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ANCHORAGE SCHOOL DISTRICT

ANCHORAGE, ALASKA
ASD MEMORANDUM #96 (2009-2010) September 28, 2009
TO: SCHOOL BOARD ;
|
FROM: OFFICE OF THE SUPERINTENDENT

SUBJECT: COMPREHENSIVE STUDY OF THE PREDICTORS OF HIGH
SCHOOIL OUTCOMES

ASD Mission: To educate all students for success in life.

PERTINENT FACTS:

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that are associated with high
school students’ outcomes. The goal is to identify the characteristics that
distinguish high school students who graduate in four years from high school
students who drop out.

ASD adopted an additional reporting direction of an on-track indicator under the
goal of increasing the graduation rate in 2005-2006. This reporting direction was
based upon the research conducted by the University of Chicago and released in
June 2005, indicating that students who completed enough credits by the end of
their freshman year to be promoted to tenth grade, and who failed no more than
one semester of a core subject area, were very likely to graduate on time.

The ASD reporting direction is that the percentage of grade 9 students enrolled
in the district who are on-track to meet graduation requirements at the end of
their grade 9 year, including summer school credits, will increase each year. On-
track means the student has earned a minimum of 5.5 credits and failed no more
than one semester of a core subject.

This study provides the district with the opportunity to analyze whether the on-
track indicator is indeed a strong predictor of high school outcomes, as well as
looking at additional characteristics that distinguish who graduates in four years
and who drops out.

This longitudinal study follows the cohort group of eighth graders in the 2003-
2004 school year. The cohort group is tracked as eighth graders in 2003-2004,
ninth graders in 2004-2005, tenth graders in 2005-2006, eleventh graders in 2006-
2007, and twelfth graders in 2007-2008. Students who graduated by the 2007-
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2008 school year are identified as the graduate group and students who dropped
out between 2003-04 and 2007-08 are identified as the dropout group. Fifth-year
seniors in the 2008-2009 school year are excluded from the study, as well as
students who transferred in and out of ASD between 2003-2004 and 2007-2008.

MAJOR FINDINGS:

¢ The majority of students who dropped out and never returned after their
last record of dropping out were white students (46.2 percent of the

group).

e The percentage of Alaska Native and American Indian students who
dropped out and never returned after their last record of dropping out
was almost double the percentage of Alaska Native and American Indian
students in the student cohort (23.7 percent compared to 13.7 percent).

s The majority of the students who dropped out and never returned after
their last record of dropping out had a high school GPA of 2.00 or less
when they dropped out.

e When comparing the dropout group with those who graduated in four
years, the graduate group performed much better on the Alaska
Benchmark assessment as eighth graders; but it is interesting to note that
the majority of the students in the dropout group were proficient in
reading and writing.

* On the grade 9 and 10 SBAs, students in the graduate group performed
better than those in the dropout group but the majority of the students in
the dropout group were proficient in SBA in reading.

s The overall proficiency rates of the graduates increased on all three
subtests from the grade 9 to the grade 10 SBA while they decreased on all
three subtests in the dropout group.

e The majority of the dropout group was proficient on the High School
Graduation Qualifying Examination reading, writing, and math subtests.

* Determining the grade level where we see the highest number of dropouts
is complex because several students who drop out do so more than once.
It can be reported by those with a dropout record or those who dropped
out and did not return after the last reported dropout incident. It can also
be reported by the first incident or last incident of dropping out. When
viewing this from the perspective of the first recorded dropout incident,
9th grade is highest for both students who have a dropout record and
those with a record and did not return after the final incident.
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When looking at all incidents of dropping out, March is the month with
the highest number of dropouts, followed by February.

More students in the dropout group changed schools in grades 9-12 than
the students in the graduate group.

Among students who attended school at least 80 percent of the time that
they were enrolled in ninth grade, 87.7 percent graduated on time.
Among students who attended less than 80 percent of the time that they
were enrolled in ninth grade, only 16.2 percent graduated in four years.
Students who attend school less than 80 percent of the time that they are
enrolled in ninth grade are 6.8 times more likely to drop out than students
who attend school at least 80 percent of the time.

Among the students who have less than two semester Fs in core courses in
their freshmen year, 87.0 percent graduate in four years. A student with
two or more semester Fs in grade 9 is six and a half times more likely to
drop out than a student who receives less than two semester Fs in ninth
grade.

A student who earns less than five credits in grade 9 is nine and a half
times more likely to drop out than a student who earns at least five
credits.

Earning at least five credits in grade 9 is a stronger predictor than 5.5
credits because it has better distinguishing power to separate high school
outcomes of students on-track and students not-on-track to graduate.
Through the logistic regression analysis, following predictors were
statistically significant at the .01 level for predicting graduation in four
Years:

» receiving less than two semester Fs in core classes in grade 9,

» earning at least five credits in grade 9

+ attending school 80 percent of the time in grade 9

e passing Algebra I in eighth grade or earlier.

Another predictor significant at the .05 level was the students” GPA in
ninth grade.



Attachment
CC/EG/LV/XS

Prepared by: Laurel Vorachek, Executive Director, Assessment and Evaluation
Xiaogeng Sun, Assistant Director, Assessment and Evaluation

Approved by: Ed Graff, Assistant Superintendent, Instruction

3822




3823

A Comprehensive Study of the Predictors of High School Outcomes:
Why Some Students Graduate on Time While Others Drop Out

Introduction

In the 2007-08 school year, the Anchorage School District reported a dropout rate of 3.9
percent, representing 895 dropouts out of 22772 students enrolled in grades 7-12.

The purpose of the study is to explore the factors that are associated with high school
students’ high school outcomes. In other words, we are trying to identify the characteristics that
distinguish high school students who graduate in four years from high school students who drop
out. We also hope to discover some timely predictors within students' 8t or 9t grade that indicate
students’ progress toward high school graduation. The finding of this research may help high
school teachers and administrators identify students with a high risk of dropping out and work with
parents to help those students graduate.

Previous research

There have been several research studies that focused on students who have dropped out
of school. For example, a study conducted by the University of Chicago revealed that students who
have completed enough credits by the end of freshman year and who have failed no more than
one semester of a core subject area were very likely to graduate on time. Those two indicators
have also been used as the on-track indicators for Chicago public high schools.

Neild and Herzog, in their study of high school students in the Philadelphia Schoo! District,
found out that 8t graders who attended school less than 80 percent of the time, or who received an
F in mathematics or English had at least a 75 percent chance of dropping out of high school.
Findings from the Philadelphia study also suggested important indicators of at-risk students in
grade 9. attending school less than 70 percent of time, earning fewer than two credits, and not
being promoted to the 10t grade on time.

Both the Philadelphia and Chicago studies pointed out that absenteeism in the freshman
year was a predictor that a student will likely drop out later.

An analysis conducted by the Juneau School District studied students who dropped out
from 1999-00 to 2004-05 school years. Their findings suggested that Alaska Native youth dropped
out at a higher rate than other racefethnicity groups. Other findings indicated that the majority of
the dropouts were proficient in reading, writing and mathematics on the Standards Based
Assessment, and that the majority of the dropouts left in grade 9 or grade 10.

A study conducted by Bridgeland, Dilufio, and Morrison in conjunction with the Gates
Foundation reported that while some students dropped out because of significant challenges, most
dropouts were students who could have, and believed they could have, succeeded in school.

