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Content of Abstract

Purpose
The purpose of this study was to enhance students' use of critical thinking skills
and decision making abilities for the 6th grade at Beck Middle School. Using an action
research plan, this intern measured the learning that derived from peer led presentations. By
enhancing these skills through peer led groups, students at Beck Middle School have begun
to realize that all actions have consequences and effect others.

Methodology
72 sixth grade students at Beck Middle School in Cherry Hill, NJ were surveyed
with 13 questions that related to their exposure to the Student Leadership Corps. These
sixth graders had all been surveyed both prior to the outreaches and after the outreaches.
The 13 questions directly related to the information provided by the members of the SLC.
The survey data prior to the outreaches was compiled and compared with the survey data
after the outreaches were performed. The data was then put into percentages to determine if
any growth in knowledge took place.

Conclusions
There was statistically significant improvement in four areas of study by the SLC.
A major conclusion that was drawn was that most of the students were exposed to some
drug education prior to the SLC performing their outreaches.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Focus of the Study
Adolescents have different perceptions than adults in regard to choices that need to
be made in life. Although all adults were once teens, some teens do not believe that adults
truly understand the nature of their situations and problems. Teens seem listen to one
another when making important life decisions.
Since this has been discovered, peer to peer teaching has been established in many
school districts. It is believed that students will listen to one another more than any other
influential force. Middle school is when students traditionally begin to branch out from
their parents and experiment with new friends, drugs, alcohol, or risky behavior. Preparing
middle school students with proper decision making skills could empower them with
knowledge that could guide them through this experimental period.
The New Jersey Middle School Peer Leadership Initiative was organized to aid and
arm middle school students with the knowledge that all actions have consequences. The
NJMSPLI is being initiated in Beck Middle School for the purpose of arming students with
knowledge that could lead them down the path that best suits their individual needs.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to enhance students' use of critical thinking skills and
decision making abilities for the 6th grade at Beck Middle School. Using an action research
plan, this intern wants to measure the learning that derives from peer led presentations.
The outcome goal of initiating the NJMSPLI into Beck Middle School is to enhance
the critical thinking skills and decision making skills of students in the sixth grade. By
enhancing these skills through peer to peer led groups, students at Beck Middle School will
begin to realize that all actions have consequences and affect others.
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The NJMSPLI is new to Beck Middle School. There are no similar programs which
teach students how to lead their peers in thinking about the consequences of their actions
and in learning how to make proper decisions. This program will be initiated by this intern
and will seek out 12 student leadership corp. members (SLC) who will remain in the
program throughout the year.
The student leadership corp. members will include students from the 7th and 8th
grade. The students in the corp. will be chosen by other students and through an
application process. The goal of NJMSPLI is to choose the leadership corp. of students
from all different types of peer groups throughout the school, the "jocks", the "popular
crowd", the "smart kids", the "misfits", and other student groups to retain a positive cross
section of the school. By obtaining a mixture of different grades and social groups, the
SLC will be able to meet the diverse needs of the student body in a more effective manner.
The SLC will meet once a week to unify itself as a group and to define the goals of
the program. Once the needs assessment of the school has been accomplished, the SLC
will begin training students to lead peer to peer groups. The training will consist of retreats
to the NJMSPLI workshops in Princeton. Additional training will take place on site at Beck
Middle School through a variety of means such as modeling, demonstrations, snapshots,
and other forms of group presentations.
The SLC students will be known as leaders throughout Beck Middle School and
should be aware of the responsibilities of this position. The SLC students should model
proper decision making skills in their daily lives to be role models for their peers. Although
everyone makes mistakes, the SLC students arc making a commitment. By joining this
team, they must do their best to incorporate proper decision making skills into their daily
lives.

Definitions
The following terms will be used throughout the study:
NJMSPLI

- New Jersey Middle School Peer Leadership Initiative

Peer Leader - A group of 12 chosen students who are members of the SLC.
Preventionists - People who talk and write about drug, alcohol, and tobacco prevention.
Protective Factor Research - Evolved from researchers trying to identify risks for the
development of problems like alcoholism, criminality, and delinquency. Grew into the
research to plan preventive interventions and creating positive environmental contexts.
SLC

- Student Leadership Corp.

Limitations of the Study
The limitations of this study include Beck Middle School in Cherry Hill, NJ. The
students who apply for the program will be the participants of the NJMSPLI, while the 6th
grade, will retain the effects of the program and will be the ones who are studied.
Possible limitations of initiating the NJMSPLI into Beck Middle School include not
receiving a true cross section of the school's student population as SLC members. This
would impact the study in that the students may not relate to the SLC members, and
therefore not benefit from the program. Another limitation is that the SLC members are not
dedicated to the program and do not attend meetings regularly. These meetings are the
backbone to the program because they train the SLC members to be able to facilitate their
own presentations for the student population.
Another possible limitation includes the faculty at Beck Middle School. This
program will interrupt some class time. The faculty may not want to relinquish their class to
the student leadership corp. members. The faculty must also be willing to give students
who receive the presentation a pre and post test survey of knowledge gained from the SLC
group. This may be a problem in that some staff may not choose to give the tests to their
classes or return the tests to this intern.
3

This study is limited to the students at Beck Middle School. The other two middle
schools in Cherry Hill will also be participants in the NJMSPLI program. Each of the
three middles schools are unique in their settings, students, and backgrounds, therefore the
findings in this study are only significant to the population at Beck Middle School.

