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Effective dropout prevention plans must go
beyond merely bringing students back into
the educational mainstream. One-size edu-
cation does not fit all. School officials must
be empowered with a toolbox of options to
place young people in programs that will
keep them actively engaged in the educa-
tional process. H. G. Wells placed the school
attendance challenge in perspective when he
said: “Human history is a race between edu-
cation and catastrophe.” Keeping kids in
school prepares young people for responsible
citizenship and for the most part, keeps them
out of trouble. Creating a comprehensive
school attendance plan and working with
the juvenile courts and community agencies
to create a resource referral data base of af-
tercare options for young people are two criti-
cal education and supervision components
that school officials must address.

Continuing with NSSC’s focus on the
Youth Out of the Education Mainstream Ini-
tiative, this issue of School Safety explores
the topic of dropout prevention. Authors
Patricia Cloud Duttweiler and Jay Smink of
the National Dropout Prevention Center
write that one of the most significant find-
ings to emerge from research on dropouts is
that early identification of potential drop-
outs is vital to effective prevention. Robert
Barr and William Parrett, both at Boise State
University and the Center for School Im-
provement, write that teaching all children
to read will without question provide a sig-
nificant, positive impact on dropout rates,
school disruption and community problems
associated with delinquent youth.

Alternative schooling environments can

meet the diverse needs of students and also
offer school and community leaders the op-
portunity to fulfill their responsibility to pro-
vide equal access to education for all stu-
dents. Author Charles Dayton describes the
California Partnership Academies model.
Partnership academies exemplify the school-
within-a-school model and offer an approach
that integrates the traditional school with a
smaller, more personal specialized educa-
tion program. These academies have unusu-
ally strong evaluation evidence.

Innovative educators are seeking ways to
ensure that all students receive an educa-
tion. School superintendent John Dallum in
the Central Linn School District in Oregon
pays two local citizens under an incentive
contract to retrieve students who are not at-
tending school and bring them back to
school. From the $4,800 in state funds that
the district gets for each student it adds to
its rolls, the recruiters are paid an initial fee
for enrolling students, a bonus for every
quarter a student stays enrolled and another
payment for seeing that the student gradu-
ates and receives a diploma.

Caring communities, educators and par-
ents can form partnerships such as the one
in the Central Linn district that are success-
ful  in providing education for a diverse stu-
dent population. Another example of inno-
vation is Academy High School in Paterson,
N.J., as described by authors Murray
Shereshewsky and Steve Rose. According
to the authors, the success of Academy High
School may be attributed to a combination
of factors, not the least of which is its loca-
tion on a community college campus. The
theory from the beginning was to place the
program on a college campus in order to
positively influence students through their

participation in the college setting and in
the wider college community. This theory
has proven to be well-founded.

To effectively provide interventions for
adolescents at risk of dropping out as well
as to establish dropout recovery programs
for those who have already interrupted their
schooling, educators must better understand
what causes males and females from differ-
ent racial/ethnic groups to leave school early,
according to researchers Will Jordan, Julia
Lara and James McPartland. They describe
the factors that may precipitate dropping
out —  push factors from the school itself
or pull factors from outside the school that
give rise to reasons for quitting school.

The good news is that overall dropout
rates, including those for most minority
groups, have declined in the last decade.
However, the rates have declined primarily
for students who would not be considered
at high risk of dropping out. According to
one study (see page 31), dropout rates have
remained constant for poor students, those
who were less academically prepared and
those who had multiple risk factors in their
backgrounds.

In a democracy, educators must continu-
ally seek to identify strategies associated with
success so that all students can become pro-
ductive adults and responsible citizens.

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delin-
quency Prevention (OJJDP) offers further
reading on the subjects of dropout preven-
tion and addressing the needs of youth out
of the education mainstream in the follow-
ing OJJDP Bulletins: Improving Literacy
Skills of Juvenile Detainees, (1994); Tru-
ancy: First Step to a Lifetime of Problems,
(October 1996); Reaching Out to Youth Out
of the Education Mainstream, (February
1997); Mentoring — A Proven Delinquency
Prevention Strategy, (February 1997); Keep-
ing Young People in School: Community
Programs That Work, (May 1997, in press);
and Mobilizing Communities to Prevent Ju-
venile Crime, (May 1997, in press).

Together, OJJDP and the Office of El-
ementary and Secondary Education of the
U.S. Department of Education offer Creat-
ing Safe and Drug-Free Schools: An Ac-
tion Guide (September 1996), which also
provides further reading on related topics.
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Critical strategies for
effective dropout prevention

Strategies designed to help students from at-risk situations
must become part of the fabric of our schools
from pre-kindergarten through high school.

were fairly common and were designed to
entice the dropout into returning and earn-
ing a high school diploma or GED. The
dominant dropout prevention strategy
guiding this period was a “fix-it” attitude.
Programs were designed to fix the child,
the family or the teacher, but rarely the
school.

M.V. Covington argues that the poten-
tial dangers of practices designed to fix the
present system are greater for the “failure-
prone child, the underprepared and those
disenfranchised youngsters from under-
class ghettos and barrios.”3  Among the
practices that have produced a number of
damaging effects for many students are:
identifying children and pulling them out
of class for activities unrelated to classroom
instruction; retaining students in grade;
slowing down instruction; using technol-
ogy for drill and practice; and teaching the
basics in fragmented, isolated bits.

