Prepped for life—Part 4 
A day of reckoning arrives for dropouts and their schools 
by Kristi Garrett 
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Cuddled up with her teacup Chihuahua on the sofa of her modest home in south Sacramento County, a young woman named Cheryl thinks back to her high school days – learning new routines in jazz dance, the prospect of dissecting a cat in science, making sense of math. 

As a sophomore everything seemed to be going all right for Cheryl. That is, until she confronted one insurmountable obstacle. 

“The first month was OK. And then... I don’t know. Girls are stuck up. It was hard,” she says sadly. “I had my friends who were across the street. They were my best friends for like a minute, then they’re not, then they are, then they’re not. And they were popular, so once they were mad at me, everybody was mad at me. I didn’t even know half the people who started picking on me. So I just skipped.” 

At first, Cheryl just avoided the classes her rivals were in. But before long hostility between the girls escalated to the point they were fighting all the time, Cheryl says, with the girls often following her home after school. Finally she got into a fight with one of the girls in science class and was suspended from the comprehensive high school she had been attending. 

She joined her best friend at the district’s continuation high school, and all was well for a while. But then the girls she had been fighting with were sent there too. 

“The minute they came to that school – the people I was trying to get away from – I was like, ‘Okay, I give up,’ because conflicts started happening again there. So I just quit going.” 

Hard numbers 

Cheryl had plenty of company the year she dropped out. In 1992-93, California public school districts reported 70,276 dropouts – that they knew about. Eventually, the class of 1995 walked across the stage without Cheryl and 143,000 of their ninth-grade classmates. That’s roughly a 64 percent graduation rate. 

“It is a full-fledged epidemic,” concluded researchers after following 25,000 eighth-graders for 12 years. Basing its conclusions on the National Educational Longitudinal Study 1988, Jobs for the Future, a Boston-based non-profit co-founded by former Clinton adviser Hilary Pennington, found that dropouts 

generally value education, with most attempting to earn a diploma or General Educational Development certificate. Its April 2006 report, “Making Good on a Promise,” identifies social and economic factors – rather than ethnicity or minority status – as the best predictors of who eventually drops out and who persists in trying to finish their education. “Although these young people may give up on their high school, most do not give up on their education,” said the researchers. 

Solving the problem of dropouts is not as simple as telling students to buckle down and work harder. Educators, researchers and social scientists have long identified a student’s innate ability, family background, peer pressure, instructional quality, available resources and the culture of a school as factors that impact how well he or she does in school. 

For one thing, students who are older than their classmates are at greater risk of dropping out, reported the National Research Center for Career and Technical Education at Johns Hopkins University. The researchers, in “Dropping Out of High School and the Place of Career and Technical Education,” suspected that older students feel the pull of adulthood and are less tolerant of being labeled as being “behind” or “failing” when they can regain a desired social standing by going to work. Indeed, by the time Cheryl decided to drop out in her sophomore year she was already 18, having been held back in fifth grade. She had also just moved out of her parents’ home and her future husband was anxious to start a family, factors that further strengthened the pull of adulthood and independence. 

Why students drop out 

In “The Silent Epidemic,” a report prepared for the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, researchers asked students why they dropped out. Almost half (47 percent) said their classes were not interesting, and almost 70 percent said their teachers did not expect them to work hard. One-third said they had to leave school to get a job. From 35 to 45 percent said they were having problems keeping up with their schoolwork or lacked the proper preparation to do well. 

Universally, the students surveyed did not lose interest in their schooling overnight. Warning signs appeared from one to three years before the student dropped out: skipping classes and then whole days, taking extended lunches, getting low grades, not participating in class or extracurricular activities. 

Poor prospects for dropouts 

Without a diploma, workers earn less and have a harder time finding and keeping a job. In March 2005, the U.S. Census Bureau estimated that workers without a high school diploma made an average of $18,734 per year, while those with a high school diploma earned $27,915 – almost 50 percent more. Notably, however, workers with a bachelor’s degree earned 83 percent more than the average high school graduate, or $51,206 a year. 

The California Department of Education reported that more than 61,000 students in grades 7-12 dropped out in the 2003-04 school year. Of those, almost 4,000 were Hispanic youth in seventh and eighth grade. They were joined by 6,715 Hispanic ninth-graders, 7,293 in 10th grade and 7,010 juniors. Add to that almost 11,600 seniors, and in one year, more than 32,000 Hispanic students left school. Although the dropout problem is particularly pronounced among Latino youth, their black and American Indian classmates do not fare much better, according to the Harvard Civil Rights Project. 