Setting of the Study
Cherry Hill Township is located in Camden County, in southern New Jersey.
Cherry Hill was established in 1695 as Waterford Township, a cluster of small villages. In
1844, the name changed to Delaware Township. In 1961, the name became what it is
today, Cherry Hill Township.
Cherry Hill has grown significantly over the years, from approximately 1600 in
1870, to 6000 in 1940, to 10,000 in 1950, to 32,000 in 1960, to 64,000 in 1970. Today
the population is approximately 70,000 and growing. There are about 21,000 single-family
homes and 4500 multi-family housing units.
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Cherry Hill comprises 25 square miles and is home to many businesses, orchards,
farms, and families. These families are increasingly diverse. In the 1980's, Caucasian
students represented nearly 92% of the students enrolled in school. Today, the enrollment
in Cherry Hill schools is approximately 5% African-American, 2% Hispanic, and 12%
Asian or Pacific Islander. Additionally, Cherry Hill also has more than 1400 students
whose native language is not English (over 53 different languages).

Diversity in Cherry Hill 1999
12%

5%

o African-Am
E Caucasian
o Hispanic
o Asian

81%

Cherry Hill's first school was a cedar cabin in Ellisburg built in 1750. Between
1961 and 1971, fourteen schools were opened including one junior high and high school.
At the height of student enrollment, there were 18,000 public school students in Cherry
Hill. In the 1970's, declining enrollment forced six elementary schools and one junior high
to close. Today, there are approximately 10,500 students enrolled in the district's twelve
elementary school, three middle schools, two high schools, Early Childhood Center, and
Alternative High School Program.
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In Cherry Hill schools, the staff size for both faculty and administrators varies
depending on the size of the building and the number of students. The elementary schools
have fewer administrators than the middle and high schools, yet high numbers of faculty
per size of building. There are 829 faculty members in the Cherry Hill School District. The
average numbers of years of experience is 16 years. On average, 50% of faculty members
hold a degree higher than a bachelor's.
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On average, the Cherry Hill School's staff is more experienced compared to the rest
of the state. The administrative staff in Cherry Hill have an average of 26 years of
experience. The state average is only 25 years. The faculty have an average experience of
22 years, while the state average is significantly lower, only 16 years. This is important
because it is one of the reasons why the local school tax rate is so high. Based on the years
of experience, the salary for teachers are also higher than the state average. Teachers in
Cherry Hill make, on average, $64,561. That is about $14,000 above the state's average
salary. The more experienced teachers have higher salaries which leads to higher budgetary
demands on the community of Cherry Hill. In 1998-1999, 83% of the school budget came
from local taxes, while only 12% came from the state. Since Cherry Hill has a high socioeconomic level overall, the community qualifies for very little state aid, which means that
most school dollars are derived from local taxes.
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Budget votes in Cherry Hill have been hit or miss. Since 1994, three of the last six
budgets have been defeated. In 1995, 1996, and 1998, the budgets were passed with the
highest voter turnout rates for the six year period of time. Voter turnout for the 1999 budget
election was the lowest it had been since 1994. The 1999 budget vote took place just six
weeks after a successful bond referendum vote. It was the first successful bond referendum
in 30 years. The significance of 1999 budget defeat was that taxpayers felt that they had
already approved a $30 million bond referendum and that the school could cut their
drastically.
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Based on the 1990 Census, the labor force in Cherry Hill is predominately
comprised of Managerial and Professional Occupations with 15,755 township residents
holding these types of jobs. A close second in occupations at 13,211 are residents who
work in Technical, Sales, or Administrative Occupations. Service Occupations comprise
the third highest employment in Cherry Hill at 2,558 residents. Cherry Hill also has 2,108
Craftsmen and Repairmen and 1,765 Operators, Fabricators, and Laborers. Only 420
residents are involved in the farming, forestry, and fishing industry. This is significant
because most residents of Cherry Hill are white collar workers. The numbers of blue collar
workers that reside in Cherry Hill is steadily growing as the average price of homes are
dropping. This means that more blue collar families are able to afford housing in Cherry
Hill which leads to diversity in the town.

Employment Categories of Residents of
Cherry Hill
Managerial / professional

Number of People

Technical / sales / administrative

13,211

Service

2,558

Craftsmen / repairmen

2,108

Operators / fabricators / laborers

1,765

Farming / forestry / fishing

420

15,755

Based on the 1990 Census, the town of Cherry Hill has almost equal numbers of
males and females. Males in Cherry Hill have an overall higher educational level that the
females. More males completed 4 years of college than females and more males completed
5 years or more of college than females.
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Education level of
Males in
Cherry Hill

Number

Education level of
Females in
Cherry Hill

Number

Completed high
school
Completed 4 yrs.
college
Completed 5 yrs.
college or +

3,983

Completed high
school
Completed 4 yrs.
college
Completed 5 yrs.
college or +

8,112

6,181
5,243

5,681
2,611

Significance of the Study
The significance of this study is to educate students in decision making. With
proper training, students will be prepared to make the right choice when confronted with a
situation. Based on what the peer leadership corp. group of students decide are the main
issues at Beck Middle School, the corp. group will focus on how to best portray these
issues to the student body. The SLC will be responsible for interactive outreaches to the
sixth grade which should increase their core knowledge on problems such as drugs,
alcohol, tobacco, and other potentially problematic issues. The SLC will focus on teaching
refusal skills and on consequences of risky actions.
Another significant factor that derives from the NJMSPLI is the effect that this
group has on the 12 students who participate. These students are from a cross section of
the school and also cross grades. Since this is the case, these 12 students also will learn
important life lessons based on the fact that they will spend so much time together in a
group that shares their feelings and emotions. This group has to learn to be like a family
before they can effectively go into the school and teach others.
The school populations as a whole also seeks to benefit from the student leadership
corp. doing presentations in their classrooms. The school population will witness students
from all different types of backgrounds participating in a group together. This models a
positive school climate. Not only will the student population witness students from
different groups together as a cohesive unit, they will also experience the presentations
which the student corp. group demonstrates. These presentations should help the observers
14

to think about the consequences of their actions and to employ proper decision making
techniques.