Systemic reform needed
The National Dropout Prevention Center
in the College of Health, Education and
Human Development at Clemson Univer-
sity advocates a comprehensive, systemic
approach to educational reform. Attempts
to improve student learning will be suc-
cessful only to the extent that changes
throughout the system give schools suffi-
cient latitude to adapt new policies or prac-
tices to their unique circumstances and to
develop their own solutions to problems.
The National Dropout Prevention Center

and quantitative literacy in English. This
means that nearly half of America’s adult
population may not be able to perform the
range of complex tasks necessary for suc-
cessful competition in a global economy
or for the adults to exercise the rights and
responsibilities of citizenship.2

Historical perspective
The school dropout issue did not become a
high profile social, economic or political
issue until after World War II. Prior to the
1950s, it was not uncommon to have high
school graduation rates of less than 50 per-
cent. This was socially acceptable and eco-
nomically feasible because job opportuni-
ties were readily available in the local
industrial, agricultural or business markets.
Furthermore, when the family farm needed
help or financial resources were slim, it was
expected that children would leave school
and contribute to the family’s needs. Rec-
ognition of the problem of school dropouts
became a public issue only in the 1960s
during the Great Society days. It was dur-
ing this period that major federal legisla-
tion with sufficient funds was directed at
children with economic and/or academic
needs. This period created new programs,
such as Head Start, for children with spe-
cial needs.

In attempts to improve the achievement
of students in at-risk situations, a number
of the programs initiated during this pe-
riod targeted students who had already
dropped out of school. Alternative schools

Earning a high school diploma is a rung
on the educational ladder leading to better
job positions, advancement opportunities,
entry into military service and post-second-
ary education. Research has clearly docu-
mented differences in starting salary and
in lifetime earnings between individuals
with high school diplomas and high school
dropouts, even those who later earned a
GED. Yet, statistics indicate that 20 per-
cent of adults over the age of 25 in the
United States have not completed high
school. In 1994, approximately 3.7 mil-
lion persons between the ages of 16 and
24 years of age had dropped out of school
before they earned a high school diploma,
and of those, 40 percent had less than a
10th-grade education.1

These statistics are staggering in them-
selves; they become overwhelming when
coupled with the fact that too many stu-
dents who do complete high school have
failed to acquire the skills needed to func-
tion in our society. The National Educa-
tion Goals Report found that nearly half
of all American adults read and write at
the two lowest levels of prose, document

Patricia Cloud Duttweiler, Ed.D., is as-
sistant director and Jay Smink, D.Ed., is
executive director of the National Drop-
out Prevention Center, Clemson Univer-
sity, Clemson, S.C. Dr. Smink is also pro-
fessor of education in the College of
Health, Education and Human Develop-
ment, Clemson University.
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has identified the following areas of reform
to be addressed:
• The educational system must be restruc-

tured to be more congruent with the
needs of those who work in it and the
needs of those it serves. Schools must
have the authority to make meaningful
decisions through participatory decision
making; adequate resources must be
available; and professional development
should provide the knowledge, skills and
attitudes required to carry out new roles
and use new strategies.

• The problems faced by children in at-
risk situations are the collective respon-
sibility of everyone. Government, busi-
nesses, community organizations and
agencies, parents and the schools must
join together to provide the social sup-
port needed to ensure resiliency in chil-
dren.

• The technical core of the school— in-
struction and curricula — must engage
children in learning.

This article focuses on two of the three
reform areas. The first topic is improving
the technical core of the school — early
prevention strategies, active learning strat-
egies, alternative educational environ-
ments. The second topic is ensuring a
greater acceptance of collective responsi-
bility — parental involvement and com-
munity support through mentoring.

Early prevention strategies
Prevention strategies include those actions
taken which anticipate, forestall or deal with
cognitive, social or personal problems be-
fore they impair a student’s ability to per-
form successfully in school. These strategies
are effective because they provide for stu-
dents in at-risk situations an enriched envi-
ronment — the type of environment that
children from more affluent families are
exposed to in their everyday lives. Preven-
tion strategies are designed to “level the play-
ing field” — to help students in at-risk situ-
ations develop resiliency and enter school
ready to learn the skills necessary for school
success; to assist parents in becoming in-
volved in their children’s education and in
ensuring children’s physical and mental

health; and to assist educators in removing
barriers to success within the early grades.

One of the most significant findings to
emerge from research on dropouts is that
early identification of potential dropouts
is vital to effective prevention. Although
we tend to think of students dropping out
during their last years of high school, many
are lost long before that. The dropout prob-
lem is not one that can be addressed ex-
clusively at the middle or high school lev-
els; by then it is too late for some students.
Social and task-related behavioral prob-
lems that develop into school adjustment
problems can and must be identified in the
lower elementary grades.

Producing lasting effects requires inten-
sive efforts over a period of years. That even
the least intensive early prevention strate-
gies produce strong immediate effects,
however, suggests that a combination of
approaches within a comprehensive pre-
ventive program will have great promise
in increasing children’s cognitive function-
ing. Three particularly effective early strat-
egies include programs called Early Pre-
vention of School Failure (EPSF) and
Reading Recovery and the teaching of so-
cially responsible behavior.

Early Prevention of School Failure in-
cludes effective screening, conferencing and
teaching strategies that can prevent aca-
demic failure. The project provides training
and professional assistance to teachers to de-
velop their competence in matching curricu-
lum to levels of development. Training for
school teams in implementing the project’s
components includes: screening, con-
ferencing, educational follow-up, parental
involvement and evaluation.

A computer program simplifies the
conferencing process to provide teachers and
parents with an individual student profile.
In addition, the computer program groups
children according to needs so teachers can
plan appropriate instruction. Studies on the
effectiveness of EPSF indicate that the
project has reached or surpassed expecta-
tions in all areas. High-risk students have
recorded gains of 1.39 to 3.12 months’
growth for each month in the program. An
important finding is that gains made during
kindergarten persisted into subsequent years.

Reading Recovery is a one-to-one inter-
vention strategy designed to enable the
lowest achievers to make accelerated and
continuous progress, to reduce reading fail-
ure and to develop independent readers.
The goal is to bring the least able readers
in first grade to the average of their class.
A Reading Recovery teacher develops les-
sons tailored to each child’s needs and
spends 30 minutes a day with each stu-
dent. This session complements the regu-
lar reading program in the classroom.
Techniques include diagnosing the child’s
specific weaknesses, the reading of many
short books to build confidence, daily writ-
ing, the re-reading of favorite “little” books
and learning to reproduce sound symbols
of words by writing simple stories.

