take care of yourself and group members. Learning of these 
students’ stories at the same time as reflecting upon the 
state of public education to meet their needs can be highly 
emotional. If the intensity level rises, pause to let everyone 
take a deep breath. Think about how you might help people 
express their hurt while also seeking to find common ground 
or appreciating the presence of good intentions. Also, think 
carefully about what you ask people to share publicly so that 
you are not asking people to reveal things that could place 
them in legal or physical danger.

“I never really had a 
childhood … but everyone 
has a kid in them still.  
I don’t want the little  
kid in me to die. I feel 
stuck between a man  
and a child.” 

— Lee, The Bad Kids



Considering the Context of “Bad Kids” 
Watching a compelling documentary such as The Bad Kids 
begins the conversation. Deepening our understanding and 
developing sensitivity to the complex issues woven throughout 
the film is the next step to shifting long-held perceptions of 
at-risk and low-income students and the challenges they face in 
order to succeed in school.

As a facilitator, you will enrich your post-screening discussion 
if you take the time to build your background knowledge and 
become more fluent with the language of and issues faced 
by students at Black Rock. You will be more able to move 
audiences to candidly discuss the state of education, reflect 
upon their communities in new ways, and perhaps spark new 
initiatives to participate with at-risk youth in meaningful ways. 
Toward this end, the topics selected and developed in this 
section are neither comprehensive nor advocacy oriented. 
Rather, they are intended to spark dialogue for a community 
conversation while providing touchpoints to enable a facilitator 
to guide a rich and thoughtful discussion.

12DISCUSSION GUIDE
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Informing The Discussion

“I was never a bad kid. I just 
had a lot going on in my life.  
My mom was on drugs, and 
my stepdad was, well, he was 
on drugs too. I wanted to be 
like him. I decided to break 
into houses and steal stuff 
from everyone. That’s how I 
chose to survive at that time.” 
—Joey, The Bad Kids



Who Are the “Bad Kids”?
“Anger builds up in me because my dad, like, he yell at me a lot at times. He want me 
to be a better person than he is. He just bring me down, and I don’t feel like living 
sometimes no more.” —Black Rock student, The Bad Kids

“I never really had a childhood … but everyone has a kid in them still. I don’t want the 
little kid in me to die. I feel stuck between a man and a child.” —Lee, The Bad Kids

“And I feel like it’s ’cause we went through stuff so young, like how I’ve watched my 
grandma be in the cycle. Now that we’ve gone through it so young, we can be like, 
okay, this is what not to do instead of being stuck in it our whole lives and dealing 
with it.” —Jennifer, The Bad Kids

Students enroll in alternative schools for many reasons, but a primary one is that,  
for a variety of personal, family, and academic issues, they are at risk of dropping out  
of school.

There is broad disparity in the way states populate alternative schools, yet stereotypes 
and assumptions about the students are rife. The Bad Kids offers audiences insights 
into the lives of the students at Black Rock that make it clear that labels like “at-risk,” 

“under-achieving,” “low-income” do not adequately describe the complex interplay  
of factors that prevent individual students from completing school in a more 
traditional setting.

Because of the diversity of alternative schools, it is difficult to capture accurate data 
about the students in them. The schools are designed for different goals, including to 
funnel students back into the mainstream, to help students who have special learning 
needs, to give students with children of their own a chance at an education, and to 
help students who have attention or discipline issues. Of particular concern is the 
likelihood that students are placed in alternative schools because they have been 
suspended or expelled from mainstream schools. Recent research demonstrates 
that Black, Latino, and other racial and ethnic minorities receive harsher and more 
frequent discipline than their white peers for the same behaviors, starting as early as 
kindergarten (The Center for Civil Rights Remedies, 2015). This racialized tendency 
may account for some of the disproportionate representation of students of color in 
alternative schools (Verdugo and Glenn, 2006).
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     Sources:

»    The Center for Civil Rights Remedies. 2015.  
“Are we closing the school discipline gap?” https://www.civilrightsproject.
ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-
prison-folder/federal-reports/are-we-closing-the-school-discipline-gap/
losen-are-we-closing-discipline-gap-2015-summary.pdf

»   Verdugo, Richard, and Glenn, Beverly C. 2006. 
 “Race and alternative schools.”  
 https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/grants/226234.pdf

“Oh, my God, I’m 17 and 
pregnant. What am I 
gonna do? … I’m not even 
out of high school.”  

—  Black Rock Student,  
The Bad Kids

https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-prison-folder/federal-reports/are-we-closing-the-school-discipline-gap/losen-are-we-closing-discipline-gap-2015-summary.pdf
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-prison-folder/federal-reports/are-we-closing-the-school-discipline-gap/losen-are-we-closing-discipline-gap-2015-summary.pdf
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-prison-folder/federal-reports/are-we-closing-the-school-discipline-gap/losen-are-we-closing-discipline-gap-2015-summary.pdf
https://www.civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/resources/projects/center-for-civil-rights-remedies/school-to-prison-folder/federal-reports/are-we-closing-the-school-discipline-gap/losen-are-we-closing-discipline-gap-2015-summary.pdf
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/ojjdp/grants/226234.pdf


How Generational Poverty  
Affects Academic Achievement

“Our kids do not see that there is a possibility outside. Their 
family has been on assistance or maybe not even making it. 
They don’t see people that are successful that they know.” 
 —Ms. Hill, Black Rock teacher

“If I get my high school diploma I can turn my life around for the 
better. I mean, I really do want to get out of that trailer. I don’t 
want to keep using food stamps; I don’t like using that as a 
crutch. I’m just using it because no one can really afford food in 
my house.” —Black Rock student, The Bad Kids

Eighty-eight percent of Black Rock High School students live 
below the poverty line (Summer’s Choice, 2016).