Organization of the Study
The following chapters will focus on a Review of the Literature, the Design of the
Study, Presentation of the Research Findings, and Conclusions, Implications, and Further
Study.
The chapter titled Review of the Literature is based on a comprehensive search for
articles and research on the topic of peer to peer leadership and teaching. The chapter will
give the reader a background of the importance of peer to peer teaching and will
substantiate the claim that peer to peer teaching is a valid means of improving the
knowledge of a core group of students. This chapter will also give credence to the claim
that peer to peer leadership is more effective than adult to peer leadership.
The chapter titled Design of the Study will focus on the way in which the
observants were tested and how the tests were arranged. This chapter will also focus on the
training of the SLC to prepare for their outreaches to the core group of sixth grade students.
This chapter will identify what exactly is being measured in the study.
The chapter titled Presentation of the Research Findings will present the data from
the surveys of the students. This chapter will organize the data for interpretation and give
the reader all the necessary information to draw their conclusions.
The chapter titled Conclusions, Implications, and Further Study will be where the
researcher draws conclusions based on the findings in the previous chapter. The researcher
will be able to tell the reader if the findings are able to be applied to other groups or just to
the demographic studied. The researcher will also formulate questions that could lead to
further study in the area of peer to peer leadership and decision making groups.

15

Chapter 2
Review of Literature
A fear that most parents of adolescents have is that their children will ignore what
they have taught them and experiment with illegal and or dangerous substances. Some
parents do not believe that teens have the common sense and ability to think about the
consequences of their actions. Schools, in many instances,

have taken on the role of

parents from sex education to drug education to important life skills. Teachers are
becoming responsible for teaching these new curricular programs that are being forced into
schools. The problem lies in that the teacher may not be the one with whom the child most
relates. If the student were asked who they would listen to most, teacher, parent, or friend,
most students would say friend. So why haven't most schools used the students to teach
other students about the consequences of choosing the wrong path in life? This type of
teaching is called peer to peer, and it has been very useful in helping schools prevent
student drug, alcohol, and tobacco use.
There are many peer to peer educational programs across the country, National Peer
Helpers, DEER, Youth to Youth, and the New Jersey Middle School Peer Leadership
Initiative, to name a few. These programs work from the premise that peers are who the
students listen to and model their actions. Peer to peer programs are not new, they started
in the late 1950s with the Peer Helper program and have evolved to what they are today.
Programs such as these, are used to show students that being drug and alcohol free and
developing good decision making skills can aid them throughout life. The peer leaders are
responsible for teaching a prescribed curriculum in an interactive manner. Interactive
learning is the tool that is most effective for the peer leaders. These peer leaders relate to
their groups of students in different ways than adults.
Bonnie Benard, a protective factor researcher, writes that to have a successful
prevention intervention program it "must focus on enhancing and creating positive
environmental contexts- families, schools, and communities- that will promote the bonding
16

of children and youth to these institutions and, in turn, reinforce positive behaviors."
(1992, p. 15) With the three most important aspects of a child's life working in conjunction
with one another, it is the best way for a prevention program to be successful and to help
foster a resilient child. A resilient child is one who "works well, plays well, loves well, and
expects well." (Benard, 1992, p. 15) More specifically, Benard identifies the attributes of a
resilient child as one of social competence, problem solving ability, autonomy, and a sense
of purpose and future. (1992, p. 15)
Achieving social competence is essential for a child to feel that they fit in and are
accepted amongst their peers. Having social competence includes being flexible,
empathetic, caring, communicative, having a sense of humor, and any other pro-social
behavior. A child who has the ability to solve problems well includes the ability to think
abstractly, be reflective, and is able to attempt alternative solutions for problems that are
both social and cognitive. A child who has achieved a sense of autonomy is selfdisciplined, independent, has good impulse control, and has a positive self esteem. A child
with a healthy sense of purpose and future sets goals, wants to achieve success, is
motivated, has educational aspirations, is hopeful, has a belief in a bright future, has a
sense of anticipation, and is optimistic. These four categories working together are what
sums up a resilient child. The resilient child is the one who should lead the peer groups and
should model these positive behaviors. The goal of any school system should be to
produce a school of resilient children.
The three characteristics that Benard and other studies consistently identified as
fostering resiliency in children were families, schools, and communities that provided
caring and support, high expectations, and opportunities for participation and involvement.
Conversely, those families, schools, and communities that had significant problems with
drug abuse, teen pregnancy, alcohol, and other problems did not foster these identifiers of
resiliency. The reason that some of the programs that have been implemented into schools
have failed is because they did not address the cause of the problems of their students. The
successful groups found "natural social bonds between young and old, between siblings,
17

between friends that give meaning to one's life and a reason for commitment and caring. To
neglect these bonds is to risk the survival of a culture." (Benard, 1992, p. 16) Peer
helping, mentoring, and cooperative learning are all strategies that work to achieve the three
protective characteristics