Studies have shown that Reading Recov-
ery has both immediate and long-term ef-
fects. The immediate effects are substan-
tial and consistent across hundreds of
studies conducted using different curricu-
lar approaches, with teachers of varying
backgrounds and training and with chil-
dren from different socioeconomic and eth-
nic groups. Follow-up studies indicate that
children released from the program con-
tinued to make progress and to read with
the average ability group of their class
through second, third and fourth grades
without additional help.4 Although one-on-
one instruction is expensive, districts
would be well-advised to invest in this ef-
fective program.

Socially responsible behavior
The need to teach socially responsible be-
havior is illustrated by a consistent finding
in research on effective schools: a safe and
orderly school climate is one of the require-
ments for successful learning to take place.
Students are expected to behave in socially
responsible ways while they are in school,
and chaos reigns in schools where students
do not do so. Although every school has cer-
tain expectations for behavior, most schools
fail to systematically teach social and behav-
ioral skills to students who come to school
from environments where such skills are not
taught or practiced. Yet, students need to
learn and practice these behaviors just as they
learn academic knowledge and practice ac-
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quisition skills. Business personnel increas-
ingly have to coach new employees in ways
to improve personal appearance and train
them in such social skills as punctuality
because many students do not learn these
skills in either their homes or schools.

There is a significant relationship be-
tween behavior in early grades and later
success in school. A longitudinal study of
inner-city school children found that be-
havior ratings in kindergarten through
third grade such as “classroom distur-
bance,” “disrespect-defiance” and “irrel-
evant responsiveness” were related to mis-
conduct in the classroom at ages 14 and
15 and to school disciplinary measures and
police contacts by age 17. In addition, an-
tisocial and aggressive behavior in the early
grades is a strong predictor of dropping
out in high school, perhaps because stu-
dents who do not behave responsibly re-
ceive less one-on-one instruction from
teachers and are often rejected by peers.5

The Northeast Foundation for Children
suggests that the first six weeks of school
are critical to the success of students for
the entire year.6 Members of the founda-
tion believe the focus of instruction for the
first six weeks of school should be on es-
tablishing classroom management, devel-
oping the social and ethical behavior of
children and building group cohesiveness
and caring. They advocate developing “re-
sponsive classrooms.” A responsive class-
room involves children in the social pro-
cesses of the classroom in such a way that
they feel an ownership and sense of respon-
sibility for the management and ethical be-
havior that is established. A responsive
classroom uses respectful and proactive
ways to teach children expectations for
behavior and how to care for themselves,
others and their materials. In this type of
classroom, children develop the skills nec-
essary to be independent and motivated
learners.

Active learning strategies
Students, especially those from at-risk situ-
ations, require instructional programs that
involve learning by doing, active applica-
tions of facts and skills, and working with
other students. Students learn best when

they are interested in the work, feel chal-
lenged, experience success and receive re-
wards, and develop personal satisfaction
in learning. Active learning, which focuses
on content and skills that are meaningful
outside the classroom, requires students to
use their minds well to construct meaning
and produce knowledge which has value
in the world outside of school. Two excel-
lent examples of active instructional strat-
egies are service learning and the Theory
of Multiple Intelligences.

Service learning is a unique form of ac-
tive learning — one that teaches self-re-
spect and respect for other people and re-
sponsibility to one’s community. This
concept is sorely needed due to the per-
ceived lack of a person’s meaningful role
in society, which seems to contribute to the
sense of alienation found in so many of
today’s youth. Young adolescents espe-
cially are often viewed by society as prob-
lems rather than assets and thus have few
opportunities to become valued members
of the school or the community. Without
constructive ways for satisfying their needs,
adolescents often resort to gang member-
ship, sexual activity that may lead to preg-
nancy or destructive forays into substance
abuse. Service-learning activities foster
social, personal and academic development
for the struggling student.

A major purpose of school-based service
learning is to connect the real-world ex-
periences students gain through school or
community service to the classroom cur-
riculum. Service-learning activities are in-
tegrated into the curriculum by:
• identifying and analyzing the problem

and developing the skills needed to carry
out the project;

• engaging in the service activity itself;
and

• reflecting critically about the project and
sharing what has been learned.

Preparation for the service experience is
essential. Prior to the service experience,
students must understand what is expected
of them as well as what they can expect
from the service project. The first step in-
volves the students themselves assessing
the needs of the local community as well

as the interests of the student participants.
After gathering the necessary background
information, students select and develop
the project that they would like to work
on. The academic component ensures that
students become knowledgeable in the ar-
eas in which they choose to work. Engage-
ment in the project itself is rewarding, but
the last stage of service learning, reflec-
tion, ensures that students assess the ef-
fects of the project on themselves and the
community. Students engaged in service
learning gain a heightened sense of per-
sonal and social responsibility, have more
positive attitudes toward adults and oth-
ers, and enhance their self-esteem.

The Theory of Multiple Intelligences of-
fers a new approach to providing active
learning experiences for students who may
not flourish under traditional strategies.7

The research of Howard Gardner, profes-
sor of education at Harvard University, sug-
gests that human beings are capable of de-
veloping strengths in  varying approaches
to learning and interacting with the world.
Gardner identified seven forms of intelli-
gence, which every individual, given the
opportunity, should develop to some ex-
tent. However, because of heredity, early
training and an interaction between these
two factors, some individuals will develop
unusual competence in certain intelli-
gences to a far greater degree than will
other individuals. The seven forms of in-
telligence are:
• verbal/linguistic: sensitivity to language,

meanings and the relationships among
words;

• logical/mathematical: abstract thought,
precision, counting, organization, logi-
cal structure;

• musical: the sensitivity to pitch, rhythm,
timbre, and the emotional power and
complex organization of music;

• spatial: keen observation, visual think-
ing, mental images, metaphor, a sense
of the whole gestalt;

• bodily/kinesthetic: control of one’s body
and of objects, timing, trained responses
that function like reflexes;

• interpersonal: sensitivity to others, abil-
ity to read the intentions and desires of
others and potentially to influence them;

BY DUTTWEILER AND SMINK
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• intrapersonal/introspective: self-knowl-
edge, sensitivity to one’s own values,
purposes, and feelings; a developed sense
of self.

Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelli-
gences focuses on the diverse ways that stu-
dents think and learn. Each person pos-
sesses all seven intelligences, which
function together in ways unique to each
individual. Consequently, a person may not
be able to read, yet be highly linguistic be-
cause he can tell a terrific story or has a
large oral vocabulary. Similarly, a person
may be quite awkward on the playing field,
yet possess superior bodily-kinesthetic in-
telligence when she weaves a carpet or cre-
ates an inlaid chess table.

Students learn best when given an op-
portunity to explore ideas through their
perceptual strengths. All students do not
learn best using logical/mathematical or
linguistic strategies. Educators must look
beyond the traditional areas in which in-
struction usually takes place and find ways
of providing materials and using strategies
that build on students’ strengths in all the
intelligences. While every lesson does not
need to include activities based on all seven
of the intelligences, over the course of a
unit each of the intelligences should be
brought into play. When approaching les-
son planning and curriculum design, edu-
cators should consider the ways in which
their students are smart, then seek instruc-
tional strategies that build on those
“smarts.”

Alternative educational environments
In the past, alternative schools were de-
signed to serve students who had already
dropped out of the regular school. These
programs were the primary dropout pre-
vention programs of four decades ago.
Educational leaders soon discovered these
programs had little effect on the dropout
rate, and that type of alternative school
tended to be discontinued as district bud-
gets began to shrink in the 1970s.

Within the last decade, alternative schools
addressing the needs of at-risk students have
once again become popular. Alternative
schooling environments can meet the diverse

needs of students and also offer school and
community leaders the opportunity to fulfill
their legal responsibility to provide equal ac-
cess to education for all students. The most
critical questions that must be answered are:
What kind of alternative environment is ap-
propriate to meet local needs?  What form
should the alternative programs take?  How
should they be integrated with the regular
school programs in each community?

A number of models of alternative schools
have been developed to serve local needs and
are operating with varied degrees of success:
• the alternative classroom: designed as a

self-contained classroom within a tradi-
tional school, simply offering varied pro-
grams in a different environment;

• the school-within-a-school: housed
within a traditional school, but having
semi-autonomous or specialized educa-
tional programs;

• the separate alternative school: separated
from the regular school and having dif-
ferent academic and social adjustment
programs;

• the continuation school: developed for stu-
dents no longer attending traditional
schools, such as street academies for job-
related training or parenting centers; and

• the magnet school: a self-contained pro-
gram offering an intensified curriculum
in one or more subject areas such as math
or science.

State legislators have long recognized
the need for alternative schooling. Many
states have initiated legislation authoriz-
ing such schools. For example, in Califor-
nia, as many as 35 percent of public school
children are in alternative schools or spe-
cialized program s of som e kind.8 The 1995
Florida legislature created Second Chance
Schools for students who have been dis-
ruptive, violent or have committed serious
offenses. Second Chance Schools are de-
fined by statute as school district programs
provided through cooperative agreements
between the Department of Juvenile Jus-
tice, private providers, state or local law
enforcement agencies, or other state agen-
cies for students who have been disruptive,
violent or have committed serious offenses.

Another alternative school configuration

is found in legislation to establish charter
schools. Led by Minnesota in 1990 and fol-
lowed by California and Colorado, 25 states
and the District of Columbia now have leg-
islation permitting charter schools. A recent
survey documented that in just the past few
years, 271 charter schools have been initi-
ated representing a variety of programs rang-
ing from traditional home study programs
to cyber-schools for students to study at home
via technology. The survey found that char-
ter schools on average are small, serving
about 100 students, and are located off the
traditional school campus in community-
based commercial settings. The survey also
indicated that most charter schools have been
formed especially to serve at-risk youth.9

Magnet schools, designed to focus on se-
lected curriculum areas, have survived
throughout the past several decades and re-
main a viable opportunity today for students
in the communities still offering these cur-
riculum-concentrated schools. Magnet
schools tend most often to be available in
urban school districts, although some afflu-
ent suburbs boast of such specialized schools.

Perhaps the most recognized magnet
school models are those found in the New
York City Public Schools’ High School for
Performing Arts and Repertory Company;
schools using the Paideia School concept,
based on a rigorous, liberal arts education,
found in the Chattanooga (Tenn.) School
for Arts and Science and the Shroder
Paideia Middle School in Cincinnati; and
schools involved in experiential learning
such as the Foxfire approach that origi-
nated in Raburn Gap, Georgia. A more
recent innovative model is the Key El-
ementary School, Indianapolis Public
Schools, where the curriculum emphasis
is built around the Theory of Multiple In-
telligences. Some of the best examples of
magnet schools are the high-profile schools
supported by each state’s governor.

The Maine Department of Education and
the College of the Atlantic conducted a study
of seven rural alternative education pro-
grams to develop systematic assessment pro-
cesses for such programs and to provide in-
sight into what qualities contribute to their
success.10 An important facet of the alterna-
tive-school programs was that these pro-
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grams gave students a sense of belonging.
Few of the students had experienced suc-
cessful social lives in the regular schools.
Many of the students had a history of dys-
functional relationships with adults. Often
their relationships with their alternative-
school teachers were the only meaningful
adult relationships in their lives; their re-
lationships with other students were their
only experience with acceptance by peers.
A significant number of the students ex-
pressed feelings of not being valued. The
alternative programs were structured so
that students could achieve success and feel
valued as individuals, perhaps for the first
time in all of their school years.