Based on 1999 census figures, the California Research Bureau reported that 87 percent of workers lacking a high school diploma are employed full time, overwhelmingly in the private sector. Seven in 10 did not have any type of pension plan at work. Just over a third had employer-sponsored insurance, with more than 60 percent being uninsured or relying on public health benefits. Seventy percent were foreign-born. Almost three-quarters of the state’s less-educated workers (those without a diploma) are Latino. 

Ultimately, most of those surveyed regretted dropping out, but many couldn’t resist the money and freedom that a job could bring right away – versus years of work toward the long-term goal of graduation. 

After she dropped out, as her family grew, Cheryl settled into the one job she could do without a diploma and with young children at home – daycare. 

“You know, I really didn’t think a high school diploma was going to be that big of a deal,” she says. “I didn’t really think that the job market was going to change like that. Because back then you just didn’t feel like you had to have a high school diploma to get a job. But now you do. There have been jobs that I wanted, but they’d say ‘high school diploma,’ ‘high school diploma.’ ” 

While her daycare business has served her needs, now that the youngest of her three children will be in school all day, 30-year-old Cheryl is looking to the future. She is studying to earn her diploma through the local district’s adult education program and doing well, according to the program coordinator. Then she can complete the early childhood education credits she needs to become a preschool teaching assistant. “I wanted to do something different. I don’t want to do daycare forever. And for most jobs you have to have a high school diploma at least, if not college.” 
Dropouts cost everyone 
As one of the most regrettable manifestations of the academic achievement gap, the nation’s dropout problem can be felt throughout our society. Nationally, dropouts are three and a half times more likely to be incarcerated than high school graduates. The U.S. Department of Justice reports that three-quarters of the inmate population in state prisons are dropouts. 

“We see [the achievement gap] in the growth of the informal economy of unskilled workers who are employed in low-paying jobs that rely on public services for their health and wellbeing,” says Mark Baldassare, Director of Research at the Public Policy Institute of California in San Francisco. “We also see it in the societal costs of youth crimes and the expensive prisons and corrections system that is supported by taxes.” 
California taxpayers foot the bill for hundreds of millions of dollars in welfare, child care, food programs, housing assistance and medical treatment for the poor. The Alliance for Excellent Education estimated that the nearly 1.3 million students who didn’t graduate on time from U.S. high schools in 2004 will cost the nation more than $325 billion in lost wages, taxes and productivity over their lifetimes. Multiplying an average of $260,000 in lost lifetime earnings by the 148,080 Californians who failed to graduate on time in 2004, the Alliance estimates, will result in a loss of more than $38 billion to the state’s economy. 
Poverty is expensive. In poor neighborhoods, residents often lack reliable transportation, forcing them to buy groceries at small stores within walking distance of home that usually offer less variety and lower quality, but at higher prices. Services the middle class take for granted – cashing a payroll check, insuring a vehicle, taking out a mortgage – all come with higher interest rates and service fees for those in a low income bracket. 
Job insecurity and dissatisfaction with working conditions plague those at the lower end of the workforce. For decades, researchers have linked high-stress, high-demand jobs where workers have little autonomy or control with higher incidences of heart disease. 
Dropouts aren’t the only ones who suffer when insufficient education diminishes their earning power. Eighty percent of children whose parents did not complete high school are classified as living in low-income families, meaning the parents make less than twice the federal poverty level, or $40,000 a year for a family of four. 
The poor also suffer from a variety of health problems uncommon among the middle-class: low birth weight, anemia, high levels of lead in the blood and going without vaccinations are conditions that stem from a lack of consistent health care. Limited ability to offer a healthful diet full of fresh fruits and vegetables – those being replaced by inexpensive, fat- and sugar-filled treats – contributes to obesity and its related illnesses. 
As Cheryl’s husband is currently unemployed, the family is forced to rely on Medi-Cal for health care – which she identified as one of the most disagreeable aspects of her economic status. 
“I don’t want to be on Medi-Cal,” she says. “Medi-Cal’s always being cut and they’re limiting things and everything’s always in Sacramento. It’s so far away.” She says she’d much rather be in a position to qualify for employer-sponsored insurance. “I could run my kids to the dentist, I could run them to the doctor and then be back. Where now I have to take a whole day and go to Sacramento and sit – because with Medi-Cal you wait two, three hours for the appointment. It’s just a pain. It wastes my time.” 
Some options 
As Cheryl recalls, administrators at her continuation high school didn’t do much to try to retain her. “They just said if you’re not going to come, other people want the space. So I said ‘Okay, give it to ‘em.’ ” 
Cheryl doesn’t remember hearing about alternatives that would have allowed her to continue her education, such as independent study or taking classes at community college. It’s possible those options were not available to her at the time. She did try to get a GED a year or so after dropping out, but by then the complications of adult life were creeping up on her. 
“It was like 45 minutes away from where I was living and I had a 1-year-old (my mom had to help me), so it was a big ol’ hassle. So I just quit it,” she says. “And then I did it again later on because we found something closer, but it was still the same thing: I had a kid and my mom and it was just so hard.” 
There are a now number of ways students can earn a diploma besides at the local comprehensive high school – which is a good thing, since as many as one-third of high school students do not succeed at the traditional route. 
In California, there are independent study programs that allow students to complete class work on their own most of the time, with regular meetings with a supervising teacher, group labs and other activities. 
Continuation high schools serve 16- to 18-year-olds at risk of not graduating who are credit deficient and need a flexible schedule. Community day schools serve expelled and other at-risk students by providing a challenging academic curriculum and help with developing social skills and resilient behaviors. 
Middle college high schools allow students with high potential who have not thrived in a traditional school to combine high school classes with college classes in a supportive and motivating college setting. Programs for women and young parents allow those students to finish their education while caring for a child. 
Adult schools offer all adults the opportunity to further their education, including high school graduation. Regional Occupational Centers and Programs offer district students opportunities to attend career technical training programs. 