which are caring and support,

high expectations,

and

participation. These three characteristics foster the development of youth with social
competencies, problem solving skills, autonomy, and a sense of purpose and future.
Community and family are the keys to the equation of a productive group. Even the
most effective groups need to reach out into the community and to the families of students
within the school to change the behaviors that are endemic in that particular community or
family. Some school groups receive corporate sponsorship or build a partnership with local
business. By building bridges from the school to the community, the peer leaders are doing
a duel service; they are allowing the community to take an active role in the school and they
are allowing the students to portray themselves to the community in a positive manner.
Family is another venue for aiding in the success of the school based prevention
groups. Some groups have a family night to show the families in the community what these
dedicated student leaders are doing. During these family nights, parents see the types of
prevention activities that their children receive. This second bridge from the school to the
parents helps families to realize the worthiness of prevention programs.
Programs are constantly being shown to administrators of schools, guidance
counselors, Substance Abuse Coordinators, and even teachers. The questions that needs to
be addressed are "How do I choose a program?" and " Will it be successful?" There are so
many programs that are inundating the market, which program will be right for the school
community, and families of the students is up to the individual. There are a few things to
look for in a successful peer led program. One would want to seek a program that makes an
effort to reduce or minimize the use of substances such as alcohol, tobacco, and illegal
drugs. One would also want to look for a program that includes ways for students to learn
refusal skills that are essential for success in any program. The final item to look for when
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choosing a program is one that uses peer led instruction. (Black, Tobler, Sciacca, 1998, p.
87)
Interactive peer led instruction is by far the most useful way to impart information
to a group of students. (Black, Tobler, Sciacca, 1998, p. 87) Interactive programs are
statistically superior to non-interactive programs in preventing drug use among adolescents.
An interactive program is defined as one that uses face to face peer led interactions. The
peer leaders plan activities that stimulate active participation. This active participation can
take the form of age appropriate role playing. A non-interactive program may be a teacher
led lecture which is passive in nature and instructive in manner. This non-interactive
program has more teacher to student interaction than student to student interaction. DARE
(Drug Abuse Resistance Education) is a program that is non-interactive. DARE is basically
a lecture format with student response to teacher led instruction. Based on the studies
performed by Black, Tobler, and Sciacca, "it appears that the same benefits can be achieved
with peer helpers as with more educated and experienced adults; but all leaders, regardless
of educational level, need to be trained to be effective facilitators and peer helpers." (1998,
p. 89) Training is the key to any successful program. For example, listening to an
assembly on drug resistance led by a presenter who had to constantly look through notes
for facts would not be as effective as sitting in a small group and discussing peer pressure
and ways to combat it. Well trained individuals are necessary for the success of any
program, especially those that are peer led. Peer leaders need to be trained by adult
mentors. This training is essential for the success of the program. The student leaders need
to feel comfortable and knowledgeable when completing their outreaches within the school.
A question that still remains is why are peers more effective in dealing with one
another than parents? Mary B.W. Tabor writes of a 10 year study that surveyed 20,000
students in 9th to 12th grade and their families for one to three years. This study concludes
that "parents have become seriously disengaged or disconnected from their children's lives
At the same time, teenagers' friends have become largely negative influences on their
attitudes toward school." (1996, p. 10) This study shows that peers have a large influence
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on the attitudes that their peers have about school, academic achievement, and drug use.
The problem, Tabor writes, "isn't with the school; its the disengagement of the parents and
a peer culture that demeans high academic performance." (1996, p. 10)
Even parents who are not disengaged can be overwhelmed by the influences that
peer have on their children. In some cases, high achieving students encourage one another.
In most cases, students "do not try as hard because they worry about what their friends
might think." (Tabor, 1996, p. 11) In many peer to peer programs, this exact problem is
what leads to a peer to peer program being implemented. Schools see a sign that parents
are becoming disengaged and the schools must react with some sort of a solution. Seeking
out peer leaders from different peer groups is a good way to foster positive attitudes among
different peer groups. (Black, Tobler, Sciacca, 1998, p. 91)
Recently, over 7000 local groups have been formed with concerns about teen drug
use. The problem with this is that no evaluation data could be located to measure if these
programs actually changed behavior. Groups like SADD (Students Against Drunk
Driving), MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving), PRIDE (Parent Resources and
Information on Drug Education), and NFP (National Federation of Parents for Drug-Free
Youth) generally comprise suburban middle class families and may not reach the
adolescents at highest risk. One of the main problems with groups such as these are that
they can only demonstrate that knowledge was enhanced or improved. 'There is clear
evidence that neither knowledge nor attitude change is sufficiently predictive of behavioral
change to accept these as measures of successful prevention."(The Prevention of Substance
Abuse, 1997, p. 152)
According to Tobler, there are five categories of preventive strategies that schools
use to combat substance abuse in middle schools (119, p. 12). The five categories are:
1. Knowledge Oriented: Based on the assumption that educating students about drugs will
change attitudes and decrease use. This practice uses little interaction with the students and
is mainly a lecture and scare tactic format.
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2. Affective Strategies: This strategy assumes that psychological factors place students at
risk for abusing drugs. Self esteem building and values education are taught with no
mention of drugs.
3. Social Influence and Life Skills: Assumes that peer pressure is the major factor in abuse.
This strategy teaches refusal skills, values, and communication.
4. Knowledge Plus Affective Strategies: This assumes that both attitudes and values must
be changed to change behavior.
5. Alternative Strategies: This strategy correlates changes in school such as failure and
delinquency to drug use. The plan for use of this strategy is to introduce the student to new
activities and to teach competence such as in programs like Outward Bound.
These five categories encompass the types of programs that schools use to combat
drug, tobacco, and alcohol use in school. The evaluative date on these programs shows that
Social Influence and Life Skills was found to have the largest effect on student population
as a whole. It teaches students to think for themselves and empower one another in the
decision making process. (Prevention of Substance Abuse, 1997, p. 153) The second most
effective program was the Alternative Strategy. This strategy showed that students who
were at high risk, changed their behaviors significantly after attending one of the training
sessions. Informational programs, such as the knowledge strategy showed almost no effect
on the students population at all. This evidence is why the DARE program is being
modified across the country to be more interactive and effective.
There are many successful programs across the country that deal with middle and
high school students such as School Based Clinics, The School Team Approach, The
Student Assistance Program, and Growing Healthy, to name just a few. The real question
for schools is not what works, but what does not work and why. Programs fail in some
cases because of "inadequate training or training that was too brief." (Prevention of
Substance Abuse, 1997, p. 168) Advertising such as the "Just Say No" campaign were
ineffective because adolescents "prefer commercials that emphasize the effects of drug use
on students' family relationships or offer strategies for resisting offers of drugs."
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(Prevention of Substance Abuse, 1997, p. 168) Another example of programs that do not
work is the "one-shot" approach. For example, 'The Great American Smoke-Out" is
ineffective because it asks students to sign a pledge not to smoke. It is handled in one day
and there is rarely any follow-up interventions. It is surprising to many researchers that
these type of "one-shot" programs are still being used. (Prevention of Substance Abuse,
1997, p. 169)
Many researchers agree that programs which slow down the rate of initiation to
drugs, alcohol, and tobacco have some similarities. These similarities include approaching
the issue of substance abuse in a broad social and environmental context. These
interventions to students should be directed at the risk factors such as lack of family
support and lack of school achievement. Another factor that successful programs shared
was that the support networks were not just school based. The community, family, and
local business were included in the prevention effort. Another factor found to be effective
in programs was the duration. The successful programs were held over an extended period
of time with follow-up intervention also scheduled. Teacher training is one of the most
important factors of a successful intervention program. The most successful program can
fail if the training received is inadequate. Successful intervention programs are also peer
led. Students have more of an effect on their peers than adults. Training for the peers in the
leadership role is also a must for successful intervention programs. (Bosworth, 1996, p.
2)
Teaching value and moral education at schools is not new. It has risen and fallen
many times throughout formal education. It is back again in the 1990's because of a
national panic over America's inability to gain control over the nation's drug use. Parents,
educators and community leaders are asking schools to be involved in educating students
about values and morals. (Kirschenbaum, 1992) According to Kirschenbaum, there are
two widespread movements in the return of values education which includes peer led
grouping.