The analysis conducted by Kennelly and Monrad has shown that students with prior
behavior problems were likely to fail during transition years and eventually drop out. There appears
to be a window of opportunity in reaching grade 8 and grade 9 students who show signs of poor
behavior but who are not yet failing academic subjects.

A cohort study conducted by Celio for the Kent School District in the state of Washington
had the following findings: middle school grades and test scores can provide early warning signs;
9t grade academic performance is a powerful predictor of at-risk students; failing a course in the
first semester of 9 grade, getting Fs in 8t grade, and earning less than a 1.9 GPA in 9% grade are
early indicators of at-risk students.

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
Page 1 of 23
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Descriptive Statistics of the Cohort Group

The cohort group in the study

This longitudinal study follows the cohort group of 8t graders in the 2003-04 school year.
The cohort group is tracked as 8% graders in 2003-04, 9% graders in 2004-05, 10t graders in 2005-
06, 11 graders in 2006-07 and 12% graders in 2007-08. Students who graduated by the 2007-08
school year are identified as the graduate group and students who dropped out between 2003-04

- and 2007-08 school year are identified as the dropout group. Fifth-year seniors in the 2008-09

school year are excluded from the study, as well as students who transferred in and out of ASD
between 2003-04 and 2007-08. In total, 4365 students were enrolled as 8% graders in 2003-04.

Three ways to report dropouts

In this report, the dropout numbers are reported in three different ways and it is essential to
understand the differences between the numbers:

1. For the student cohort, a total of 774 students dropped out of school at least once from
2003-04 to 2007-08. Some of these 774 students dropped out and never returned, but
some dropped out, reentered and graduated in four years. In other words, having a
dropout record does not imply that the student dropped out and never retumed. These 774
students will be referred as students who have a dropout record.

2. Among the 774 students who have a dropout record, 541 students never reentered the
school system after their last dropout incident. These 541 students will be referred as
students who dropped out and never returned after the |ast incident of dropping out.

3. Among the 774 students, some dropped out only once, but others dropped out more than

- - - once. In total, there were 1082 incidents of dropping out made by the above-mentioned
774 students.

4. These three numbers: 774 students who have a dropout record, the 541 students who
dropped out and never returned after the last incident of dropping out, and the 1082
incidents of dropping out, will appear multiple times in this report. It is very important to
understand the differences between these three numbers.

The final high school outcomes of the cohort group

Table 1 presents an overall picture of the final high school outcomes of the 4365 students
who were enrolled as 8% graders in 2003-04. This table indicates the status of the students in the
cohort at the end of 2007-08 school year. Among the 4365 students, 2284 students graduated,
1147 students transferred out of the ASD, 541 students dropped out and never returned after the
last incident of dropping out, 389 students were expected to continue as fifth year seniors, and 4
students deceased. Among the 389 students who were expected to return as fifth year seniors in
2008-08, 287 students actually returned.

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
Page 2 of 23
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Table 1: Final High School Quicomes of 8th Graders in 2003-04

Number of Students | Percent of Total
Graduates 2284 52.3%
Transfers 1147 26.3%
Dropouts 541" 12.4%
Continuing Students {Students Who Actually Returned in 2008-09) 389 (287) 8.9% (6.6%)
Death 4 0.1%
Total 4365 100.0%

*Students who dropped out and never retumed after the last incident of dropping out.

Figure 1. Final High School Outcomes of the Students in the Study

2,284 students graduated in four
years.

1,147 students transferred.

4,365 students started as 8th graders in

2003-04 541 students dropped out.

389 students are expected to
continue as fifth year seniors,

Four students deceased.

Students who dropped out, retumed and graduated

Among the 774 students who reported at least one incident of dropping out, 46 students
graduated within four years, representing 5.9 percent of the group.

Table 2: Number of Students Who
Dropped out, Reentered and Graduated in Four Years

Students who dropped aut, reentered and .
graduated in four years 46 5.9%
Ig(t:al students who dropped out at least 774+ 100.0%

*Students who have a dropout record. Some of these 774 students later reentered the school system.

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
Page 3 of 23
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Incidence rates of students who dropped out

There were 1082 incidents of dropping out made by 774 students who have a dropout
record. The difference reflects that some of the students dropped out more than once from the
school system. Specifically, among the 774 students, 551 dropped out only once and 223 students
dropped out more than once.

Table 3: Number of Students in the Cohort Group Who
Dropped out from 2003-04 to 2007-08

Number of Students Percent of Total
Dropped out more than once 223 28.8%
Dropped out once 551 71.2%
Total students who dropped . o
oul at least onge 7 100.0%

*Students who have a dropout record. Some of these 774 students later reentered the school system.

- Figure 2: Incidence Rates of Students Who Dropped out

Dropped out
more than
once, 223,
28.8%

Dropped out
once, 551,
71.2%

Breakdown of the dropouts by designated student groups

Table 4 is the breakdown of the 541 students who dropped out and never returned after
the last incident of dropping out by designated student groups and table 5 is the breakdown of the
774 students who have a dropout record, some of which later reentered the school system, by
designated student groups. The majority of the students who dropped out and never returned after
the last incident of dropping out are White students (46.2 percent of the group}. It is interesting to
note that 23.7 percent of the dropouts are Alaska Native and American Indian students, almost
double the percentage of Alaska Native and American Indian students in the student cohort (23.7
percent compared to 13.7 percent, see table 4 and 6). This confirms the finding of the Juneau
study that Alaska Native and American Indian students drop out at a higher rate than other
racefethnicity groups.

The percentage of low income students among the students who dropped out and never
returned after the last incident of dropping out is also higher than the percentage of students in the
grade 8 cohort (47.5 percent compared to 27.1 percent, see table 4 and 6). Table 4 also indicates

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
Page 4 of 23
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that females are slightly more likely to drop out than males, with females representing 54.3 percent
of the dropouts and males representing 45.7 percent.

| Anchorage Schoot District Assessment & Evaluation Department
Page 5 of 23
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Table 4: Breakdown of the 541 Dropouts Who Never Retumed by Designated Student Groups

Category Count Percent of Dropouts
Total 541 100.0%
African American 51 9.4%
Alaska Native /American Indian 128 23.7%
Asian/Pacific Islander 63 11.6%
White 250 46.2%
Hispanic 28 5.2%
Multi-Ethnic 21 3.9%
Low Income 257 47.5%
Special Education 9 16.8%
Bilingual 77 14.2%
Migrant 22 4.1%
Female 254 54.3%
Male 247 457%

*Students who dropped out and never returned after the last incident of dropping out.

Table 5: Breakdown of the 774 Dropouts by Designated Student Groups

Category Count Percent of Dropouts
Total 774" 100.00%
African American 81 10.50%
Alaska Native fAmerican Indian 194 25.10%
Asian/Pacific Islander 91 11.80%
White 339 43.80%
Hispanic 43 5.60%
Multi-Ethnic 26 3.40%
Low Income 375 48.40%
“Special Education™ - ~124 16.00%
Bilingual 103 13.30%
Migrant 28 3.60%
Female 408 52.70%
Male 366 47.30%

*Students who have a dropout record. Some of these 774 students later reentered the school system.