Research indicates there are certain char-
acteristics present in alternative schools
that are successful with students who do
not prosper in the regular schools. Success-
ful alternative programs usually have the
following characteristics:
• they are small and have low teacher/pu-

pil ratios;
• they have faculties that develop caring

relationships with students;
• they set forth clear rules;
• they have high expectations for student

achievement;
• they foster positive peer relationships; and
• they develop student self-esteem.

Students who are problems in regular
schools seem to function better in alterna-
tive schools. Students who might otherwise
drop out of school and become problems
to society can become productive adults
with the help of understanding and caring
alternative-school teachers.

Collective responsibility
Today’s fervent call for parents to become
more involved in their children’s educa-
tion both at home and at school is not new.
For decades, federal programs such as
Head Start, Follow Through, Chapter One/
Title One, and Special Education have
mandated that parents be closely involved.
In addition, hundreds of schools and thou-
sands of teachers are successfully involv-
ing the families of students who are not in
federally funded programs.

Many schools and teachers, however,

have not made significant progress in
reaching out to families. While some par-
ents are informed about some things some
of the time by some teachers in some
schools, most families still feel lucky to be
informed about or asked to participate in
activities with their children. Often schools
and communities do not fully understand
the problems parents encounter and the
importance of reaching out to them early
in their children’s education in order to
build the kind of relationships that engage
parents as true, active partners.

Research consistently finds that parent in-
volvement has a direct, positive effect on
children’s achievement. This is illustrated
in the 1997 National Standards for Parent/
Family Involvement Programs, published by
the National PTA, which summarized the
findings from 85 research studies.11 These
findings included the following:
• When parents are involved, students

achieve more, regardless of socio-
economic status, ethnic/racial back-
ground, or parents’ education level.

• When parents are involved, students ex-
hibit more positive attitudes and
behavior.

• Schools in which children are failing im-
prove dramatically when parents are as-
sisted to become effective partners in their
children’s education.

• Parents are much more likely to become
involved when educators encourage and
assist parents in helping their children
with their schoolwork.

The National PTA established six stan-
dards as guidelines for developing success-
ful parent involvement programs and
evaluating the programs’ quality and ef-
fectiveness. The standards include the
following:
• Communication between home and school

is regular, two-way and meaningful.
• Parenting skills are promoted and

supported.
• Parents play an integral role in assist-

ing student learning.
• Parents are welcome in the school, and

their support and assistance are sought.
• Parents are full partners in the decisions

that affect children and families.

• Community resources are used to
strengthen schools, families and student
learning.

It is clear that to be effective, parent in-
volvement programs must move from ac-
tivities that merely focus on informing par-
ents about school programs to activities
that offer parents opportunities for deeper
levels of involvement. Several programs
illustrate how this can be done.

The Minnesota Department of
Education’s Early Childhood Family Edu-
cation Program (ECFE) offers parents vari-
ous involvement opportunities through
centers based in housing projects, low-in-
come apartments, store fronts and elemen-
tary schools. Each center has a parent ad-
visory board that is involved in deciding
program content as well as fund-raising
strategies. Regular parent group meetings
include parent-guided discussions about
topics that range from educational con-
cerns to nutrition, child and spouse abuse,
chemical addictions, child development
and discipline. ECFE also employs parents
as classroom and community aides.12

RAIN Makers at the Fienberg-Fisher
Elementary School in Miami Beach, Florida,
began as an initiative to integrate social ser-
vices with schools and to train parents in
shaping and directing the provision of such
services. Small groups of parents met to dis-
cuss the services they most needed. As a re-
sult of the interaction among these groups,
which were in a primarily Hispanic and
heavily immigrant community, the parents
and staff established the Referral And
Information Network (RAIN) program.
Through RAIN Makers, parents now par-
ticipate in sessions on interviewing tech-
niques, accessing community resources and
developing outreach strategies.

Community support through mentoring
Resiliency is a critical factor in a child’s
academic, economic and social success.
Caring relationships increase resiliency in
children. Resiliency is strongly developed
in children by family relationships that are
marked by warmth and cohesion. Resil-
iency can also be fostered by the presence
of a concerned teacher or mentor. Too of-
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ten, students without strong personal sup-
port from a parent, friend, teacher or some-
one who cares drop out of school and usu-
ally cause problems in the community. When
students who have dropped out of school are
asked why they dropped out, the typical re-
ply is, “No one cared if I stayed in school!”
Two-parent families, nearby grandparents
and relatives, and the closely-knit neigh-
borhoods which offered youth support and
guidance in the past are not as prevalent to-
day. For this reason, mentoring has resur-
faced as an effective strategy for working in
situations with at-risk youth who are in need
of role models and positive support systems.
Mentoring strategies are effective with youth
in addressing life issues such as teen preg-
nancy, substance abuse, low literacy, job re-
tention and advancement. Such programs
are being initiated as school dropout pre-
vention programs in many schools and com-
munities throughout the country.

Mentoring programs exist for different
reasons and address a variety of objectives.
While mentoring meets the needs of nearly
all students in at-risk situations, a Men-
toring Program Manual, produced by
United Way of America, lists four major
tasks for which mentors are particularly
valuable: establishing a positive personal
relationship, developing life skills, assist-
ing in case management, and increasing
abilities of youth to interact with other so-
cial and cultural groups.

Guidelines for developing and imple-
menting programs are available from sev-
eral sources, including the National Drop-
out Prevention Center’s The Mentoring
Guidebook.

Regardless of the specific program, the
key to effective mentoring relationships lies
in the development of a trusting relation-
ship between the mentor and the protege.
Recent research confirms that building that
trusting relationship requires time and a
significant amount of effort on the part of
both the mentor and protege. Effective
mentors typically engage in the following
practices:
• involve youth in deciding how the pair

will spend their time together;
• commit to being consistent and depend-

able and serving as a steady presence to

the protege;
• take responsibility for keeping the rela-

tionship alive;
• pay attention to the protege’s need for

fun as a valuable part of the relationship;
• respect the protege’s viewpoint; and
• seek assistance and advice from program

staff when needed.