The Bad Kids filmmakers Keith Fulton and Lou Pepe note 
in their Filmmaker Statement that the single most pressing 
issue facing public education is “the intractable, generational 
poverty.” Generational poverty is defined as a family having 
lived in poverty for at least two generations; it is different 
from situational poverty, which is when a family’s income 
and support is decreased because of a specific change—job 
loss, divorce, death, and so on (Urban Ventures). Although one 
such significant change can cause a domino effect, families 
experiencing situational poverty tend to remain hopeful, 
knowing that this is a temporary setback. This typically is not 
so with generational poverty.

Generational poverty and the culture of poverty is profoundly 
evident in the lives of the students attending Black Rock. A 
2013 study conducted at Cornell University found that the 
income-achievement gap was a major contributor to rising 
economic and social strains in our nation. 

 “Economic disparities are created 
in part because children from 
low-income households manifest 
reduced academic achievement 
leading to lower incomes  
when they become adults.  
Income-related gaps in 
achievement emerge as early 
as kindergarten and continue 
through high school and have 
been found to be a critical factor 
for kids staying in school.”  

(Crook and Evans, 2014)
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Sources:
»  Crook, Stephen R., and Evans, Gary. 2014. 

“The role of planning skills in the income-achievement gap.” http://
onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cdev.12129/full

»  New York Times Op-Docs video. 2016. “Summer’s choice.”  
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/opinion/summers-choice.html?_
r=0

»  Urban Ventures. “Facts about poverty.”  
https://urbanventures.org/facts-about-poverty/

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cdev.12129/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cdev.12129/full
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/opinion/summers-choice.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/opinion/summers-choice.html?_r=0
https://urbanventures.org/facts-about-poverty


What Are Alternative Schools? 
“For me, without Black Rock, I don’t think I would have put the 
effort into even trying to graduate, nor have the confidence to 
be graduating a year early.”  

—Jennifer, The Bad Kids

Alternative education offers innovative, nontraditional 
approaches to help students stay in school and graduate. 
Alternative education presents an opportunity to identify, 
intervene, and recover dropouts, help school districts meet 
performance standards, and reduce overall juvenile justice 
costs by providing appropriate interventions and wraparound 
services. Often, alternative education is the best delivery 
system with which to meet the needs of this most-challenged 
population of students.

However, this need (and the demand) for alternative education 
does not mean that all alternative schools are the same. REL 
Mid-Atlantic provides a helpful infographic with overviews of 
how states define alternative education:  
www.relmidatlantic.org/sites/default/files/general_uploads/
DefineAlternativeEducation_v15_RELEASE_508c.PDF.

Students attending alternative schools across the United States 
have not been successful for a myriad of reasons, including 
discipline problems, chronic absenteeism, life problems such 
as pregnancy, incarceration or the need to work, “fading 
out” out from boredom or frustration, and other personal 
and/or academic issues. “As complex as an individual’s life 
circumstances may be, for almost all young people, dropping 
out of high school is not a sudden act, but a gradual process 
of disengagement” (Civic Enterprises, 2006). Often students in 
alternative settings exhibit one or more of the following traits: 

 • Underperforming academically 
 • Possessing a range of identified (or unidentified)          
         learning disabilities 
 • Displaying emotional or behavioral issues 
 • Being deliberate or inadvertent victims of the     
    behavioral problems of others 
 • Displaying a high risk for expulsion, suspension,  
   or dropping out and/or displaying the need for     
    individualized instruction because of any number of  
     factors, both academic and emotional

 

Public school officials report transferring students to 
alternative settings for a variety of reasons  
(Porowski, O’Conner, and Luo, 2014): 

 • Significant behavior issues,  
    including physical aggression  
    and/or disruptive verbal behavior 
 • Possession, distribution, or use of  
    controlled substances 
 • Chronic academic failure 
 • Truancy 
 • Arrests or involvement with the criminal  
   justice system 
 • Teen parenthood  
 • A variety of other behavioral needs and challenges 
 
The national high school graduation rate is 82 percent. 
Alternative high schools, 85 percent of which are operated by 
the school district in which they are located, have an average 
graduation rate of 52 percent. Sixty percent of students at  
alternative schools are of color, compared with 40 percent 
at traditional schools, and 56 percent of students attending 
alternative high schools are from low-income families, 
compared with 48 percent at traditional schools (Amos, 2016).
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Sources:

»  Amos, Jason. 2016. “Building a grad nation: Alternative, charter, and 
virtual high schools ‘disproportionately represented’ among  
low-graduation-rate high schools, according to a new report.”  
http://all4ed.org/articles/building-a-grad-nation-alternative-charter-
and-virtual-high-schools-disproportionately-represented-among-low-
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»  Civic Enterprises. 2006. “The silent epidemic: Perspectives of 
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TheSilentEpidemic3-06FINAL.pdf

»   Porowski, Allan, O’Conner, Rosemarie, and Luo, Jia Lisa. 2014. “How 
do states define alternative education?” http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/
regions/midatlantic/pdf/REL_2014038.pdf

»  REL Mid-Atlantic. 2014. “How do states define alternative education?” 
https://www.relmidatlantic.org/sites/default/files/general_uploads/
DefineAlternativeEducation_v15_RELEASE_508c.PDF
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Getting the High School Diploma Matters  
“I know because you are gifted musically, you don’t yet realize 
the importance of a diploma. I’m telling you, there are more 
homeless, talented people out there because they didn’t fit into 
the societal expectations.”  