Table 6: Breakdown of the Cohort of Grade 8 Students in 2003-04

Category Count Percent of Cohort
Total 4,365 100.00%
African American 359 8.20%
Alaska Native /American indian 597 13.70%
Asian/Pacific Islander 496 11.40%
White 254 57.80%
Hispanic 264 6.00%
Multi-Ethnic 128 2.90%
Low Income 1,185 27.10%
Special Edusation 544 12.50%
Bilingual 41 10.10%
Migrant 105 240%
Female 2,223 50.90%
Male 2,142 49.10%

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
Page 6 of 23
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Final high school GPA of the 541 students who dropped out and never returned after the last
incident of dropping out

Table 7 reports the final GPA of the 541 students who dropped out and never returned
after the last incident of dropping out. The majority (72.8 percent) of the 541 students had a high
school GPA less than or equal fo 2.00 when they dropped out.

Table 7: Final GPA of Students Who Dropped out and Never Returnied after the Last Incident of Dropping out

Final GPA Count Percent of Total
0.00-1.00 204 37.7%
1.01-2.00 180 35.1%
2.01-3.00 93 17.2%
3.01-4.00 54 10.0%
Total 41* 100.0%

*Students who dropped out and never retumed after the Jast incident of dropping out.

Dropout categories

The dropout codes are reported by categories determined by ASD. Please note that the
reporting of dropout codes has gone through some changes from 2003-04 to 2007-08. For
example, starting in 2004-05 school year, summer leavers, or students who left at the end of the
previous school year but did not come back in the new school year, are required to be coded as
dropouts.

Table 8 reveals that, for the 1082 incidents of dropping out made by the 774 students who
have a dropout record, the number one category for dropping out is “non-attendance” and the
number two category for dropping out is “unknown reason”. This supports the research indicating
that dropping out of school is a gradual disengagement rather than a single event. The reasons for
dropping out are multi-faceted and typically result in attendance issues to some degree. Following
is a breakdown of the dropout reasons of the 1082 dropout incidents.

Table 8: Breakdown of the Dropout Categories
of the 1082 Dropout Incidents

Dropout Categories ) Count Percent
Non-attendance 558 51.6%
Unknown reason 153 14.1%
Expelled 94 8.7%
Family problem 82 7.6%
GED 73 6.7%
Home school {non-district) 50 4.6%
Administrative drop 33 3.0%
Due to failing 15 1.4%
Due foillness 13 1.2%
Due to employment 9 0.8%
Enter military 2 0.2%
Total 1,082* 100.0%

*The total incidents of dropping out made by the 774 students who have a dropout record.

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
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Figure 3; Reasons of the 1082 Incidents of Dropping Out
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Assessment results

The proficiency levels of the dropout group and graduate group on the Alaska Benchmark
assessment in 2003-04 are analyzed. While students in the graduate group perform much better
than students in the dropout group, it is interesting to note that the majority of the students in the
dropout group are proficient in the reading and writing subtests. Students in the dropout group are
not performing as well in the math subtest with 45.1 percent of the group scoring proficient or

_ . above.
Table 9: 2003-04 Grade 8 Alaska Benchmark Test Proficiency Rates
Between Students Who Dropped cut and Students Who Graduated
Reading Writing Math
Not Not Not
Proficient Proficient Proficient Proficient Proficient Proficient
Percant Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent
OCutcome Dropouts 45.3% 54.7% 38.6% 61.4% 54.9% 45.1%
utcom
Graduates 17.2% 82.8% 9.8% 90.2% 19.6% 80.4%

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
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The grade 9 and grade 10 SBA test results reveal a similar trend—students in the
graduate group perform better than those in the dropout group, but the majority of the students in
the dropout group are proficient in SBA reading test in both years. The dropout group does not
perform as well in the SBA writing and math tests. In SBA writing, 58.5 percent of the dropout
group are proficient in grade 9 and 45.7 percent are proficient in grade 10. In SBA math, 38.2
percent of the dropout group are proficient in grade 9 and 35.6 percent are proficient in grade 10.

The overall proficiency rates of the graduates increase from grade 9 to grade 10 in all three
subtests while the overall proficiency rates of the dropouts decrease in all three subtests.

Table 10: 2004-05 Grade 9 SBA Proficiency
Between Students Who Dropped out and Students Who Graduated

Reading Writing Math
ProT‘lgitent Proficient Proi;l"lgitent Proficient Proﬁgitem Proficient
' Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent
Dropouts 38.6% 61.4% 415% 58.5% 61.8% 38.2%
Outcome
Graduates 10.3% 89.7% 1.8% 88.2% 23.3% 76.7%
Table 11: 2005-06 Grade 10 SBA Proficiency
Between Students Who Dropped out and Students Who Graduated
Reading Writing , Math
Proﬁgitent Proficient Prol;ligitent Proficient Pro':“lgiten t Proficient
Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent
. Dropouts 38.8% 61.2% 54.3% 457% 64.4% 35.6%
Ot s | 83% | o17% | 108% | 2% | 216% | 784%

reading, writing and math subtests.

Between Students Who Dropped out and Stedents Who Graduated

Table 12: HSGQE Proficiency Comparison

The Alaska High School Graduation Qualifying Exam (HSGQE) is an essential skills test
that students need to pass before they can be awarded a high school diploma. Students take the
test starting in the spring of 10t grade. The majority of the dropout group were proficient in HSGQE

Reading Writing Math
Not . Not . Not !
Proficient Proficient Proficient Proficient Proficient Proficient
Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent Percent
Outeome Dropouts 40.0% 60.0% 35.2% 64.8% 46.3% 53.7%
Graduates 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0%

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
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When dropouts leave school

Table 13-17 and figure 4 report information on when students physically leave the school
district. Table 13 indicates that the majority of the students leave in grade 9, grade 10 and grade
11. Specifically, 24.5 percent of the dropouts leave in grade 9; 23.9 percent and 23.8 percent leave
in grade 10 and grade 11 respectively.

Table 13 reports the percent of dropouts by grade level based upen the 1082 dropout

incidents of the cohort. Grades 9, 10, and 11 have similar rates around 24 percent when reported
by incidents.

Table 13: The Grade at Which Students Dropped Out”

2003-04 to 200708
Gender
Total Female Male
Number of Percent of Number of Percent of Number of Percent of
Students Total Students Total Students Total
Grade at Time 8 105 9.7% 62 10.5% 43 8.7%
of Drop 9 265 24.5% 1% 23.1% 129 26.1%
10 259 23.9% 134 22.8% 125 25.3%
thl 257 23.8% 144 24.5% 113 22.9%
12 196+ 18.1% 112 19.0% 84 17.0%
Total 1,082+ 100.0% 588 100.0% 494 100.0%

*Table 13 reports the grade level in which students dropped out for the 1082 incidents of dropping out. If a student dropped out
more than once, each incident is reported separately.

"Table 13 reports that 196 incidents of dropping out eccurred in grade 12 from 2003-04 to 2007-08. These incidents of drop were
made by 163 students. The 2007-08 NCLB Summer Data Collection file reports that 390 students dropped out as 12% graders in
2007-08. The difference of 227 students is the students who dropped out as 12t graders in 2007-08 but who were not enrolled as
.8t graders in 2003-04. Since the cohort for.this study is 8t grader in 2003-04, these 227 students are not included in the study.

“*The total incidents of dropping out made by the 774 students who have a dropout record.

Figure 4: Grade Level at Time of Drop

™

Number of Dropouts

Grade 8 Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12
Grade Level

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
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Table 14 reports, for the 541 students who dropped out and never returned after the iast
incident of dropping out, the percent of dropouts by grade level based upon their first reported
dropout incident. Grade 9 has the highest percentage of students dropping out when reported by
the first incident.