The first return in values education is the "Just Say No" movement. This

applies to more than drugs says Kirschenbaum. "If adults would just be clear on

values...and set up a comprehensive system of rewards and punishment to reinforce the
"good" values and extinguish the "bad ones, young people would be guided toward
productive and moral behavior. They would not smoke, drink, or use illegal drugs...they
would succeed in school according to their ability, find meaningful work, vote in elections,
and not cheat on their taxes." (1992)
The second return in values education according to Kirschenbaum is that educators
need to do more than simply identify "good" and "bad" behaviors. The educators must
make strides in having the students experience and internalize the desired values first hand.
"Rather than simply urge youngsters to care for one another, they arrange cross-age
tutoring projects or community service projects...so young people can actually experience
the satisfaction that comes from performing acts of caring. (1992). This style of
intervention is along the same lines as the peer to peer model. Both of these models want
students to experience hands-on what it is like to help others. The students in the peer to
peer groups experience that sense of satisfaction by completing their outreaches for the
school, while in values education the students experience the sense of satisfaction by doing
something caring for someone else. In both situations, values education and peer
leadership, the students must confront situations that require them to make decisions on
their own. The tools the students gain from participating in such groups are the true test to
determine the effectiveness of such programs.
Along with improving the drug, alcohol, and tobacco problems in schools, peer
leaders have taken on another role, diversity. When choosing peer leaders, the facilitator is
responsible for choosing students from a variety of different peer and social groups. If this
process is done properly, the newly formed peer group should house a diverse cross
section of the school's population. In most schools, it is rare for students of varying
interests, backgrounds, and hobbies to have the opportunity to interact and form bonds. In
peer leadership groups, this is one of the goals. As a peer leadership team, they should
comprise a true mixture of the school. As a team, standing together, they make a statement
that barriers can be crossed and lines do not need to be drawn so deeply. People gravitate to
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those who make them feel comfortable, that is the standard. Peer leadership groups show
the rest of the school that other groups can be formed based on shared ideas and principles.
At a conference entitled "Getting Ready for a Multicultural Society: We Can Get
Along," in Princeton, NJ in January of 1993, 800 peer leaders met to share ideas. In this
conference, students attended sessions on a variety of subject including homophobia,
sexuality, and racial and cultural bias. The day was about breaking down stereotypes and
molds that people want others to fit into. Kyra Duran, a communications specialist in the
New Jersey School Boards Association suggested that these student leaders go back to
their schools and initiate the following measures to help break down the barriers that occur
in all schools: (1993, p. 3)
1. Assign students to integrated lunch tables once a week or every two weeks.
2. Encourage cross-group friendships through activities.
3. Build Structures into school that forces kids to work together socially and academically.
4. Don't stop with programs for students and teachers, reach out into the community and to
parents.
5. Start instilling respect for differences at a young age, because stereotyping starts early.
There are many ways to begin and run a successful peer leadership group. This
literature review has given the reader a chance to explore and understand groups that are
effective can change the lives of the students that they touch with their interventions. There
are many wrong ways to run a group that seeks to lessen the use of drugs, alcohol, and
tobacco in a school. The keys to successfully running a program of this nature are that the
group be peer led, interactive, community and family based, and long term. Also the group
leaders need to be well trained and experienced. A successful group grows from long hours
of hard work, dedication to the cause and group, and a commitment by the school and the
community for support. Once implemented, the success of the group depends on the
commitment level, the diversity, and the background of the student leaders. These leaders
have the potential to reshape schools across the country.
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Chapter 3
The Design of the Study

Introduction
This year the administration in Cherry Hill Public Schools decided to participate in
the New Jersey Middle School Peer Leadership Initiative. Through this commitment, Beck
Middle School was assigned to take part in this new program. The goal of the NJMSPLI
was to change attitudes and perceptions of sixth grade students in regard to drug, alcohol,
and tobacco use, and to give these students the proper decision making and refusal skills.
The students were chosen to become peer leaders by their peers through a series of votes.
There were sixteen peer leaders in the program, 8 from the 7th grade and 8 from the 8th
grade. There were no 6th graders participating in the program because they were the target
audience for the outreaches performed by the peer leaders. The goal of the peer leaders was
to perform at least 5 outreaches to the 6th grade by June.