An example of a successful mentoring
program can be found in the Kalamazoo
Area Academic Achievement Program
(KAAAP), in Kalamazoo, Michigan.
KAAAP began in 1992 in five school dis-
tricts with full collaboration from the
Kalamazoo County Chamber of Com-
merce. The program began by matching
business and community mentors with 100
elementary students.  Through completion
of a comprehensive program of mentoring,
family involvement and work experience,
the graduating students could earn a
$4,000 grant from KAAAP for post-sec-
ondary education.

Currently, KAAAP serves 400 academi-
cally at-risk fourth- through seventh-grad-
ers and their families. Fully sponsored by
the chamber’s businesses and the school
districts, KAAAP expects to serve 900 stu-
dents by the year 2000. The W. E. Upjohn
Institute for Employment Research, con-
ducting a 12-year study of the first 300 stu-
dents, found improvements in the students’
attendance and test scores compared to
their counterparts in the control group.

Reaching all children
There are many effective strategies for pre-
venting students from dropping out of school
before they complete their high school edu-
cations. These strategies range from early
prevention to mentoring programs. Students
who live in at-risk situations need special
assistance throughout their schooling. A
quick fix in preschool or kindergarten can-
not overcome the pervasive and continuing
problems encountered in homes and com-
munities by so many of our youth today. Nor
can educators and parents afford to wait un-
til middle or high school to intervene in stu-
dents’ academic and social problems.

Strategies designed to help students from
at-risk situations must become part of the

fabric of all schools from pre-K through
high school. Above all, it is vital to recog-
nize that educators, parents and concerned
citizens have a collective responsibility for
ensuring all students have successful ex-
periences in school. The job is too big for
the schools alone; policymakers, parents,
community organizations, social services,
juvenile justice and businesses must all
work together to provide the policies, fund-
ing, expertise, manpower and moral sup-
port needed for educational reform to reach
the classroom and affect the lives of our
children.
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Tried and evaluated for years,
academies offer new hope

 Partnership academies exemplify the school-within-a-school model
and offer an approach that integrates the traditional school

with a smaller, more personal specialized education program.

on Education and the Economy, entitled
America’s Choice: High Skills or Low
Wages,2 argues that high school students
must be equipped with increased high-level
skills, so businesses can make use of such
skills, or the United States will continue
to lose ground against its international
competitors. The School-to-Work Oppor-
tunities Act,3 passed by Congress and
signed into law by President Clinton in
1994, was a response to these concerns,
promoting approaches and programs that
improve schooling and learning experi-
ences in the workplace and better connect-
ing mechanisms between education and
business to benefit all students. This law
cites “career academies” (the national term
for what in California are called “partner-
ship academies”) as one of a handful of
approaches that should be encouraged for
wider use to accomplish the proposed ends.

Many factors are cited as reasons for the
poor performance of high school students.
Some relate to societal changes, including
changes in the demographic composition
of youth, a decline in social support sys-
tems, and labor market changes. Problems
in this category include:
• the increasing proportion of our young

people who are minority, immigrant or
both; who too often do not value educa-
tion; and who may not speak English;

• a breakdown of the social institutions
that have traditionally supported young
people and their families; and

• the changing nature of the job market,

A troubling picture exists of the declining
knowledge and skills among America’s
youth, particularly those who do not attend
college. These young people were referred
to as “The Forgotten Half” in the 1988 re-
port released by the William T. Grant
Foundation Commission on Work, Fam-
ily and Citizenship. The commission char-
acterized the “forgotten half” as:

...the young people who build our homes,
drive our buses, repair our automobiles,
fix our televisions, maintain and serve
our offices, schools, and hospitals, and
keep the production lines of our mills
and factories moving. To a great extent,
they determine how well the American
family, economy, and democracy
function.1

In most American schools these are the
students who are placed in general tracks
and/or enrolled in vocational courses. The
public is widely critical of the education
these students receive. They often fail to
develop good communication, reasoning,
numerical and technical skills, and often
leave school unprepared to meet the re-
quirements of the marketplace.

An analysis of these problems prepared
in the early 1990s by the National Center

with declines in manufacturing and la-
bor jobs and increases in jobs requiring
training beyond high school.

Other observers point to the present edu-
cational system as the major obstacle. Prob-
lems cited in this category include: student
classification into “ability” groupings that
exacerbate social and class stereotyping
(often called “tracking”); the increasing
size and impersonality of high schools and
students’ resulting alienation and lack of
meaningful connections in such settings;
teachers who have low academic and ca-
reer expectations of many students;
uninspiring curriculum that lacks rigor and
focus and bears little relationship to the
skills young people need after high school;
and lack of contact between high schools
and the business communities they serve.

A program that addresses these concerns
has been developing in California for the
past 15 years and has now been adopted in
over 100 high schools throughout the state.
It is called the California Partnership
Academies. “Academies” have consistently
been received enthusiastically by the high
schools and districts that have imple-
mented them, as well as by over 500 Cali-
fornia businesses that partner such schools.
The California Department of Education
now spends about $8 million per year on
its academies, with projections increasing
for the next several years. A series of evalu-
ations has supported such enthusiasm and
support.

Charles Dayton is an education consult-
ant for Foothill Associates in Nevada City,
California. He provides technical assis-
tance to the Partnership Academies in
California and assists with evaluation.