—Principal Viland to Joey, The Bad Kids

The California Department of Education selected Black Rock 
High School as a Model Continuation High School. In the 
commendation, the state highlighted the school’s “educational 
opportunities [and] enduring commitment to provide students 
with educational options and support services they need to 
be successful in their efforts to graduate from high school, 
transition to higher education, and enter the workforce. Black 
Rock High School is designated as a Model Continuation High 
School – April 2015 to March 2018” (Black Rock High School 
website).

At Black Rock High School, the emphasis on and celebration 
of receiving the hard-earned high school diploma is not trivial. 
The long-term social, economic, emotional, and health benefits 
of earning a high school diploma traverse many sectors of 
our economic, cultural, and civic life. On an individual basis, 
those who drop out are much more likely than their peers to 
be unemployed, poor, incarcerated, and single parents with 
children who will more than likely drop out themselves. In our 
communities and nation, high dropout rates profoundly affect 
us all because of the “loss of productive workers, the earnings 
and revenues they would have generated, and the higher costs 
associated with increased incarceration, health care, and social 
services” (Perez and Johnson, 2008). Here are a few statistics 
to consider: 

• The Urban Institute reports “unemployment rates for the 15 
percent of adults who lack a high school diploma or general 
educational development (GED) credential are nearly 50 
percent higher than for adults with at least a high school 
credential.” 

• The Edvocate reports, “The U.S. Census Bureau estimates 
that dropouts bring in just $20,241 annually, which is $10,000 
less than high school graduates and over $36,000 less than 
a person holding a bachelor’s degree. The poverty rate for 
dropouts is over twice as high as college grads, and the 
unemployment rate for dropouts is generally 4 percentage 
points higher than the national average. In the end, the lifetime 
earnings of high school dropouts are $260,000 less than peers 
who earn a diploma.” 

• The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2007) raises 
the issue that a high school dropout gets stuck very early with 
few opportunities to succeed such that many now consider 
school dropout a public health issue because education is 
a good predictor of health and employment opportunities, 
better housing opportunities in safer neighborhoods, less risky 
behavior, and longer life.

Assuming reasonable standards have been met and the 
graduate is well prepared for college or employment, high 
school graduation also delivers economic benefits to 
government and society. When the high school completion 
program is implemented in low-income or minority 
communities, the outcome will improve health equity 
(Community Preventive Services Task Force, 2013). The 
Community Prevention Services Task Force identifies many 
effective programs that can lead to graduation, including 
vocational training, alternative schools, social-emotional 
skills training, college-oriented programming, mentoring and 
counseling, supplemental academic services, and more.
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Why Black Rock High School Is Not  
a Typical Alternative School 
 

“At a traditional high school, you can come in and you can sit 
in the back of the room, slouch down, and let other people 
answer the questions, and the bell rings and you get up and 
leave. At our school, the teachers are going to watch over your 
shoulders a lot. They’re going to be, ‘What are you doing? Why 
are you doing that? Do you need help with that?’ At our school, 
we want you to demand, to demand, that we help you. There is 
no shame in asking for help.” —Principal Viland, The Bad Kids

Black Rock High School serves its school community of 
students with extraordinary love, support, and services. For 
some Black Rock students, the staff is their extended family, 
providing stable and consistent adult emotional and physical 
support. They meet daily to discuss students’ needs, successes, 
and challenges, and attendance is fastidiously tracked. For 
many, the school provides their only consistent meals for 
the day, and the staff is vigilant in redistributing food on a 
daily basis. The school also hosts an annual Holiday Feast. 
Partnerships with community organizations supporting the 
range of emotional and socioeconomic needs of the students 
are prioritized, and ongoing positive rituals within the academic 
schedule are incorporated throughout.
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Black Rock Creates a Safe and Inclusive 
School Community

“Good morning! How are you? Tired? It’s because you’ve been 
working so hard, right? Good morning! Hi! You have a smile on 
your face, I like that. Good morning. Hi! I missed you yesterday, 
Scott, I’m glad you’re back. Good morning. Who’s been sucking 
on your neck there? We need to talk about that.” —Principal 
Viland, welcoming students from the bus, The Bad Kids

Central to the success of any school, and clearly to Black Rock, 
is a commitment to safety and inclusion. That is, thinking 
intentionally about creating a culture and space that welcomes 
a student body that is diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, 
physical ability, learning ability, religion, nation of origin, 
language, gender identity, sexual orientation, and more.

Every school establishes its own culture and community. When 
The Bad Kids filmmakers Keith Fulton and Lou Pepe visited 
Black Rock, they witnessed and experienced a school that, 
despite its location in California’s Mojave Desert, was a place for 
students to thrive. For example, when Jennifer mentions that 
she didn’t come to school because she was afraid of breaking 
down emotionally, Principal Viland tells her she is allowed to 
break down. “Everyone who goes here has something [to deal 
with], that’s why they go here.”

Characteristics of inclusive schools include schoolwide explicit 
commitment to inclusion, appropriate curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment, staff development opportunities, recognizing 
the value of support and clinical staff, parental and family 
involvement, community involvement, a commitment to self-
evaluation, and a comprehensive education plan (The Iris 
Center). In a traditional school, if a student is up all night caring 
for a baby or doesn’t have reliable transportation, that student 
may be punished. At Black Rock, they get wake-up calls and an 
offer of a ride.