General Description
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of peer led instruction
on the attitudes of 6th graders at Beck Middle School in Cherry Hill, New Jersey using an
action research design. Based on the goals of the program, the 6th graders' learning was
measured through a survey of attitudes and knowledge about drugs, alcohol, tobacco, and
the skills of decision making and refusal. This survey was handed out to the students
twice, once prior to the outreach and once immediately following the outreach. The surveys
measure if any learning or significant changes in attitude took place based on the outreaches
of the peer leaders. This served as the basis for the assessment.
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Development of the Design and Research
Instruments
The research instrument used in this study
was a survey. This survey serves two
purposes. The first purpose of the survey
was to develop a baseline knowledge
about
drugs, alcohol, and tobacco for 6th grade
students. This survey also showed the
researcher
the attitudes and perceptions of 6th grade
students about harmful substances. This
survey
aided the researcher in determining if
6th graders were capable of making
consequence
driven decisions and if they had the ability
to refuse the pressure that was placed upon
them
to get involved with potentially harmful
substances. Questions about whether
a 6th grader
is adequately prepared to handle the pressures
that they are or will soon be facing about
drugs, alcohol, and tobacco are addressed
in the survey. The survey also seeks to
question
the background knowledge that 6th grade
students have about the dangers of using
harmful
substances. The results were used to identify
if the peer leaders' outreaches had an effect
on the 6th grade classes which they reached.

Description of theSample and Sampling Techniques
The sample of students who received the
outreaches are 6th graders from team 6-2
at Beck Middle School in Cherry Hill, New
Jersey. Team 6-2 consisted of four groups
of
about 25 students. Approximately all
100 students received the benefits of
these
outreaches. The students ranged in age
from 11-12 years old. All the children
attended
Beck Middle School and lived in Cherry
Hill. The only other outreaches that this
target
group of students had received was the DARE
program which was once a week for 10
weeks. None of the 6th grade students were
related to any of the peer leaders. Team 6-2
was a typical 6th grade team at Beck Middle
School There were three teams of 6th graders.
Team 6-2 was chosen because the schedule
fit best with the schedules of the student
leaders. There were approximately 65 males and
35 females on team 6-2.
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Data Collection
The surveys were distributed in science class because all students on team 6-2 had
science with the same teacher. The students were informed that they are not required to fill
out the surveys and that it did not count as part of their grade.
Each student's survey was analyzed by this researcher to see if significant changes
were apparent after the peer leaders performed their outreaches. The survey questions were
individually analyzed to refine and tune the program for the following year. The data was
used to ascertain whether the program has merit and value as a part of Beck Middle School.
The results were shared with the District Substance Abuse Coordinator, the principal, and
the superintendent.

Data Analysis
Based on the comparison between the two surveys, the percentage of students for
whom there was a gain in knowledge or understanding were recorded. The percentage of
students for whom there was a deficit in knowledge and understanding based on the
surveys were also recorded. In addition, the percentage of students for who no significant
change can be measured were also recorded. Based on the number of students who gained
knowledge or who felt the program had merit and value, the results serve as a benchmark
for determining whether or not peer led instruction was effective overall.
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Chapter 4
Presentation of Research Findings
Introduction
Based on the evaluation criteria set forth in the survey to determine whether the
sixth grade students' learning about drugs, alcohol, and other pivotal decision making
by
instances were met are determined by the survey distributed before and after outreaches
the Student Leadership Corps. These surveys question whether learning improved based
on the outreaches by the student led group. The results were as follows:

72 sixth grade students were surveyed with 13 questions.
Question 1
People have more fun at parties when they drink.
Prior to outreaches -

59 disagree
13 agree

After outreaches-

60 disagree
12 agree

Question 2
Drinking helps people deal with their problems.
Prior to outreaches-

70 disagree
2 agree

After outreaches-

71 disagree
I agree
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Question 3
Alcohol is a drug.
Prior to outreaches-

9 disagree
63 agree

After outreaches-

5 disagree
67 agree

Question 4
Half of all homicides (murders) involve alcohol.
Prior to outreaches-

18 disagree
54 agree

After outreaches-

8 disagree
64 agree

Question 5
Alcohol is addictive.
Prior to outreaches-

15 disagree
57 agree

After outreaches-

9 disagree
63 agree
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Question 6
Cigarettes are not addictive, they just cause cancer.
Prior to outreaches-

67 disagree
5 agree

After outreaches-

70 disagree
2 agree

Question 7
Smoking helps people lose weight.
Prior to outreaches-

61 disagree
11 agree

After outreaches-

61 disagree
11 agree

Question 8
Marijuana is 10 times more powerful now than 3 decades ago.
Prior to outreaches-

12 disagree
60 agree

Alter outreaches-

6 disagree
66 agree
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Question 9
Marijuana is more likely to cause lung cancer than cigarettes.
Prior to outreaches-

