BARR Program: Building Assets – Reducing Risk
Category:  Social/Emotional/Behavioural  

Grade Level:  Grade 9 
1. What is the purpose of the BARR Program1?
A. Help students successfully navigate the Grade 8 to Grade 9 school transition 
B. Promote developmental health and well being amongst school students by improving global school climate, targeting areas of weakness and encouraging school-community dialogue 
C. Increase developmental assets among 9th graders (see appendix), while reducing problems in complimentary areas (substance abuse, academic failure, truancy, disciplinary incidents and behaviour problems) 
2. With whom can it be used? 

The BARR program is a school-wide intervention program that involves all grade 9 students, though high-risk individuals are also targeted for additional intervention. Candidate schools are often in high-risk, low income neighbourhoods that have exacerbating socio-demographic characteristics such as housing, crime, and poverty problems. However, any school experiencing difficulties with attendance, drug use, academic performance or behavioural incidents would benefit from BARR. By virtue of the program, communities and parents or families may also show improvements in addition to the immediate school environment. 
3. Theoretical Foundations 

The program design is heavily based on 3 theoretical models of human development. 

A. Developmental Systems Theory2: Positive youth development is determined by dynamic person-context relationships. In other words, developmental outcomes are influenced by all aspects of the child and environment which are considered to be reciprocally interactive and inseparable. Artificial dichotomies between various facets of the system (person-environment, school-community, grades-behaviour) are rejected. Rather, the developing individual is part of a relational and holistic structure that is represented in time and space. An effective program must acknowledge and target all aspects of the environment and individual because they interact with one another to produce health.  
B. Developmental Assets3: Young persons are resources to be developed, not problems waiting to happen. Deficit reduction approaches ignore the full developmental potentials of youth. Indeed, “preventing a problem from occurring does not guarantee that youth are being provided with the assets they need for developing in a positive manner” (p7). Thriving outcomes can be fostered by building schools and communities that are rich in developmental assets, which are environmental and psychological strengths that foster positive outcomes. They also provide teachers, students, community leaders and citizens a common language to discuss pertinent issues (see appendix). Programs that utilize the developmental assets approach will ensure youngsters have the strengths they need to succeed.
C. Risk and Protective Factors4: There are a variety of environmental influences that can have deleterious impacts on physical, psychological, emotional and academic outcomes in children. Protective factors, operating in the context of risk, serve as buffers against these unfavourable outcomes. Programs that reduce risk factors and promote protective factors well guard against negative developmental trajectories. 
3. What teaching procedures should be used with the BARR Program? 

The BARR Program can be implemented with the aid of curriculum packages and manuals that can be purchased from the Search Institute5,6. The materials include information such as a program overview, curriculum outlines and lesson plans, recommended staffing guidelines, directions for community and family involvement, and various supplementary materials. Training is available from the program developers, the Search Institute, at the cost of $4450 for 3-8 person teams, which includes access to program materials and ongoing support. Alternatively, a team trainer is available to come to the support site. 

Implementation of the BARR Program will require changes in school organization, amending existing programs, and introduction of new programs. 

A. Organization Changes: Classroom sizes must be no more than 28 students and weekly staff meetings must be held so teachers and program coordinators can discuss issues, concerns and progress. The program also requires the school to develop strong connections with community members, service providers and families. Thus, the following parties must be included in program development and implementation: social workers, school counsellors, addictions counsellors, other community mental health professionals, after-school program leaders, juvenile justice liaisons, parents/families and community representatives. Focus groups or “block meetings” can be held to promote such collaboration. These changes are intended to create a socially cohesive atmosphere where all parties have a vested interest in mutual success.
B. Amendments to existing programs: The schools that implement BARR have a number of existent initiatives, though these may be dysfunctional or poorly applied. For instance, the BARR Program ensures that school rules are being upheld by directing staff in the handling of truancy and disciplinary issues. The school data system may also be augmented or overhauled so that grades and truancy records are electronically kept, in addition to the documentation of behavioural issues. Improvements are also made to the school’s system of identifying children who are at risk for poor developmental health based on academic performance and behavioural or emotional issues. 
C. New Programming and Curriculum 
The BARR Program can be described as an adaptive intervention program, in that it is usually tailored to meet the specific needs of a particular school. Baseline school and student data are collected and analyzed to help guide initiatives. Epidemiological and demographic community analyses are conducted to elucidate any negative influences that stem from neighbourhood, housing or family-level factors. As mentioned, students, parents and communities are invited to meetings to voice concerns and provide recommendations. Such contribution continues throughout the entire program and changes can be made when needed.
Despite this adaptive component, there are core components that are included in every BARR implementation. First, teacher and staff training is an integral part of the model. Seminars are held on issues including diversity, substance abuse, behaviour problems, learning disabilities, self harm, bullying, and ways to address these problems. Secondly, complimenting the improved risk-identification strategies, at-risk students and families are referred to family therapists or other counsellors. Thirdly, students and staff attend a one day, off-site “Respect Retreat” that aims to build mutual understanding and a respectful school atmosphere.  Fourthly, students and teachers work through a structured “I-Time” curriculum which focuses on personal development, social and emotional issues, and leadership development. Lastly, there is a program fidelity component where progress is evaluated and any necessary changes are made. 