   Sources:

»  The Iris Center. http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/inc/
cresource/q3/p07/inc_07_link_inclusive_traits/#content

http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/inc/cresource/q3/p07/inc_07_link_inclusive_traits/#content
http://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/inc/cresource/q3/p07/inc_07_link_inclusive_traits/#content
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Black Rock Practices Schoolwide Positive 
Behavior Interventions and Support (SW-PBIS)

“See this right here? This shows us what we already knew. That 
you could do it [earn credits toward graduation]. You just have 
to decide to. Which you did. Which, that’s what we want. Okay? 
Proud of you. Nicely done.” —Mrs. Weitz in conversation with 
Lee, The Bad Kids

SW-PBIS is a multitiered framework of interventions based 
upon student needs. As the name suggests, the interventions 
are based on positive prevention methods aiming to support 
student success within a school environment. When students 
fail to respond to typical interventions, a common reflex 
for schools is to become more punitive and restrictive. 
Unfortunately, punitive measures are least effective with youth 
who have a history of intervention or who have experienced 
chronic trauma.

There is extensive literature, research, and trainings on SW-PBIS 
and its effectiveness in both traditional and alternative settings 
(Education and Treatment of Children, 2013). At Black Rock 
High School, ESLR (Expected Schoolwide Learning Results) 
Gold Slips are the cornerstone of a program encouraging 
positive student behavior through a consistent reward system. 
When a student exhibits a behavior that accomplishes one 
of the four learning goals of ESLR (to become self-directed 
learners, critical thinkers, responsible and productive citizens, 
and lifelong learners), the student is immediately rewarded with 
a gold slip listing the specific goal met. This value is reinforced 
through student representation on the local school board, 
credits being earned through outside work experience, service 
learning opportunities, and other lifelong skills that foster 
leadership, community involvement, and civic responsibilities. 

   Sources:

»  Education and Treatment of Children. 2013. https://www.pbis.org/
Common/Cms/files/pbisresources/ETC2013SpecialIssue.pdf

https://www.pbis.org/Common/Cms/files/pbisresources/ETC2013SpecialIssue.pdf
https://www.pbis.org/Common/Cms/files/pbisresources/ETC2013SpecialIssue.pdf
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Black Rock Uses Trauma-Informed Practices
“My whole seventh-, eighth-, ninth-grade year, I really don’t even 
remember school those years. They didn’t exist. When I was 
younger, my mom just, like, left. I don’t know where she went. 
My dad is in and out of my life, he’s never really been there  
for me. And then when I was in grade school, my grandma’s 
husband molested me.”  

—Jennifer, The Bad Kids

The repeated stress of abuse and neglect and parents 
struggling with substance abuse and mental illness has real 
effects on the development of our brain. Between 1995 and 
1997, more than 17,000 people participated in the Adverse 
Childhood Experience Study (ACES.) Adverse childhood 
experiences is the term used to describe all types of abuse, 
neglect, and trauma that occur to individuals under the age 
of 18 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016.). 
These include physical, emotional, and sexual abuse; physical 
and emotional neglect; parental mental illness, substance 
dependence, and incarceration; parental separation and 
divorce; and domestic violence. In the study, participants 
received one point for each exposure to these traumas. 
Scientists involved in this work continue to uncover the full 
extent of the impact of childhood trauma on the development 
of the brain and how that manifests throughout an adult’s life 
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration; 
National Association of Childhood Counsel).

The ACES results showed that repeated experience with severe 
trauma adversely affects both our mental and our physical 
health. Studies show that when repeated childhood trauma 
occurs, the brain experiences adverse effects. Pediatrician  
Nadine Burke Harris shares in her moving TED Talk (2015), 

“Childhood trauma isn’t something you just get over as you 
grow up. We now understand better than we ever have before 
how exposure to early adversity affects the developing brains 
and bodies of children.”

Although we do not see an ACES evaluation in The Bad Kids, 
hearing their stories and watching trauma unfold throughout 
the film is an opportunity to become more aware of how the 
trauma that Joey, Jennifer, and Lee experienced as children 
and continue to experience as young adults gets in the way of 
their drive to earn a high school diploma. Raising awareness 
about the relationship between childhood trauma and its likely 
causal effect on brain development, academic achievement, 
and long-term health outcomes could be very relevant to your 
screening and engagement event.

   Sources:

»  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2016.  
“Injury, prevention and control, division of violence prevention.”  
http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/

» National Association of Childhood Counsel. “What does it mean to be 
trauma informed?” https://www.naccchildlawblog.org/child-welfare-
law/what-does-it-mean-to-be-trauma-informed/

» Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.  
http://www.samhsa.gov/trauma-violence

» TED Talk. 2015. “How childhood trauma affects health across 
a lifetime.” https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_
how_childhood_trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime/
transcript?language=en#t-252465
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Black Rock High School Fosters Resilience 
and Self-Motivation

“But I’m happy for what I’ve been through. Even though it’s, like, 
really, really, really bad stuff that I went through and everything. 
It’s just … I’m a better person now, and I’m stronger because of 
it.” —Summer, The Bad Kids

The National Center for Homeless Education states, “Resilience 
is described as a dynamic development process of responding 
more positively than expected after facing risk. It is measured 
by how well someone reacts to a threat, using his or her own 
abilities and available support systems.” The root word, resile, 
means to bounce back or rebound after being stressed. As 
we see in the film, students attending Black Rock High School 
face multiple stress factors that obstruct their opportunities 
to attend and learn at school. Demonstrating and practicing 
resilience is not a choice for many of the students or for many 
of the staff members, but it is a requirement  
to graduate.