Table 14: The Grade in Which Students First Dropped Out for the 541 Students™
2003-04 to 2007-08

Grade Number of Students Who Dropped out Percent of Total
8 60 11.10%
9 137 25.30%
Grade at Time of First 10 128 23.70%
Drop 141 106 19.60%
12 110 20.30%
Total 541 100.00%

* | a student has multiple dropout records from 2003-04 to 2007-08, table 14 indicates the grade level in which the
student's first dropout record is reported.
** Students who dropped out and never returned after the last incident of dropping out.

Table 15 reports, for the 541 students who dropped out and never returned after the last
incident of dropping out, the percent of dropouts by grade level based upon their last reported
dropout incident. Grade 12 has the highest percentage of students dropping out when reported by
the last incident.

Table 15: The Grade in Which Students Last Dropped Out for the 541 Students®

2003-04 10 2007-08
Percent of
Grade Number of Students Who Dropped out Total
8 20 3.7%
9 105 19.4%
Grade at Time of 10 "7 21.6%
Last Drop " 135 25.0%
12 164 30.3%
Total 541* 100.0%

* If a student has multiple dropout records from 2003-04 to 2007-08, table 15 indicates the grade levet in which the

student’s last dropout incident occurred.
** Students who dropped out and never returned after the last incident of dropping out.

Table 16 reports, for the 774 students who have a dropout record, the percent of dropouts
by grade level based upon the first time the students dropped out of school. Grade 3 has the
highest percentage of students dropping out when reported by the first incident.

Table 16: The Grade in Which Students First Dropped Out for the 774 Students*
2003-04 o 2007-08

Grade Number of Students Who Dropped out Percent of Total
8 89 11.5%
g 219 28.3%
Grade at Time 10 182 23.5%
of Drop 11 150 19.4%
12 134 17.3%
Total 774 100.0%

“If a student has multiple dropout records from 2003-04 to 2007-08, table 16 indicates the grade level in which the

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
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student’s first dropout record is reported.
**Students who have a drapout record. Some of these 774 students later reentered the school system.
Table 17 reports, for the 774 students who have a dropout record, the percent of dropouts

by grade level based upon their last reported dropout incidents. For this cohort, the highest rate
was reported at grade 11 with 26.1 percent of the fotal.

Table 17: The Grade in Which Students Last Dropped Out for the 774 Students*

2003-04 to 200708
Grade Number of Students Who Dropped out Percent of Total
8 44 57%
9 169 21.8%
Srade o 10 181 23.4%
ime of
Drop 11 202 26.1%
12 178 23.0%
Total 774 100.0%

*If a student has multiple dropout records from 2003-04 to 2007-08, table 17 indicates the grade level at which the
student’s last dropout record is reported.

**Students who have a dropout record. Some of these 774 students later reentered the school system.

The manth in which students dropped out

The dropout data is further analyzed to illustrate the dropouts by months from 2003-04 to
2007-08 {see figure 5 below). Based on the five-year average, March is the month with the highest
number of dropouts {on average 30 students drop out in March); February is the month with the

second highest number of dropouts (on average 26 students drop out in February). This figure
indicates all incidents of dropping out for each year reported.

Figure 5: Dropouts by Month by Year”
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* Summer leavers are excluded because they do not have withdrawal date.

Anchorage School District Assessment & Evaluation Department
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Number of school changes in grades 9-12

Table 18 reports the total number of school changes in grade 9-12 for the dropout group
and the graduate group. The majority of the dropout group {58 percent) have changed schools in
grades 9-12, and approximately 20 percent of the graduate group report school changes in grades

9-12.

Table 18; School Changes in Grades 9-12

Students with School Changes in Percent of
Number of Students Grades 9-12 Total
Dropouts 5417 314 58.0%
Graduates 2284 444 19.4%

*Students wha dropped out and never retumed after the last incident of dropping out.

Figure 6: Percent of Students with School Changes in Grades 9-12 for the Dropout and Graduate Group
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Regression Results

Several variables are found by previous research to be important predictors of students at-
risk of dropping out, For example:

» Both attendance rates in grade 8 and grade 9 are found to be predictors of at-risk
students. In this study, we need to find out which one is a better predictor to be included in
the regression analysis.

» Similarly, several variables refated to freshmen course repeats are suggested to be
predictors—course repeats in core courses, in English course, in mathematics courses, or
in English and mathematics courses. Correlation analysis is conducted to identify the best
predictor among these four variables.

= For the same reason, we look at several variables related to course performance--the
number of semester Fs received in grade 9 in core courses, in English course, in
mathematics courses, or in English and mathematics courses.

Attendance rate

Based on research findings, two attendance rates are studied to explore which would be a
better predictor—attending school less than 80 percent of the time that students are enrolled in
grade 8 or attending school less than 80 percent of the time that they are enrolied in grade 9. The
aftendance rate is computed by taking the aggregate daily attendance {sum of the days present of
each individual student when school is in session) and dividing by the aggregate daily membership
(sum of the days present and absent of each individual student when school is in session).

A correlation analysis suggests that student attendance rate at grade 9 is a better predictor
of high school outcomes. The correlation coefficient between grade 9 attendance rate and high
'school outcomes is 0.538, and the correlation coefficient between grade 8 attendance rate and
high school outcomes is 0.413. The interpretation for the correlation coefficient is that the higher
the coefficient, the stronger the relationship. Therefore attendance rate in grade 9 is a stronger
predictor.

Table 19: The Correlation Coefficient between High School Qutcomes and
the Attendance Records

Correlation with High School Outcomes Correlation Coefficient”

Attendance Records in Grade 8 0.538
Attendance Records in Grade 8 0.413

* For the correlation coefficient the higher the better. A higher coefficient
shows a stronger relationship.
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The correlation coefficient ranges from negative 1 to positive 1, where negative 1 indicates
a perfect negative relationship and positive 1 indicates a perfect positive relationship. Following is
the correlation coefficient categories:

Table 20: Correlation Coefficient Categories

Correlation Coefficient Category
0.9t01.0 Very strong positive correlation
071008 Strong, high positive correfation
041007 Moderate positive correlation
0.2t00.4 Weak, low positive correlation
0.0t00.2 Very weak to negligible positive correlation
0.0te-0.2 Very weak to negligible negative correlation
02t0-04 Weak, low negative correlation
04t00.7 Moderate negative correlation
071009 St.rong, high negative correlation
0910-1.0 Very strong negative correlation

The following table further analyzes the relationship between attendance rate in grade 9
and high school outcomes. Table 21 shows that among students attending school at least 80
percent of the time that they are enrolled in grade 9, 87.7 percent graduate on time. Among the
students who attend school less than 80 percent of the time that they are enrolled in grade 9, only
16.2 percent graduate in four years. Students who attend school less than 80 percent of the time
that they are enrolled in grade 9 are 6.8 times more likely to drop out than students who attend
school at least 80 percent of the time that they are enrolled (83.8 percent compared to 12.3

percent).
Table 21: The Relationship between Attendance Rate in
Grade 9 and High School Qutcomes

Correlation with High School High School Outcomes
Outcomes Dropouts | Graduates
Students aftending school at No 83.8% 16.2%

least 80 percent of the time that
they were enrolled in Grade 9 in
2004-05 Yes 12.3% 87.7%

Figure 7. The Relationship between Grade 9 Attendance and High School Outcomes

& attending school less than 80% of the
time in grade &

& attending school atieast 80% of the
timein grade 9

Dropouts Graduates

High School Qutcomes
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Failure in courses

This study looks at the relationship between the failure rate in grade 9 and the high school
outcomes. Four variables--the number of semester Fs in the core courses, the number of semester
Fs in mathematics and English courses, the number of semester Fs in mathematics courses, and
the number of semester Fs in English courses are analyzed to see whether one is a better
predictor at identifying at-risk students than the other.