BY CHARLES DAYTON
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While academies began as a program fo-
cusing exclusively on at-risk students, they
have also proved to be effective with a wide
range of students. Thus they target a broad
cross section of students today, including
many thought likely to drop out before
graduation (two-thirds of incoming academy
sophomores must meet at-risk criteria as de-
fined in the state legislation), and many oth-
ers are simply interested in the field of ca-
reer training. Those considered at-risk
typically have spotty attendance, poor
grades, insufficient credits and sometimes
low family income. However, most such stu-
dents have good basic abilities; their progress
is thwarted by a lack of motivation, the no-
tion that school is boring and a perceived
lack of relationship between what they do
in high school and the rest of their lives.
Some are in gangs. As one teacher put it,
“Academies are a form of gang; it’s just a
good kind of gang.” What follows is a de-
scription of the program model and a syn-
opsis of the evidence of its success.

Partnership Academies model
The California Partnership Academies are
three-year high school programs, operat-
ing in grades 10 through 12, structured as
schools-within-schools, for typically 100
to 150 students. They incorporate the fol-
lowing defining features:
• curriculum focused on a career theme,

coordinated with academic classes (En-
glish, math, science, social studies) that
teach essential skills;

• back-to-back scheduling of these classes
(usually four), which are limited to acad-
emy students;

• a voluntary student selection process that
targets 10th-graders who show potential,
but are often lacking in motivation;

• a small group of teachers who work to-
gether as a team across several subjects
in a family-like “learning community”
to plan and implement the program;

• a rich variety of motivational activities,
including parental support, a well de-
veloped reward structure, speakers, field
trips, a mentor program, paid work ex-
perience and regular monitoring of
progress with feedback to students; and

• a focus on postsecondary goals, includ-

ing work, technical training, and two-
and four-year college programs.

Curriculum
The technical focus for an academy is de-
termined by an analysis of the local labor
market, with an eye toward fields that are
growing and healthy, that offer jobs with
career ladders and that have companies
willing to support the program. Since this
choice of focus is made locally, it can serve
to support local economic development
goals and activities. Prevalent industries
in need of well-prepared employees have
an incentive to participate. Academies fo-
cus on many different industries, ranging
from health to electronics and including
banking/finance, marketing, agriculture,
telecommunications/media, construction,
domestic/international trade and many oth-
ers. The technical education is kept broad,
focusing on industries rather than on spe-
cific jobs, with academic-technical integra-
tion a key ingredient.

Academy classes are grouped together
in the schedule, usually in the morning.
Such scheduling allows various activities
to be planned for the entire group, such as
speakers and field trips. For the remain-
der of the day, participants attend other re-
quired or elective courses with the rest of
the school’s student body. The academies’
curricula follow the state framework, meet
all California state requirements for high
school graduation and in most cases for
California State University entrance, and
allow room for available electives for Uni-
versity of California entrance.

Staffing
Teachers must request to participate in the
program and must be willing to work at
least in part with at-risk students. One or
two lead teachers are usually provided with
a reduction in class load (typically from
five to four classes per day), and teachers
are often given a reduced student load
(from an average of 30 to 35 per class to
25 to 30 per class). Teachers almost always
have a common planning period. Accord-
ingly, they can meet regularly to plan the
program activities and curriculum, coor-
dinate with employer representatives, meet

with parents, and devise strategies for deal-
ing with problem students.

Student selection
Some students are selected primarily be-
cause of their interest in the academy’s
career field. As mentioned above, those
who are at-risk are selected because of such
factors as poor attendance, course credit
deficiencies, disinterest in the traditional
academic program, and family economic
problems. The program is voluntary; stu-
dents must apply for admittance and be in-
terviewed. About 50 to 60 students are typi-
cally selected for entry in grade 10 each
year, with 100 to 150 students in grades
10-12 comprising the entire academy.

Business involvement
The partnership at each academy is be-
tween schools and employers. The latter
have well defined roles. Employers serve,
along with teachers and administrators, on
an academy steering committee that over-
sees the program. They help to develop the
technical curriculum to ensure its relevance
to their business field, provide speakers for
academy classes and host field trips to give
students a perspective of the workplace;
provide mentors who serve as career-re-
lated role models and personal points of
contact in the field of training; and pro-
vide summer jobs and part-time, school-
year jobs for the academy juniors and se-
niors, and often full-time jobs for academy
graduates.

The mentor program
In the 11th grade, each academy student
is matched with a mentor. Mentors are em-
ployees of participating businesses who
volunteer a minimum of two hours per
month. Mentors help students develop
work skills and sometimes provide tutor-
ing in needed subjects. They also serve as
role models and illustrate the relationship
between education and job quality. Typi-
cal mentor/student activities include:
• visits to the mentor’s workplace to

shadow the mentor for a day and to the
student’s workplace (the school);

• discussions of potential careers in the
field of training and requisite post-sec-



School Safety  12  Spring  1997

ondary education or training;
• discussions and demonstrations of basic

work habits, job performance and various
jobs in the field;

• preparing the student for a job interview
and assembling a resume; and

• attending events together (e.g., trade
shows, job fairs, sports events, cultural
activities).

Mentors have proven to be an effective
and inexpensive means of exposing youth
to job sites, career fields and work values.
Many of the academy students have no work-
ing role model in the home, or at least none
to emulate, and mentors tend to open young
eyes quickly. They also give this experience
a personal quality, and many of the relation-
ships between students and mentors prove
to be significant on both sides. An added
benefit is that mentors, once they become
concerned about a particular young person,
often become advocates for the program
among their business colleagues.

Service learning
A recent addition to many academies has
been community service. This takes many
forms, from working with the elderly in a
nursing home to tutoring elementary stu-
dents or providing playground supervision.
Many such projects involve environmental
themes, such as planting trees, cleaning
parks or removing graffiti. Often various
departments of city government will help to
coordinate such efforts, which not only
heighten students’ sense of civic responsi-
bility but also raise the profile of the pro-
gram in the community. As numbers of stu-
dents in academies have increased, voluntary
community service offers an alternative work
experience for hard-to-find paid jobs in pri-
vate companies.