To support this development, students are fully in charge 
of their academic progress and success at Black Rock High 
School. From the time of their initial intake interview with 
Principal Viland to their graduation ceremony in the hallways 
of the school, students must take responsibility for their 
progression, with ample staff support. During the six-week 
credit check, students must keep track of their own progress 
in their Plan Folders with credit slips documenting their results 
through each step of their academic progress. Progress boards, 
awards assemblies, and other motivational elements are 
integrated into the school’s culture and structure.

As Principal Viland shared in an interview for developing this 
guide, “These students are the greatest untapped resource 
our country has. They’re full of potential; if we cast them 
off, we waste that resource instead of advancing them to be 
productive members of society.”
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   Sources:

»  National Center for Homeless Education. 2013. “Research Summary: 
Resilience and At-Risk Youth.” http://nysteachs.org/media/NCHE_
Resilience.and.AtRisk.Children.and.Youth.pdf

» Viland, Vonda. November 17, 2016. Interview.

http://nysteachs.org/media/NCHE_Resilience.and.AtRisk.Children.and.Youth.pdf
http://nysteachs.org/media/NCHE_Resilience.and.AtRisk.Children.and.Youth.pdf


Overview
The Bad Kids DVD features the following conversation starter 
on the menu screen before the film starts:

What comes to mind when you hear someone referred to as a 
“bad kid”?

Project the conversation starter before the film begins as 
guests take their seats. Encourage participants to turn to a 
person sitting near them and, for two to three minutes, share 
their answers, including any recent examples that come to 
mind. Invite a few people to share with the entire group if time 
permits. Explain to the audience that the students they’ll meet 
in The Bad Kids and learning their stories will help to break 
down any stereotypes or preconceived notions that might exist 
around who “bad kids” are and their experiences.

Post-Discussion Questions 
1. The style of film chosen by filmmakers Keith Fulton and Lou 

Pepe was very intentional. They employed an unobtrusive 
two-person crew and a noninterventional style that allows 
events to unfold naturally. They share on the film website that 
editorially it was their intention to preserve this observational 
style and present the material without third-person narration 
or talking-head interviews, which can distance the viewers. 
What are your reactions to this style of filmmaking? What did 
this level of intimacy offer you as a viewer?

2. Black Rock High School is located in the Mojave Desert. In 
what way does the location of the school become part of the 
film? How does where they live factor into the experience of 
the Black Rock students we meet?

3. In what ways did this film challenge your assumptions about 
students at alternative schools? 

4. In the film, Jennifer says, “We can’t control the events 
that happen to us. But we can choose not to be reduced 
by them.” What does that mean to you? What strengths 
and gifts come from the challenges faced by Black Rock 
students?

5. The students at Black Rock are very supportive of one 
another, from offering emotional comfort to sharing living 
space when needed to helping the school locate students 
who do not show up. What does it take to create that kind of 
support?

6. What more do you want to know about the model of 
education at Black Rock High School? Which aspects of the 
school model might be replicable in your community? What 
are some of the differences in your community that would 
need to be addressed?

7. Throughout the film we see extraordinary educators and 
support staff at Black Rock High School work with the 
students and encourage their success. Discuss the range of 
interpersonal skills you saw the adults utilize in working with 
these students.

Discussion Questions
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Potential Partner Organizations/Speakers  
to Consider
• Contact your local American Graduate community and local 

public television station:  
www.americangraduate.org/local-communities

• Reach out to education leaders and organizations in your 
community working with at-risk youth, alternative schools, 
and juvenile detention facilities. For example, find a local 
affiliate of Communities in Schools:  
www.communitiesinschools.org/about/where/#state_

• Connect with community leaders and service providers 
that focus on substance use and abuse, teen pregnancy 
prevention, and other relevant social services.

• Collaborate with students, parents, and teachers at local 
alternative or continuation high schools. For example:  
  i.  Find out if your state has an alternative education   
            association. Visit the National Alternative Education      
              Association’s website for a list:  
              www.the-naea.org/NAEA/about/state-doe-       
              websites/state-alternative-education-associations 
  ii. Find out if there is a local Pathways in Education  
           school near you: 
           www.pathwaysedu.org/charter-schools.html

• Partner with organizations that provide opportunities, 
programs, and training for at-risk youth. For example: 
  i.  Find a local YouthBuild program:  
     www.youthbuild.org/program-directory 
  ii. Find a local Boys & Girls Club:  
     www.bgca.org/FindaClub/Pages/default_2016.aspx 

Talk with pediatricians, neuroscientists, psychologists and other 
professionals who specialize in trauma. 

Engagement Strategies Beyond a Panel
1. Youth-led activities. Finding youth in your community to 

lead the engagement activities will mirror the way youth 
voices are highlighted in The Bad Kids. Youth can lead 
small-group discussions, speak about their own experience 
in alternative schools, give spoken-word performances, and 
more. It may be helpful to provide these discussion prompts 
for the students to use in guiding a youth-led discussion:

 • Which aspects of Black Rock High School would you  
        like to be part of your school? Why?

 • Which adults in your school community support  
    your success?