22 disagree
50 agree

After outreaches-

12 disagree
60 agree

Question 10
Using inhalants literally dissolves your brain.
Prior to outreaches-

5 disagree
67 agree

After outreaches-

2 disagree
70 agree

Question 11
The use of heroin is increasing in all age groups including middle school age students.
Prior to outreaches-

15 disagree
57 agree

After outreaches-

6 disagree
66 agree
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Question 12
If a friend had a problem with alcohol, tobacco, or other substances I would tell:
Prior to outreaches-

Another friend-13
Parent-45
Teacher-20
Guidance Counselor-34
Other:
No one- 2
Principal- 2
Relative- 2
Responsible Adult- 2

After outreaches-

Another friend-17
Parent- 46
Teacher- 34
Guidance Counselor- 38
Other:
Principal- 1
Friend's mom- 1
Responsible Adult- 2
No one- 1
Police- I
Relative- 2
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Question 13
What, in your opinion, is the best way to say no when a friend asks you to smoke with
them after school?
Prior to outreaches-

Give a reason- 28
Change the subject- 1
Give a compliment- 0
Suggest doing something else- 29
Use humor- 11

After outreaches-

Give a reason- 23
Change the subject- 1
Give a compliment- 0
Suggest doing something else- 34
Use humor- 10

Comparison Between Having and Not Having Outreaches
For question 1, there was little to no difference between what the sixth graders
thought about drinking at parties before the outreach and after the outreach. Prior to the
outreach, 82% of sixth graders thought that people did not have more fun at parties while
drinking. The other 18%, believed that drinking was necessary to have fun at parties. After
the outreach, 83% of sixth graders thought that people did not have more fun at parties
while drinking. The other 17% of sixth graders believed that drinking at parties was
necessary for fun.
Question 2 showed little difference between what occurred prior to and after the
outreaches. 97% of sixth graders did not believe that alcohol helps people deal with their
problems prior to the outreaches, while 99% had the same opinion after the outreaches.
The results of question 3 showed that their was an increase in the percentage of
sixth graders who believed that alcohol is a drug from prior to the outreaches to after the
outreaches occurred. 88% of sixth graders believed that alcohol was a drug prior to the
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outreaches, while 93% of sixth graders thought alcohol was a drug after the outreaches.
This is an increase of 5% from prior to the outreaches.
The percentage of sixth graders who believed that half of all homicides involve
alcohol increased by 14% after the outreaches were conducted. This increase showed that
89% of sixth graders realized that alcohol can be a major factor in homicides in the United
States.
Question 5 questioned whether sixth graders believed that alcohol is addictive. Most
sixth graders already believed this to be true. After the outreaches, 88% of sixth graders
knew that alcohol is addictive. This was an increase of 9% from prior to the outreaches.
Most sixth graders already knew that cigarettes were addictive and cause cancer.
There was very little difference between prior to the outreaches and after the outreaches
took place. There was a 4% increase from 93% to 97% in students who knew that
cigarettes are both addictive and cause cancer.
There was no difference for question 7 indicating the smoking helps people lose
weight. Both prior to the outreaches and after they occurred, 85% of the sixth graders
believed that smoking does not help people lose weight.
Question 8 had a 9% increase in the number of sixth graders who believed that
marijuana is ten times more powerful now than 3 decades ago. Only 83% of sixth graders
believed this to be true prior to the outreaches, but 92% believed it after the outreaches took
place.
One of the largest increases in knowledge occurred with question 9 which dealt
with marijuana causing lung cancer more than cigarettes. There was a 14% increase of
knowledge gained from prior to the outreaches to after the outreaches took place. Only 69%
of sixth graders believed that marijuana caused lung cancer more than cigarettes prior to the
student led outreaches, but after the outreaches, 83% of sixth graders found this to be true.
There was very little significant difference in question 10 about inhalants dissolving
your brain. Most sixth graders already knew that inhalants had this effect. In fact, 93%
knew this prior to the outreaches and 97% realized it when the outreaches were completed.
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this is only a 4% increase in knowledge about the use of inhalants and their effects on the
brain.
Question 11, regarding the increase in the use of heroin for middle school age
students had an increase of 9% from prior to the outreaches to after the outreaches were
completed. 79% of the sixth graders believed that heroin was increasing before the
outreaches took place, while 88% believed heroin use to be on the rise after the outreaches
were implemented.
Question 12 could have more than one answer. The students were instructed to
check all that apply. Based on this, the students selected parents both prior to the
outreaches and after the outreaches took place as the people they would be most likely to
speak with in the event that their friend was using some sort of harmful substance. Prior to
the outreaches, 47% of sixth graders would tell their guidance counselor, while after the
outreaches that number rose to 53%. Prior to the outreaches, only 28% of sixth graders
would discuss this problem with their teachers. This number rose significantly to 47% after
the outreaches were completed. In both cases prior to the outreaches and after they had
been completed, another friend was the choice that most sixth grade students did not
choose. Only 18% chose another friend prior to the outreaches and 24% chose another
friend after the outreaches were completed.
The final question on the survey dealt with ways in which the students could deal
with the pressure their friends gave them to smoke. Prior to the outreach, most students felt
that giving a reason why they couldn't smoke, at 39%, and suggesting doing something
else, at 40%, were the best responses. After the outreaches too place, suggesting doing
something else increased by 7% to 47% of sixth graders believing this to be the best way to
avoid smoking with their friends. Giving a reason was second after the outreaches at 32%,
which was a decrease of 7%. Using humor as about equal both prior to and after the
outreaches took place at around 15% who believed that this was the best was to avoid
smoking with their friends.