Based on the findings of the correlation study, the number of semester Fs received in the
core courses is the best indicator because it has the highest correlation coefficient of 0.552 among
the four variables.

Table 22: The Correfation Coefficient between High School Outcomes and the Number of
Semester Fs in Courses

Correlation with High School Dutcomes Correlation Coefficient*
Number of Semester Fs in Core Courses 0.552
Number of Semester Fs in Math and English Courses 0.522
Number of Semester Fs in English Courses 0.477
Number of Semester Fs in Math Courses 0.450

* For correlation coefficient the higher the better. A higher coefficient shows a stronger refationship.

The following table further analyzes the relationship between the numbers of semester Fs
students receive in grade 9 and their high school outcomes. For example, among the students who
have less than two semester Fs in core courses in their freshmen year, 87.0 percent graduate in
four years. If the students receive at least two semester Fs in core courses in grade 9, the
likelihood of graduating in four years decreases by 71.4 percentage points (15.6 percent compared
to 87 percent). A student with two or more semester Fs in grade 9 is six and a half times more
likely to drop out than a student who receives less than two semester Fs in grade 9 (84.4 percent

compared to 13.0 percent).
Table 23: The Relationship between the Number of Semester Fs in Grade 9 and High School Quicomas

High School Qutcomes
Dropouts Graduates
Students Receiving Less Than Two Semester Fs in Grade 9 13.0% 87.0%
Students Receiving at Least Two Semester Fs in Grade 9 84.4% 15.6%

Figure 8: The Relationship between the Number of Semester Fs in Core Courses in Grade 9
and High School Outcomes
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Figure 9 further analyzes the relationship between the number of semester Fs in core
courses in grade 9 and whether the student graduates within four years. The relationship between
number of semester Fs and graduation is very strong. The vast majority (88.2 percent) of students
with no semester Fs in core courses graduate in four years. Students who receive just one F in
core courses have a graduation rate 17.3 percentage points lower than students without semester
Fs (70.9 percent compared to 88.2 percent). Students who receive two semester Fs in core
courses are 50.2 percentage points less likely to graduate than students with no semester Fs (38.0
percent compared to 88.2 percent).

Figure 9; The Relationship between the Number of Semester Fs in Core Courses in Grade 9
and Whether Students Graduated in Four Years
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Number of credits accrued in grade 9

Number of credits accrued in grade 9 has also been identified as an important predictor of
high school graduation by several previous studies. The Chicago study used earning at least 5
credits in grade 9 (21 credits required for graduation) as an on-track indictor. Clearly, the more
credits students eam in the freshmen year, the more likely they will graduate on time. The analysis
suggest that 92.1 percent of the students who eam at least 5 credits in grade 9 graduate in four
years, while 25.1 percent of the students who eam less than 5 credits in grade 9 graduate in four
years. A student who earns less than 5 credits in grade 9 is nine and a half times more likely to
drop out than a student who earns at least 5 credits (74.9 percent compared to 7.9 percent).

Table 24: The Relationship between High School Cutcomes and Credits Eamed
High Schoel Outcomes

Dropouts Graduates
Credits Earned Less than 5 74.9% 25.1%
5 or More 7.9% 92.1%

Currently in the Anchorage School District, freshmen on-track are defined as students who
have earned a minimum of 5.5 credits and failed no more than one semester of a core subject. To
find out which is a stronger indicator--earning at least 5 credits in grade 9 or at least 5.5 credits in
grade 9, we also study the relationship between high school outcomes and earning at least 5.5
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credits in grade 9. The results show that 93.5 percent of the students who earn at least 5.5 credits
in grade 9 graduate in four years. For students eaming less than 5.5 credits in grade 9, 63.2
percent drop out.

The analysis shows that eaming at least 5 credits in grade 9 is a stronger predictor. The
reason is that the on-track indicator is used to identify students at risk for dropping out and we
need to select an indicator with a high probability of identifying at-risk students. If we use earning at
least 5.5 credits in grade 9 as the predictor of students at risk of dropping out, 63.2 percent of the
students that we predict as at-risk students actually drop out; if we use earning at least 5 credits in
grade 9 as the predictor, 74.9 percent of the students that we predict as at-risk students actually
drop out. Clearly, earning at least 5 credits in grade 9 is a stronger predictor.

Table 25: The Relationship between High School Outcomes and Credits Eamed
High School Qutcomes

Dropouts Graduates
Less than 5.5 63.2% 36.8%
5.5 or More 6.5% 93.5%

Credits Earned

Using earning 5 credits in grade 9 as the predictor, students in the cohort group are further
divided into four groups to look at the impact of credits eamed in grade 9 and the high school
outcomes. Figure 10 shows that for student with fewer than 4 credits in grade 9, only 13.7 percent
graduate within four years. The graduation rate for students earning between 4 and 4.75 credits in
grade 9 increases to 58.0 percent. The students who earn between 5 and 5.75 credits in grade &
have a graduation rate 23.7 percentage points higher than students in the previous group (81.7
percent compared to 58.0 percent). For students earning at least 6 credits in grade 9, almost 95
percent graduate in four years.

Figure 10: The Relationship between the Number of Credits Earmned in Grade 9
and High School Outcomes
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Course repeats
We also study which variable in the number of course repeats in grade 3 is a better

predictor of high school cutcomes---course repeats in core courses, in mathematics courses, in
English courses, or in English and mathematics courses. Based on the results of the correlation
analysis, number of course repeats in math courses is the best predictor among the four with the
highest coefficient of 0.108, but the relationship is not strong. Generally a correlation coefficient
between 0.000 and 0.200 is considered a very weak relationship.
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Table 26: The Relationship between Course Repeats and High School Outcomes

Correlation with the Student Qutcome (Graduated or Dropped out) Correlation Coefficient”
Number of Repeats in Math Courses 0.108
Number of Semester Fs in Core Courses 0.072
Number of Repeats in English and Math Courses 0.066
Nurnber of Semester Fs in Core Courses 0.028

* For correlation coefficient the higher the better. A higher coefficient shows a stronger relationship.

Logistic regression used in this report

Generally, regression is used to study the relationship between a group of predictors and
the dependent variable. The purpose of the multiple regression is to learn how much of the change
in the dependent variable (high school outcomes) can be explained or predicted by the change in a
group of predictors. If the dependent vaniable is a dichotomous, or two-level, variable such as high
school outcomes, a logistic regression should be used. In our study, high school outcomes is a
dichotomous variable—students either drop out or graduate. Logistic regression uses the change
in a group of predictors to predict the likelihood that a student will graduate in four years.

Regression results

After determining which factors to include in the model, the following are entered into a
regression model to find out which factors are statistically significant predictors of high school
outcomes (graduate or drop out). In making these decisions, we have to identify factors that have
data collected systematically throughout the district.