Magnet schools offer an instructional strategy or focus that better suits the student’s needs and preferences. And Opportunity Education is a short-term intervention that provides a special course of study to help students succeed when they return to their regular classrooms. 
But not all such options are available to the students who need them. The nonpartisan Urban Institute, in a report done for the U.S. Department of Labor, estimates that there are 3.5 million youth without a diploma or a job who are not enrolled in school, and yet only 100,000 to 200,000 spots exist in alternative education programs that would offer them an opportunity to get the education and skills they will need to support themselves. 
What schools can do 
Why is it that some students seem to do well despite the risk factors present in their lives? Research is now identifying resiliency factors that help some bounce back from adversity. Relationship skills, problem-solving skills, autonomy, and a sense of purpose are key characteristics that can help students overcome the odds. Educators can create a schoolwide culture that promotes resilience by setting high expectations, promoting caring relationships between students and adults at the school, and providing students with opportunities to participate in decisions about their education and be involved in the community. Taking note of students who are skipping classes and working closely with them to identify and solve problems is essential, say most experts in the field. 
Making classes more interesting and practical may also help motivate students to stay in school. In a poll for the James Irvine Foundation, almost two-thirds of high school freshmen and sophomores said they were not very motivated to do their best in school. But if their schooling was more closely linked to preparing them for a job or career after graduation, 82 percent of the students who said school is boring or irrelevant said they would be motivated to work harder. Based on these and similar findings, the foundation has invested $6 million in a new center to help schools plan for and implement rigorous programs that provide clear pathways to careers as well as college. 
Some districts are finding ways to diffuse bullying by helping students learn how to resolve their conflicts before they lead to suspension or expulsion. 
Preventative action 
In 1985, Senate Bill 65 created the Pupil Maintenance and Motivation Program to do something about the dropout problem. All schools receiving SB 65 M&M funding must employ a dropout prevention specialist who completes coursework through the California State University in techniques that have proven effective at M&M schools over the years. 

More than half of the 365 schools that have implemented the M&M program are elementary schools, says Marco Orlando, who heads the program for the California Department of Education. Its focus on encouraging success and developing resiliency in students seems to be working. More M&M schools reach or exceed their state performance targets than those that do not have an outreach consultant to work with students, teachers and parents to remove barriers to learning. 
Orlando firmly believes in the “prevention” part of the program’s mission. “We’ve seen that you can’t go directly at test scores until you eliminate some of the obstacles in the path to their learning,” says Orlando. The outreach consultants, also known as dropout prevention specialists, work with other staff members, community organizations and parents to ensure students have food and clothing as needed, and that problems with truancy, depression, bullying or academics are addressed. 
Students who fail in school usually fail in other areas of life later on, such as by becoming involved in criminal activity, using illegal drugs, experiencing unplanned pregnancy or other social problems tied to feelings of failure, hopelessness and disempowerment, Orlando says. “It pays our society to create happy people.”

Opportunity found 
Cheryl recently sat for the high school exit exam, a final hurdle she must clear if she is to earn her diploma this summer. If she passes, she’ll be qualified to enter a program of early childhood education. The job of preschool teaching assistant pays slightly less than the $14 an hour she figures she’d need to approach what she’s earning now, but it includes benefits and freedom she yearns for. 
“I’d still get to work with kids, but it’s not in my home,” she says. “I have kids who come at five o’clock in the morning until sometimes five o’clock in the evening. I want a job where it’s like eight to five and I can call in sick, because I can’t call in sick now.” 
With her high school diploma in hand, Cheryl sees doors of opportunity that have long been closed to her finally swinging open. 
“I think my life will change because I can change careers now whenever I want. If I don’t like being a preschool teacher, I can find something else to do. Find something I like.” 
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