 • Were there scenes, students, or adults in  
    The Bad Kids that you related to?

2. Ceremonies. Ask attendees to consider the importance 
of the graduation ceremony at Black Rock. What is the 
significance of the graduation walk? Why is it such a central 
part of the school culture? You can consider re-creating a 
ceremony or ritual to celebrate success stories of alumni and 
local youth who have overcome challenges and succeeded in 
education.

    You can also have audience members reflect on and write 
down a benchmark or achievement in their own lives and 
whether and how that moment was marked with a rite or 
ceremony of some sort. What was their emotional experience 
of that ceremony? If there was not a rite or ceremony, does 
that seem like a loss? How would they mark that passage if 
they had a chance to do it again?

3. Coalition building. The Bad Kids offers an opportunity 
for you to bring together service providers and schools 
(administrators, teachers, counselors, etc.) to be in 
conversation about how they can collaborate to better 
support at-risk youth. Activities could include small breakout 
sessions or a “resource fair” format.

   Alternatively, you can have a more general audience put 
themselves in the shoes of the different stakeholders 
invested in alternative schools. The audience can break into 
small groups representing the different stakeholder groups 
and brainstorm their group’s priority expectations of a local 
alternative school. Sample stakeholder groups might include 
students, parents, teachers, juvenile justice professionals, 
and school district officials. Have each group present its 
findings as to whether the model they saw at Black Rock 
would address the needs of the stakeholder group. As a large 
group, discuss who would need to be at the table if you were 
working to develop an alternative school in your community.

Engagement Strategies:  
Potential Partners, Panel Discussions, and Beyond
The Bad Kids offers a rich opportunity for engagement, including facilitated audience  
dialogues, a panel discussion, and other more interactive community exchanges.

http://www.americangraduate.org/local-communities/
http://www.americangraduate.org/local-communities/
https://www.communitiesinschools.org/about/where/#state_ 
http://www.the-naea.org/NAEA/about/state-doe-websites/state-alternative-education-associations
http://www.the-naea.org/NAEA/about/state-doe-websites/state-alternative-education-associations
http://www.pathwaysedu.org/charter-schools.html
http://www.youthbuild.org/program-directory
http://www.bgca.org/FindaClub/Pages/default_2016.aspx
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    Are there specific considerations for your community that 
seem different from Black Rock?

4. Educator-focused activities. Consider using your screening 
either in conjunction with or as an entry point for an 
educator professional development workshop focusing on 
best practices for working with and supporting at-risk youth 
and building safer and more inclusive schools. Reach out 
to local school district officials that administer alternative 
school programs and explore screening the film followed by 
a discussion with school officials working in these programs. 
Also consider connecting with individuals in roles who lead 
professional development for district educators and school 
leaders and who lead school-community partnerships.

   The National Alternative Education Association  
(www.the-naea.org/NAEA) may also be a helpful resource. 
It can guide you to leaders in your region who could help 
facilitate a program in your community. Many states have 
their own alternative education associations and can  
provide support.

   Toward this aim, ITVS will have available educator-specific 
resources to help support efforts of this nature using the 
lessons learned, the models developed, and the success 
evident at Black Rock High School, featured in The Bad Kids.

5. Black Rock High School customs and practices.  
Distribute Handout 1 (see page 25) to your audience. In a 
large- or small-group setting, have participants review the 
document, then guide them with the following prompts:

•  Choose one custom or practice that stands out as unique to 
Black Rock High School.

•  Choose one custom or practice that would be challenging to 
replicate in a more traditional school setting.

•  After viewing The Bad Kids and reviewing this document, if 
you had to select the one custom or practice that you believe 
is the most important to the success of students at Black 
Rock High School, which would you choose?

    Depending upon the size of the group, you may elect to 
discuss each prompt in pairs, small groups, or as a full 
audience.

6. Mentors. Ask audience members to reflect on the positive 
role that the educators at Black Rock High had on their 
students, not only as educators, but also as mentors. 
Consider using your event as a mentor drive, to help engage 
new mentors and support local organizations that focus on 
mentoring youth. National organizations such as MENTOR 
have relevant resources, as well as a search tool to find a 
local mentoring program: www.mentoring.org/get-involved/
find-a-mentor/#zipsearch2
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7. Asking for help. When Principal Viland is describing how 
Black Rock differs from traditional schools, she stresses, 
“There is no shame in asking for help.” Have audience 
members think of a time in their lives when they struggled. 
Did they ask for help? Why or why not? What are barriers 
students and their families face in asking for help? In what 
ways does the Black Rock model overcome those barriers? 
What can audience members do to make their community 
one where everybody feels safe and encouraged to ask for 
help?

8. Strengths-based focus. Have audience members brainstorm 
words that describe what they liked or what inspired them 
about Black Rock High and its students. Write those words 
on a large piece of paper. Discuss what everyone can learn 
from these positive qualities. How does this list differ from 
common assumptions about “bad kids” and “alternative 
schools”? Why is it easier to focus on negative traits rather 
than positive ones? In what way do these positive words shift 
your ideas about how we think about “success”?

9. Deeper look at trauma and the brain. Show Dr. Nadine 
Burke Harris’s widely viewed TED Talk on the ACES:  
www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_
trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime. Discuss why 
trauma needs to be Created by Principal Vonda Viland, Black 
Rock High School a consideration for schools. What needs to 
change in your local school to address the needs of students 
coping with trauma?