The “I-Time” curriculum is the primary teaching component of BARR. Thirty-three 30 minute activities, outlined in the curriculum manual, are to be completed on a weekly basis. To promote comfort and collaboration, teachers serve as “facilitators” and students as “participants”. Usually, small groups are formed to discuss thoughts and feelings on an issue. Then the small groups report back to the whole class and a larger discussion takes place. There are also a variety of other interactive activities. The following topics are covered in sequential order: Building a Connected Community, Personal Life Goals, Leadership Development, Healthy Communication Styles, Identifying and Building Assets, Grief and Loss, Bullying, Diversity, Risky Behaviours, and Dreams. The “I-Time” curriculum should compliment traditional curriculum (e.g. discussing Diversity in I-Time and Multiculturalism in Social Studies). In addition to promoting personal development, the I-Time curriculum is intended to form bonds with teachers and students which will lead to an internalized commitment to both learning and the school environment. 
5. To what extent has research shown the BARR Program to be useful? 

Based on reports provided by the Search Institute, there is evidence for the efficacy of the BARR Program. For instance, in the St. Louis Park implementation (St. Louis, MO) successive cohorts demonstrated reduced cigarette, alcohol and marijuana use (% of students reporting substance use in past 30 days) and academic failure (% of students who had failed a course in Grade 9)7. In this evaluation, no changes in attendance were seen though this is attributed to poor reliability in the attendance measure across teachers. Additionally, in the final few years of the program there was an increase in disciplinary incidents though this is attributed to the enrolment of a small number of higher-risk grade 9’s. It is notable that substance abuse and academic failure did not correspond with this increase in disciplinary incidents. Moreover, qualitative analyses of teacher, student and community views suggest substantial improvements in many areas of student psychological and academic functioning, school climate, and community partnerships. 

The BARR program was named an Exemplary Prevention Program by the National Prevention Network and the National Association of State and Alcohol Abuse Directors (United States) in 2005. However, there is a need for peer-reviewed journal articles that evaluate its efficacy, especially studies that track its longitudinal impact rather than examining successive cross-sectional cohorts. Similar programs from the Search Institute, based on the aforementioned theoretical frameworks, show favorable results.  The BARR Program is well suited for schools that have students with highly complex risk profiles, or for schools that are simply looking to improve morale, behavior and academic outcomes on a large scale. Though the program’s large focus contributes to its efficacy, it makes implementation only suitable at the school-level, not simply for classroom teachers who may be focusing on particular aspects of child functioning. Essentially, adoption of the BARR model involves a change in educational and developmental philosophy in addition to the actual program implementation. 
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Appendix: The 40 Developmental Assets3
External Assets (Environmental) 

Support 

1. Family Support

2. Positive Family Communication 

3. Other Adults Relationships

4. Caring Neighbourhood

5. Caring School Climate

6. Parent involvement in schooling 

Empowerment 

7. Community values youth

8. Youth as resources

9.  Service to others 

10. Safety 

Boundaries and Expectations

11. Family Boundaries

12. School Boundaries

13. Neighbourhood Boundaries

14. Adult Role Models 

15. Positive Peer Influences

16. High Expectations 

Constructive Use of Time 

17. Creative Activities

18. Youth programs 

19. Religious Community 

20. Time at Home 

Internal Assets (Personal)
Commitment to Learning

21. Achievement Motivation 
22. School Engagement 
23. Homework
24. Bonding to School
25. Reading for pleasure 
Positive Values 

26. Caring

27. Equality and Social Justice

28. Integrity 

29. Honesty 

30. Responsibility 

31. Restraint 

Social Competencies 

32. Planning and Decision Making

33. Interpersonal Competence 

34. Cultural Competence 

35. Resistance Skills

36. Peaceful conflict resolution 

Positive Values 
37. Personal Power

38. Self-esteem

39. Sense of purpose

40. Positive view of personal future 