Table 27: Variables in the Regression Model
Variables in the Model
Receiving less than 2 semester Fs in core classes in grade 9
Earning at least 5 credits in grade 9
Receiving a waiver in athletics
Atending schoof 80 percent of the time in grade 9
Sludents with school changes in grade 9
Suspensions in grade 9
Passing Algebra | in grade & or earlier
Course repeats in grade 3
Retained in grade 8
Took performance arts courses in grades 9-12
Took career tech courses in grades 9-12
Students with school changes in grades 9-12
Students' GPA in grade 9

In educational research, statistical significance reveals how often the results would be
obtained by chance. If a predictor is significant at the .01 level, there is only 1 percent probability
that the influence of the predictor on the high school cutcomes is due to chance (rather than “real”
influence). The results of the regression reveal that four predictors are statistically significant at .01
level (p<.01): receiving 2 semester Fs in core courses in grade 9, receiving at least 5 credits in
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grade 9, attending schoof at least 80 percent of the time in grade 9, and passing Algebra | in grade
8 or earlier. Another predictor is significant at the .05 level: students’ GPA in grade 9.

Table 28: Regression Results

Variables
IRECEvinglesslanklsemes ek alinlcoreciassaslingracelo M
IE2minglilleastisferedistimgracel SNNGEGENGENE
Fattendinglschooil80ipercentiofitieitimelingrad o N |
leassingAGeoTallinlétTaradeTon E aric i | B

Significance | Statistically Signi

OO0 S cantaodicve il
I 'aﬁc'aﬁzréfla;ﬂtm-
-S : nrﬁcantnﬁﬂieve!-

[ESTgeniSIGRAYTGraE.g Significantlate05ilevel i
Receiving a waiver in athletics 0. 059 No
Suspensions in grade 9 0.085 No
Course repeats in math in grade 9 0.102 No
Retained in grade § 0.226 No
Took performance arts courses 0.278 No
Took career tech courses 0.291 No
Students with school changes in grades 9-12 0.336 No
Student with school changes in grade 9 0.403 No

* Significant at the .01 level
** Significant at the .05 level

Although we have already determined that earning at least 5 credits in grade 9 is a stronger
predictor because of its higher predictability of at-risk students, the regression analysis was also
conducted using earning at least 5.5 credits in grade 9 as the predictor since 5.5 credits is what is
currently used in our on-track indicator. The results show that eaming 5.5 credits in grade 9 is also
a statistically significant predictor (p=0.005), but earning at least 5 credits in grade 9 is a stronger
predictor (p=0.000).

Table 2%: Regressnon Results

Variables - Significance | Statistically Significant_|
YRECEvinglesETHan 2 ISEmesien 1'_"IF§TEMI““"139:“ I 000 I I Sigificant RO iEve
Eeaminglatlleasts!sorediSlinorade o 0005 T

FAttending schoo! B0fpercent ok Helime)imgrade,d,
IR g AGehTal et e o St

AStiuventsGRAYNGrade'g

Receiving a waiver in athletics !

Suspensions in grade 9 0.077
Course repeats in math in grade 9 0.094
Took performance arts courses 0.270
Took career tech courses 0.283
Retained in grade 8 0.318
Students with school changes in grades 9-12 0.328
Student with school changes in grade 9 0.395

* Significant at the .01 level
** Significant at the .05 level
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Next, we conducted in-depth analysis to answer two research questions:

o There are four predictors significant at the .01 level. If ASD has to create an on-track
indicator, how many of these four predictors should be included?

» |s the on-track indicator currently used by ASD a strong predictor for graduation outcome?

All the following analyses are done with earning 5 credits in grade 9 as the predictor because
of its higher predictability power.

The top two predictors are basically the same as the on-track indicator used by the Chicago
Public Schools. If we use these two predictors--receiving less than two semester Fs in core
courses in grade 9 and earning at least 5 credits in grade 9 in the prediction, the results show that
92.9 percent of the students meeting these two criterion graduate in four years, and only 25.8
percent of the students not meeting these two criterion graduate in four years.

Table 30: Using the Top Twe Predictors to Predict High School Outcomes

Qutcome
Dropouts Graduates
-~ 0, 0,
Two Predictors Students not On-Track 74.2% 25.8%
Students On-track 7.1% 92.9%

When we include the top three predictors—receiving less than two semester Fs in core
courses in grade 9, earning at least 5 credits in grade 9, and attending school at least 80 percent of
the time in grade 9 in the prediction, table 31 shows that 93.6 percent of the students meeting
these three criterion graduate in four years, and only 29.2 percent of the students not meeting
these three criterion graduate in four years.

Table 31: Using the Top Three Predictors {o Predict High Schoo} Outcomes

Quicome
Dropouts Graduates
. Students not On-Track 70.8% 29.2%
Three Predictors
Students On-track 6.4% 936%

When we include the top four predictors—receiving less than two semester Fs in core
courses in grade 9, earning at least 5 credits in grade 9, attending school at least 80 percent of the
time in grade 9, and completing Algebra | in grade 8 into the prediction, table 32 shows that 97.3
percent of the student meeting these four criterion graduate in four years, and 71.2 percent of the
students not meeting these four criterion graduate in four years. The analysis indicates that the
four-predictor model is not a strong on-track indicator because it does not have enough
distinguishing power to separate high school outcomes of students on-track and students not on-
track. Therefore the recommendation is to use either the two-predictor indicator or the three-

predictor indicator.
Table 32: Using the Top Four Prediclors to Predict High School Cutcomes

Cutcome
Dropouts Graduates
Four Prodidors Students not On-Track 28.8% 71.2%
Students On-track 2.7% 97.3%
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Summary

A dropout study by Celio at the Kent Schoot District proposes that an accurate early
warning system to identify at-risk students should have the following four components:

® Use results from other research on graduation and dropping out to guide the selection of
variables

® Select a single cohort and track it systematically through the schools within the district

® Map the trajectories of actual students through 6% to 12t grades and beyond

® |dentify indicators of risk that are specific to the school district

We believe the dropout study conducted at the ASD follows the guideline of the four-
component model. First, this dropout research uses several academic and behavior predictors
suggested by studies in Chicago, Philadelphia, Kent, Juneau and other school districts to guide the
selection of variables. Second, this study selects a single cohort, 8t graders in 2003-04, and tracks
the cohort from 2003-04 to 2007-08. Finally, this study identifies significant indicators of at-risk
students that are specific to the ASD. The major difference between the model and our study is
that we track the cohort from 8t to 12t grades, while the model used by the Kent School District
proposes tracking students from 6% to 12% grades.

Through correlation study and regression analysis, we are able to identify the following
predictors statistically significant at the .01 level:
e Receiving less than 2 semester Fs in grade 9
Receiving at least 5 credits in grade 9
Receiving at least 5.5 credits in grade 9
Attending school 80 percent of the time in grade 9
Passing Algebra 1 in grade 8 or earlier

Another predictor is found to be statistically significant at the .05 levet:
e Students’ GPA in grade 9
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Executive Summary

The central message of this report is that while
some students drop out because of significant

academic challenges, most dropouts are students

who could have, and believe they could have,
succeeded in school. This survey of young people
who left high school without graQuating suggests
that, despite career aspirations that require
education beyond high school and a majority
having grades of a C or better, circumstances in
students’ lives and an inadequate response to
those circumstances from the schools led to
dropping out. While reasons vary, the general
categories remain the same, whether in inner
city Los Angeles or suburban Nebraska.