10. Focusing on empathy and resilience. Show “Summer’s 
Choice,” a New York Times Op-Docs created by The Bad Kids 
filmmakers Keith Fulton and Lou Pepe:  
www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/opinion/summers-choice.
html?_r=0. Discuss the dialogue that you hear in this piece 
and your reactions to Summer’s goals, values, and skills, and 
talk about how the staff discusses working with students like 
Summer. Share with the audience her closing statement: “If 
you can’t erase something, just make it better.” 

http://www.the-naea.org/NAEA/
http://www.mentoring.org/get-involved/find-a-mentor/#zipsearch2
http://www.mentoring.org/get-involved/find-a-mentor/#zipsearch2
http://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime
http://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/opinion/summers-choice.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/opinion/summers-choice.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/25/opinion/summers-choice.html?_r=0
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Strategies from Black Rock High School  
for Supporting Academic Achievement

• Intake Sessions: Principal meets with all incoming students for 
orientation (overview presented).

• Attendance Calls: Anytime a student is absent, the 
administrative assistant calls home immediately to find out the 
reason and encourage the student to attend to class.

• Gold Slips: Immediate reward for students following the 
school’s expected schoolwide learning results (example 
presented).

• Credit Checks: Grading period broken down into six sessions,  
six weeks each, to keep focus.

• Plan Folders: Students maintain an individual Plan Folder, 
where they plan their work for the six-week credit check 
(example presented).

• Economic System of Credit Attainment: Credits broken down 
from 0.1 to 2.5 for each assignment, students immediately paid 
for their work in form of a credit slip. Equate the system to a 
monetary system (example presented).

• Report Card System: Informs students of their progress each 
day and gives them a credit goal in each subject area and an 
overall credit goal for each credit check (example presented).

• No Failure Here: Credit or no credit only. Students must receive 
a C or above to receive credit.

• Flexible Schedule: Students are in charge of schedule. Classes 
are changed mmediately after students earn the required 
amount for that subject area. They “buy” their way out of each 
class and eventually out of school.

• Individual Graduations: Students “walk the hall” as they 
graduate, and then they don’t attend again until the formal 
graduation ceremony.

• Student Progress Boards: Two boards kept in the main hallway. 
One lists every student in the school and the credits he or 
she has earned. The second board tracks only seniors’ credit 
earnings per credit check. Daily boards are maintained in each 
homeroom.

• Fifth-Year Contracts: Some students are offered a fifth year 
if they have not completed the credits required to graduate if 
they assure there will be no behavior, attendance, or motivation 
issues.

• Homeroom System: Students are assigned a homeroom teacher 
for their tenure at the school. Homeroom teacher enters all 
credits and oversees student’s progression. Homeroom teacher 
assists with Plan Folder maintenance.

Handout 1:  
Black Rock High School Strategies for Success 
Created by Principal Vonda Viland, Black Rock High School

Strategies for Supporting  
Emotional Achievement

• Rewards System for Credit Goals and Accomplishments: 
Individual praise, group recognition, opportunities to win prizes 
as a way to encourage continual striving for achievement 
among students.

• Expected Schoolwide Learning Results Gold Slips: Given 
whenever a student exhibits behavior that is an example of the 
school’s learning goals. Black Rock’s four learning goals are for 
its students to become self-directed learners, critical thinkers, 
responsible and productive citizens, and lifelong learners.

• Awards Assembly: Held at the end of every six-week credit 
check, this is where students receive recognition for their 
achievements in front of the entire school and their family.

• Flexible Attendance Policy: Black Rock keeps students more 
hours than California requires of continuation schools to allow 
for leniency when students arrive late or need to leave early for 
work or family obligations.

• Walking the Hall: When students complete all of their credits, 
the principal calls the entire staff and student body to the main 
hallway, and the students who have completed their credits 
walk down the hall to their cheering peers.
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Resources

Data and Education Policy Sites

The National Education Policy Center produces and shares 
peer-reviewed policy papers on a range of education policy 
topics to inform the discussion of education policy.  
nepc.colorado.edu/about-us

The National Center for Education Statistics, within the U.S. 
Department of Education, is the principal organization that 
collects and analyzes education data in the United States and 
abroad. nces.ed.gov/about

The Institute of Education Sciences (IES) is an independent 
arm of the U.S. Department of Education that focuses on 
research, statistics, and evaluation. The IES is active in six 
principal areas, including the overall condition of education 
in the United States, the need for education improvements, 
the need for new approaches, evaluation of federal education 
programs, increasing use of data to support decision making, 
and the advancement of education research. ies.ed.gov

The Education Trust is a nonprofit education research group.
nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010026.pdf

The Legislative Analyst’s Office is a nonpartisan office that 
provides fiscal and policy information and advice to the 
Legislature. They have published numerous reports around 
alternative education, including the following:

• Improving Alternative Education in California  
   www.lao.ca.gov/2007/alternative_educ/alt_ed_020707.pdf

• What Are Alternative Schools and How Does the  
   State Fund Them? 
   www.lao.ca.gov/reports/2016/3490/Alt-School-Funding.PDF 

• Next Steps for Improving State Accountability for  
   Alternative Schools 
 lao.ca.gov/reports/2015/edu/alt-ed/improving-       
    accountability-051615.pdf

How Childhood Trauma Affects Health Across a Lifetime  
is a TED Talk on the seminal work by Dr. Nadine Burke Harris.  
She is founder and CEO of the Center for Youth Wellness  
(www.centerforyouthwellness.org/about/overview),  
a national response to the public health epidemic of adverse 
childhood experiences. 
www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_
trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime

School Success 

America’s Promise Alliance is the nation’s largest partnership 
dedicated to improving the lives of children and youth, bringing 
together hundreds of national organizations representing the 
nonprofit, business, community, education and policy- 
making sectors. 
www.americaspromise.org

The ASCD’s Whole Child approach is an effort to transition 
from a focus on narrowly defined academic achievement to  
one that promotes the long-term development and success  
of all children. 
www.ascd.org/whole-child.aspx

Communities In Schools is a nationwide network of passionate 
professionals working in public schools to surround students 
with a community of support, empowering them to stay in 
school and achieve in life. 
www.communitiesinschools.org

The National Center for School Engagement serves at-risk 
youth in schools to promote attachment, engagement, 
and achievement. 
schoolengagement.org/school-engagement-services/at-risk-youth

Positive Behavior Interventions and Support is a 
comprehensive resource center developed by the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office of Special Education 
Programs for districts and schools seeking to implement school 
culture change according to PBIS principles and framework.
www.pbis.org

Trauma-Informed Care  

There are many organizations and associations working to 
support mental health professionals, social workers, educators 
and other service providers who work with individuals directly 
affected by trauma. Below are a few:

National Center for Trauma-Informed Care 
www.nasmhpd.org/content/national-center-trauma-informed-
care-nctic-0

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
www.samhsa.gov/nctic/trauma-interventions

Note: Each resource’s description is primarily adapted from language provided on the organization’s website.

www.thebadkidsmovie.com is the official website for the film.

www.pbs.org/independentlens/films/bad-kids is Independent Lens’s broadcast companion site for the film.

www.amazon.com/Lessons-Bad-Kids-Realities-Inspiration/dp/1475833156 will direct you to the book by 
Vonda Viland and Deborah Turner that picks up before The Bad Kids begins.
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Addiction  

The National Institute on Drug Abuse is an informational 
site on identifying drug addiction in teens and resources for 
treatment. 
www.drugabuse.gov/related-topics/treatment/what-to-do-if-
your-teen-or-young-adult-has-problem-drugs

The Substance Abuse Mental Health Services of America  
is a national listing of accredited substance abuse  
treatment facilities. 
findtreatment.samhsa.gov

Dropout Prevention Resources   

From American Psychological Association website,  
www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/school 
-dropout-prevention.aspx: 

• APA Center for Psychology in Schools and Education  
   www.apa.org/ed/schools/index.aspx

• Alliance for Excellent Education  
   www.all4ed.org

• Civic Enterprises  
  “The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts” 
    www.ignitelearning.com/pdf/TheSilentEpidemic3 
    -06FINAL.pdf  

• Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
   www.casel.org

• Children’s Defense Fund 
   childrensdefense.org

• National Center for Education Statistics 
   nces.ed.gov

• National Dropout Prevention Center/Network 
   dropoutprevention.org

• National Dropout Prevention Center for  
   Students with Disabilities 
   www.ndpc-sd.org

• What Works Clearinghouse  
   (Institute for Education Sciences) 
    ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc

Edutopia “How to End the Dropout Crisis: Ten Strategies for 
Student Retention” 
www.edutopia.org/student-dropout-retention-strategies

Additional sources for student support and funding from  
U.S. Department of Education:

The Strive Together Network is a national model that seeks 
to build community infrastructure and partners to support 
children in education in a “cradle to career continuum.”  
strivetogether.org

Community schools are both schools and partnerships with 
communities to provide additional health and social services to 
students and families.  
www.communityschools.org

There are approximately 2,000 school-based health centers 
around the country providing health care services to students, 
ranging from medical and dental care to mental health and 
social services. These centers are funded by a network of local 
health care organizations, such as community health centers, 
hospitals, local health departments, nonprofits, universities, 
mental health agencies, and, in some cases, school districts. 
Local, state, federal, and philanthropic dollars also support the 
work of these centers.  
www.sbh4all.org

Educational service agencies are public entities created by 
state statute to work with local schools and districts to provide 
high-quality educational support programs and services 
typically associated with central office administration. These 
agencies work with multiple schools and districts, enabling 
them to share costs and avoid redundancy in spending. To 
provide cost-effective services and supports, these agencies 
combine local and state funds with grants, awards, fees, and 
other revenue generating streams.  
www.aesa.us

http://www.drugabuse.gov/related-topics/treatment/what-to-do-if-your-teen-or-young-adult-has-problem-drugs
http://www.drugabuse.gov/related-topics/treatment/what-to-do-if-your-teen-or-young-adult-has-problem-drugs
https://findtreatment.samhsa.gov/
http://www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/school-dropout-prevention.aspx
http://www.apa.org/pi/families/resources/school-dropout-prevention.aspx
http://www.apa.org/ed/schools/index.aspx
http://www.all4ed.org/  
http://www.ignitelearning.com/pdf/TheSilentEpidemic3-06FINAL.pdf
http://www.ignitelearning.com/pdf/TheSilentEpidemic3-06FINAL.pdf
http://www.casel.org/  
http://www.childrensdefense.org/
http://nces.ed.gov/
http://dropoutprevention.org/
http://www.ndpc-sd.org/
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc
http://www.edutopia.org/student-dropout-retention-strategies
http://strivetogether.org
http://strivetogether.org
http://www.communityschools.org/
http://www.sbh4all.org/
http://www.aesa.us/
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