35

Conclusion
Based on the percentage of sixth grade students who increased their knowledge
after the outreaches took place, the results showed that their were significant increases in
some areas, but insignificant increases in other areas. The areas that showed the most
increases included questions 4,5, 8, 9, and 11. In these questions, there was at least a 9%
increase in knowledge from prior to the outreaches taking place to after they had been
completed. Questions 4 and 9 had the most significant increases with 14% each.
There were 6 questions that had little to no significant difference prior to the
outreaches taking place to after they had been completed. Those questions included
1,2,3,6,7, and 10. Questions 1,2, and 7 had the least amount of increase with 0% to 2%.
Based on this information, sixth grade students either did not learn anything about the
topics in those questions, or they already knew the answers prior to the Student Leadership
Corps presenting the information.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions, Implications, and Further Study
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to implement the New Jersey Middle School Peer
Leadership Initiative into Beck Middle School and evaluate the effects on the sixth grade.
Specifically, this intern wished to determine if the NJMSPLI had merit as an instructional
tool using students, instead of teachers, as the main ingredient of changing perceptions of
sixth graders toward drugs, alcohol, tobacco, and decision making skills.

Major Conclusions
Based on the percentage of sixth grade students who participated in and received
outreaches from the Student Leadership Corps, the results show that some learning did
indeed take place. There were statistically significant improvements in knowledge in four
categories based on the survey. These significant improvements ranged from 9%-14%
improvements in knowledge about drugs, alcohol, tobacco, or decision making show that
the program did prove effective in some of these areas. The results also showed that the
sixth grade students had been exposed to some of this type of information prior to the
Student Leadership Corps presenting their outreaches. This conclusion can be drawn based
on the high percentage of students getting the answers to the survey correct prior to the
outreaches. The results of the survey also show that no real improvement in knowledge
was gained for some of the students based on the data derived from the surveys.

Implications
For the students who did not benefit from the Student Leadership Corps program,
the program should be re-evaluated and modified based on time, response of students, and
necessity. Ultimately, this study should be tracked long term for the sixth graders who
received the outreaches to determine if any long term effects of the program were
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beneficial. The benchmark for determining whether or not the program was successful,
should ultimately be based on data derived from the long term assessment.

Leadership Development
In implementing the New Jersey Middle School Peer Leadership Initiative into Beck
Middle School, this intern sought to initiate and effectively manage change as both a leader
and as a member of a leadership team. Through facilitating shared decision making and
goal oriented success, this intern sought to improve the knowledge of the sixth graders
about drugs alcohol, tobacco, and decisions making skills, while also enhancing the
knowledge of the Student leadership Corps. Through the facilitation of the group, this
intern initiated a new program at Beck Middle School that was perceived by faculty,
parents, community, and administration as a success. Through the NJMSPLI, this intern
fostered leadership development and initiated a successful program into Beck Middle
School. As a direct result of initiating this program and effectively managing change,
leadership competencies have been fostered, developed, and enhanced.

Organizational Change
As a result of the study, the organization has come to realize some of the benefits of
student led instruction. Not only did the Student Leaders develop a sense of team, better
self-images, and a self of belonging, they also became more open-minded, less critical, and
more willing to take risks. The Student Leaders themselves benefited directly from the
program. The students receiving the benefits of the outreaches were also changed by the
Student leadership Corps. The sixth grade were more willing to share information with
someone of similar age groups, than with teachers. The sixth graders gained a greater
understanding of how drugs, alcohol, tobacco, and decision making is important in their
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everyday lives. The students receiving the outreaches felt that the Student Leaders
genuinely cared what they did and felt comfortable sharing intimate details. All students
have developed a stronger sense of self, an appreciation for the Student leaders as a group,
and a willingness to be more open and honest with someone closer to their own age. The
teachers who have directed witnessed the program have reported that the Student Leaders
are better behaved in class and are more willing to help others when problems occur. Sixth
grade teachers have reported that their students look forward to the outreaches and ask for
them frequently. Overall, the organization has become stronger based on the successful
implementation of the New Jersey Middle School Peer Leadership Initiative.

Further Study
As mentioned previously, the results would be more accurate if a long term study
were conducted based on actual situations in which the students had to react. If this study
could be done long term, this intern would be better able to determine the effectiveness of
the program and would better serve the school in which it was implemented.
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Student Leadership Survey
Please fill in the following anonymous survey about students' attitudes and perceptions
about drugs, alcohol, tobacco, peer pressure, and refusal skills.
Directions:
Please answer the following statements by circling agree or disagree.
1. People have more fun at parties when they drink.

agree

disagree

2. Drinking helps people deal with their problems.

agree

disagree

3. Alcohol is a drug.

agree

disagree

4. Half of all homicides (murders) involve alcohol.

agree

disagree

5. Alcohol is addictive.

agree

disagree

6. Cigarettes are not addictive, they just cause cancer.

agree

disagree

7. Smoking helps people lose weight.

agree

disagree

agree

disagree

cigarettes.

agree

disagree

10. Using inhalants literally dissolves your brain,

agree

disagree

agree

disagree

8. Marijuana is 10 times more powerful now than 3 decades
ago.
9. Marijuana is more likely to cause lung cancer than

11. The use of heroin is increasing in all age groups,
including middle school age students.
Circle all that apply
12. If a friend had a problem with alcohol, tobacco, or other substances I would tell:
Another Friend
Other:

Parent

Teacher

Guidance Counselor

Please check the one refusal skill that you think will work best
13. What, in your opinion, is the best way to say no when a friend asks you to smoke
with them after school?
Give a reason-- Sorry, I can't. I have to stay in shape for basketball.
Change the subject-- Didn't you think that math test was really hard?
Give a compliment-- Hey, did you get a new haircut? It looks great.
Suggest doing something else-- How about going for a pizza instead?
Use humor-- You've got to be kidding. My lungs already have fresh air.
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