Why Students Drop Out

There is no single reason why students drop out
of high school. Respondents report different
reasons: a lack of connection to the school
environment; a perception that school is boring;
feeling unmotivated; academic challenges; and
the weight of real world events. But indications
are strong that these barriers to graduation are
not insurmountable.

n Nearly half (47 percent) said a major reason for
dropping out was that classes were not inter-
esting. These young people reported being
bored and disengaged from high school. Almost
as many (42 percent) spent time with people
who were not interested in school. These were
among the top reasons selected by those with
high GPAs and by those who said they were
motivated to work hard.

n Nearly 7 in 10 respondents (69 percent) said
they were not motivated or inspired to work
hard, 80 percent did one hour or less of home-
work each day in high school, two-thirds would
have worked harder if more was demanded of
them (higher academic standards and more
studying and homework), and 70 percent were
confident they could have graduated if they had
tried. Even a majority of those with low GPAs
thought they could have graduated.

n: Many students gave personal reasons for
leaving school, A third (32 percent) said they
had to get a job and make money; 26 percent
said they became a parent; and 22 percent
said they had to care for a family member. Many
of these young people reported doing
reasonably well in school and had a strong
belief that they could have graduated if they
had stayed in school. These students also were
the most likely to say they would have worked
harder if their schools had demanded more of
them and provided the necessary support.

It is clear that some dropouts, but not the
majority, leave school because of significant
academic challenges.

v Thirty-five percent said that “failing in school”
was a major factor for dropping out; three out of
ten said they could not keep up with school-
work: and 43 percent said they missed too
many days of school and could not catch up.

: Forty-five percent said they started high school
poorly prepared by their earlier schooling. Many
of these students likely fell behind in elemen-
tary and middle school and ¢could not make up
the necessary ground. They reported that addi-
tional supports in high scheol that would have
made a difference (such as tutoring or after
school help) were not there.

3

o Thirty-two percent were required to repeat a
grade before dropping out and twenty-nine
percent expressed significant doubts that they
could have met their high school’'s requirements
for graduation even if they had put in

the necessary effort. The most academically
challenged students were the most likely to
report that their schools were not doing enough
to help students when they had trouble learning
and to express doubt about whether they would
have worked harder if more had been expected
of them.
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As complex as these Individual circumstances
may be, for almost all young people, dropping out
of high schoo! is not a sudden act, but a gradual
process of disengagement; attendance patterns
are a clear early sign.

n Fifty-nine to 85 percent of respondents missed
class often the year before dropping out.
Students described a pattern of refusing to
wake up, skipping class, and taking three hour
lunches; each absence made them less willing
to go back. These students had long periods
of absences and were sometimes referred to
the truant officer, only to be brought back to
the same environment that led them to
become disengaged.

n Thirty-eight percent believed they had “tco
much freedom” and not enough rules. As
students grew older, they had more freedom and
more options, which led some away from class
or the school building. It was often too easy to
skip class or engage in activities
outside of school.

For those students who dropped out, the level of
proactive parental involvement in their education
was low.

n Fifty-nine percent of parents or guardians of
respondents were involved in their child's
schooling, with only one-fifth (21 percent)
“very” involved. More than half of those
parents or guardians who were involved at all
were involved mainly for discipline reasons.

Sixty-eight percent of respondents said their
parents became more involved only when they
were aware that their child was on the verge of
dropping out. The majority of parents were “not
aware” or “just somewhat aware” of their
¢hild's grades or that they were about to

leave school.

iq
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In hindsight, young people who dropped out of
schoot almost universally expressed great
remorse for having left high school and expressed

strong interest in re-entering school with students
their age.

n As adults, the overwhelming majority of poll par-
ticipants (81 percent) said that graduating from
high school was important to success
in life.

n Three-fourths {74 percent) said that if they
were able to relive the experience, they would
have stayed in schoot and 76 percent said they
would definitely or probably re-enroll in a high
school for people their age if they could.

n Forty-seven percent would say that not having a
diploma makes it hard to find a good Job. They
wished they had listened to those who warned
them of problems associated with
dropping out, or that such voices had been
more persistent.

What Might Help Students
Stay in School

While there are no simple solutions to the

dropout crisis, there are clearly “supports™ that
can be provided within the academic environment
and at home that would improve students’
chances of staying In school. While most dropouts
blame themselves for failing to graduate, there are
things they say schools can do to help them finish.

n Improve teaching and curricula to make school
more relevant and engaging and enhance the
connection between school and work: Four out
of five (81 percent) said there should be more
opportunities for real-world learning and some in
the focus groups called for more experiential
learning. They said students need to see the
connection between school and getting a
good job.

a Improve instruction, and access to supports, for
struggling students: Four out of five (81
percent) wanted better teachers and three-
fourths wanted smaller classes with more




individualized instruction. More than haif (55
percent) felt that more needed to be done

to help students who had problems learning,
and 70 percent believed more tutoring, summer
school and extra time with teachers would have
improved their chances of graduating.

Build a school climate that fosters academics:
Seven in ten favered increasing supervision in
school and more than three in five (62 percent}
felt more classroom discipline was necessary.
More than half (57 percent) feit their schools
did not do enough to help students feel safe
from violence, Seven in ten (71 percent) said
their schools did not do enough to make
school interesting.

i}

-
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Ensure that students have a strong relationship
with at least one adult in the school: While
two-thirds (65 percent) said there was a staff
member or teacher who cared about their
success, only 56 percent said they could go
to a staff person for school problems and just
two-fifths (41 percent) had someone in school
to talk to about personal problems. More than
three out of five (62 percent) said their school
needed to do more to help students with prob-
lems outside of class. Seven in ten favored
more parental involvement.

n Improve the communication between parents
and schools: Seventy-one percent of young
people surveyed felt that one of the keys to
keeping students in schoo! was to have better
communication between the parents and the
school, and increasing parental invelvement in
their child's education. Less than half said their
school contacted their parents or themselves
when they were absent (47 percent) or when
they dropped out (48 percent).

Policy Pathways

The stories, Insights and reflections from this
student survey and the focus groups reveal the
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importance of the student voice in the discussion
about what must be done to Improve high school
graduation rates and to prepare struggling stu-
dents for successful futures. The students have
spoken. It is time for us to respond. To help these
students succeed, we need:

In Schools and Communities

n Different schools for different students. Instead

b

of the usual “one-size fits all” school, districts
should develop options for students, including a
curriculum that connects what they are learning
in the classroom with real life experiences and
with work, smaller learning communities with
more individualized instruction, and alternative
schools that offer specialized programs to stu-
dents at-risk of dropping out. Teachers should
have high expectations for their students and
try different approaches to motivate them to
learn.

Parent engagement strategies and individual-
ized graduation plans. Schools and teachers
should strengthen their communication with par-
ents and work with them to ensure students
show up and complete their work and develop
graduation plans that are shared with parents.

1 Early wamning systems. Schools need to develop

district-wide (or even state-wide) early warning
systems to help them identify students at risk
of failing in school and to develop mechanisms
that trigger, and ensure there is follow through
on, the appropriate support for the students.
One clear step relates toc absenteeism. Every
day, schools should have a reliable list of the
students who failed to attend school and should
notify parents or guardians immediately and
take appropriate action to ensure students
attend school and have the support they need
to remain in school.

n Additional supports and adult advocates.
Schools need to provide a wide range of
supplemental services or intensive assistance
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strategies for struggling students in schools -
literacy programs, attendance monitoring,
school and peer counseling, mentoring, tutoring,
double class periods, internships, service-learn-
ing, summer school programs,

and more — and provide adult advocates in the
school who can help students find the support
they need. Schools also need to provide appro-
priate supports to students with special needs,
such as pregnant women and students with
disabilities, and enhance their coordination
with community-based institutions and
government agencies.

In States

i A re-examination of the compulsory school

age requirements. Students identified “too
much freedom” as a key facter that enabled
them to drop out of school, and attendance is
a strong predictor of dropping out. States
should consider raising the age at which
students can legally leave school from 16 or
17 1o 18. Together with well-trained staffs,
more manageable caseloads, working partner-
ships with government agencies, and efforts to
address the underlying conditions that caused
students to leave school in the first place, we
believe this action could have a significant
effect on reducing dropout rates.

n More accurate data from states and school

districts. Schools and communities cannot
adequately address the dropout problem without
an accurate account of it. There are 100 many
ways to calculate graduation and dropout rates
that disguise the problem. The National
Governors Association has made good progress
in getting all 50 states to agree to a common
definition for calculating graduation rates.
More work needs to be done to build the data
systems that will allow states to collect and
publish information on graduation and dropout
rates and to monitor progress state by state
over time.

In the Nation

n More accurate natienal data from federal
departments and agencies. Just as all 50 states
are working to obtain more accurate data to
help schools and communities understand the
extent of the dropout problem, the federal gov-
ernment should review the Current Population
Survey and other data it collects to ensure that
national data also paints an accurate picture of
the problem.

n Better incentives under federal law. Low-per-
forming students need more support in school.
Schools should have incentives under the No
Child Left Behind law to raise both test scores
and graduation rates and to ensure there is a
balance between the two so that proper atten-
tion is given to low-performing students. if
schools are only rewarded for raising test
scores, the law could have the unintended
effect of giving schools an incentive to “push
out” low-performing students whose test
scores would bring down schoot averages.

n Research on what works and dissemination
of best practlces. While states and school
districts have instituted many dropout prevention
programs, there remains a need for federal evaluy-
ations of these programs and the sharing
of the most innovative and successful programs
that can be brought to scale.

Next Steps

r: A natlonal conversation and response.
Educators, policymakers and leaders from vari-
ous sectors should make addressing the high
school dropout epidemic a top national priority.
All avenues to invest leaders in a better under-
standing of the problem and commoen solutions
should be undertaken ~ including congressional
hearings, White House conferences, summits of
state and local officials, and public forums in
schools and communities. In all cases, the
voices of young people who dropped out of
high school should be heard.
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The central message of this report is that while
some students drop out because of significant
academic challenges, most dropouts are students
who could have, and believe Lhey could have,
succeeded in school. This survey of young people
who left high school without graduating suggests
that, despite career aspirations that require
education beyond high school and a majority
having grades of a C or better, circumstances in
students’ lives and an inadequate response to
those circumstances from the schools led to
dropping out. While reasons vary, the general
categories remain the same, whether in inner
city Los Angeles or suburban Nebraska.

Why Students Drop Out

There is no single reason why students drop out
of high school. Respondents report different
reasons: a lack of connection to the school
environment; a perception that school is boring;
feeling unmotivated; academic challenges; and
the weight of real world events. But indications
are strong that these barriers to graduation are
not insurmountable.

ri Nearly half (47 percent) said a major reason for
dropping out was that classes were not inter-
esting. These young people reported being
hored and disengaged from high school. Almost
as many {42 percent) spent time with people
who were not interested in school. These were
among the top reasons selected by those with
high GPAs and by those who said they were
motivated to work hard.

= Nearly 7 in 10 respondents (69 percent) said
they were not motivated or inspired to work
hard, 80 percent did one hour or less of home-
work each day in high school, two-thirds would
have worked harder if more was demanded of
them (higher academic standards and more
studying and homework), and 70 percent were
confident they could have graduated if they had
tried. Even a majority of those with low GPAs
thought they could have graduated.

n Many students gave personal reasons for
leaving school. A third (32 percent) said they
had to get a job and make money; 26 percent
said they became a parent; and 22 pe'rceht
said they had to care for a family member. Many
of these young people reported doing
reasonably well in school and had a strong
belief that they could have graduated if they
had stayed in school. These students also were
the most likely to say they would have worked
harder if their schools had demanded more of
them and provided the necessary support.

It is clear that some dropouts, but not the
majority, leave school because of significant
academic challenges.

n Thirty-five percent said that “failing in school”
was a major factor for dropping out; three out of
ten said they could not keep up with school-
work; and 43 percent said they missed too
many days of school and could not catch up.

n Forty-five percent said they started high school
poorly prepared by their earlier schooling. Many
of these students likely fell behind in elemen-
tary and middle school and could not make up
the necessary ground. They reported that addi-
tional supports in high school that would have
made a difference {such as tutoring or after
school help) were not there.

n Thirty-two percent were required to repeat a
grade before dropping out and twenty-nine
percent expressed significant doubts that they
could have met their high school’s requirements
for graduation even if they had put in
the necessary effort. The most academically
challenged students were the most likely to
report that their schools were not doing enough
to help students when they had trouble learning
and to express doubt about whether they would
have worked harder if more had been expected
of them.
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As complex as these individual circumstances
may be, for almost all young people, dropping out
of high school Is not a sudden act, but a gradual
process of disengagement; attendance pattemns
are a clear early sign.

1 Fifty-nine to 65 percent of respondents missed
class often the year before dropping out.
Students described a pattern of refusing to
wake up, skipping class, and taking three hour
lunches; each absence made them less willing
to go back. These students had long periods
of absences and were sometimes referred to
the truant officer, only to be brought back to
the same envircnment that led them to
become disengaged.

n Thirty-eight percent believed they had “too
much freedom™ and not enough rules. As
students grew older, they had more freedom and
more options, which led some away from class
or the school building. It was often too easy to
skip class or engage in activities
outside of school.

For those students who dropped out, the level of
proactive parental involvement in their education
was low, :

11 Fifty-nine percent of parents or guardians of
respondents were involved in their child’s
schooling, with only one-fifth (21 percent)
“very” involved. More than half of those
parents or guardians who were involved at all
were involved mainly for discipline reasons.

n Sixty-eight percent of respondents said their
parents became more involved only when they
were aware that their child was on the verge of
dropping out. The majority of parents were *not
aware” or "just somewhat aware” of their
child's grades or that they were about to
leave school.

In hindsight, young people who dropped out of
school almost universally expressed great
remorse for having left high school and expressed

strong interest in re-entering school with students
their age.

n As adulis, the overwhelming majority of poll par-
ticipants (81 percent) said that graduating from
high school was important to success
in fife.

n Three-fourths {74 percent) said that if they
were able to relive the experience, they would
have stayed in school and 76 percent said they
would definitely or probably re-enroll in a high
school for people their age if they could,

11 Forty-seven percent would say that not having a
diploma makes it hard to find a good job. They
wished they had listened to those who warned
them of problems associated with
dropping out, or that such voices had been
maore persistent.

What Might Help Students
Stay in School

While there are no simple solutions to the

dropout crisis, there are clearly “supports” that
can be provided within the academic environment
and at home that would improve students’
chances of staying in school. While most dropouts
blame themselves for falling to graduate, there are
things they say schools can do to help them finish.

n Improve teaching and curricula to make school
more relevant and engaging and enhance the
connection between school and work: Four out
of five (81 percent) said there should be more
opportunities for real-world learning and some in
the focus groups called for more experiential
learning. They said students need to see the
connection between school and getting a
good job,

n Improve instruction, and access to supports, for
struggling students: Four out of five (81
percent} wanted better teachers and three-
fourths wanted smaller classes with more