Work experience
The prospect of a good job serves as a strong
incentive for students to progress in their
academic work. After the junior year, those
students performing well enough to be on
track for graduation (typically about three-
fourths of the class) are placed in summer
jobs. By this time, they have undergone two
years of preparation and understand the need

to perform effectively.
Students apply for these jobs just as they

would do on the open market: They prepare
resumes, complete job application forms and
undergo interviews. They receive training
and help with this process from academy
teachers and their mentors. Mentors fre-
quently accompany mentees to job inter-
views. Students are not guaranteed jobs, just
interviews. The cooperating companies
make the final hiring decisions.

The work is real and introduces students
to the expectations of the workplace such as
acceptable dress, language and behavior.
Academy students must be responsible, de-
pendable and punctual. They must work well
with others. They are made to understand
that they represent their schools, their com-
munities and, most importantly, their fellow
academy students. They are told, “If you like
your job and the good pay you are earning,
thank a senior. S/he paved the way for you.”

Academy students’ anticipation of land-
ing a summer job, especially in a larger firm,
is often intense. Many students have never
set foot in the glossy surroundings of suc-
cessful businesses. The change that takes
place in students during the summer job as-
signment is often dramatic. Having tested
their skills in a real-world setting, they re-
turn as seniors possessing increased poise
and confidence. Perhaps it is not surprising
that there are high supervisor ratings for stu-
dents at the end of each summer, on aver-
age a score of four on a five-point scale. If
the job goes particularly well, it may con-
tinue on a part-time basis through the se-
nior year, and may even result in a full-time
job upon the student’s graduation.

Motivational focus
Perhaps the central defining characteristic
of academy students when they enter the
program is a lack of motivation. They sim-
ply do not care about high school or about
how well they perform. The academy cur-
riculum is therefore reinforced by enrich-
ment activities, particularly related to the
partnership with businesses: speakers who
share their own success stories and infor-
mation, tours of participating companies and
local community colleges, and mentors.

School-based forms of support exist as

well. Awards and ceremonies that highlight
student achievement are frequent. These
involve a variety of plaques, certificates and
social events. Parents and mentors are in-
vited to some of these events. A special acad-
emy graduation is often held at the end of
the year to recognize seniors and their ac-
complishments. Recognition of student
achievement offers a way to build self-es-
teem. Sometimes these rewards represent the
first positive recognition these students have
ever received in school.

At the same time, teachers give students
regular feedback on their performance in
class, including written evaluations some-
times modeled after those used by employ-
ers, so that students understand their
strengths and weaknesses and know what
they need to do to succeed. If a student be-
gins to miss school or get behind on home-
work, teachers call the parent(s). If the re-
sulting parent reaction does not solve the
problem, teachers arrange a meeting with
the student and the parent. A full discussion
of the problem is held and usually a con-
tract is developed that the student must fol-
low to stay in the program.

The very structure of the school-within-
a-school also contributes to motivational
support. Many high schools today are huge,
and students often feel no strong point of
attachment. Academies give students a home
away from home. Students tend to form
strong identities with the program and sup-
port each other in completing assignments
and preparing for tests and project assess-
ments. They often have their own logos, t-
shirts, notebooks, jackets and even business
cards. As opposed to the typical high school
schedule in which a student may not share
more than one class with any other student
the entire day, in an academy, students see
each other four classes a day over a three-
year period.

As a result, academy students typically
become fast friends or at least close acquain-
tances. They also usually have at least one
or two teachers over the three-year span who
through this long contact develop close ties
with the students and deep concerns about
their success. As one teacher puts it, “If you
spend a year with a student, he is on your
mind. If you spend three years, he is on your

DAYTON
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emy cohort, across the three years, was ex-
actly half that of the comparison group.
Academy  transfer rates to other high schools
were also lower.

Since 1988, yearly evaluations of acad-
emy students have continued throughout the
state, without comparison group data be-
cause of cost prohibitions. These evaluations
are required because the funding itself be-
came performance-based in 1988. Only
those students who have 80 percent atten-
dance and earn 90 percent of their credits
qualify for funding at the end of the school
year. The latest findings, from the 1994-1995
school year, are summarized below.7

• The 45 state-supported partnership acad-
emies enrolled 5,621 students, averaging
125 students per academy across grades
10 through 12.

• Race/ethnicity breakdown of academy stu-
dents was: African American, 21 percent;
Asian or Pacific Islander, 10 percent; His-
panic, 35 percent; white, 27 percent; other,
3 percent; and unknown, 3 percent.

• The school-within-a-school format and
family-like atmosphere of the academies
was widely popular, with reported associ-
ated improvements in students’ attitudes
and self-esteem and teacher and parent
satisfaction.

• Forty-one academies provided mentor pro-
grams for their juniors, with an average
of 35 mentors per academy. Forty acad-
emies had workplace internship programs,
primarily for juniors, with an average of
28 students per academy placed in such
positions.

• Ninety-four percent of academy students
had attendance of 80 percent or better.

• Eighty-three percent of academy students
earned at least 90 percent of the credits
required for normal progress toward
graduation.

Data across the previous four years shows
the following for the academy cohort that
graduated in June 1995:
• Attendance above 90 percent. As ninth-

graders, before entering the academy, only
63 percent met this target. The sophomore
rate increased to 84 percent (their first year
in the program), juniors to 81 percent, and
seniors to 82 percent.

conscience.” Students usually remark posi-
tively on this sense of teacher caring and
family atmosphere more often than any other
single feature of the program.

The growth of academies
The partnership academies have become a
California phenomenon because of the role
played by the state in academy replications.
The California legislature has three times
passed bills providing funding to support
replications of the model, most recently in
1993.4 The governor has increased funding
for them in the face of other educational cuts,
and the state superintendent of education
sees them as an important component in
improving California’s high schools. They
were mentioned as models to emulate in
California’s influential report on high school
restructuring, Second to None.5

The state support has been driven partly
by businesses. Led by the electronics indus-
try in the Silicon Valley, business executives
helped shape the replication legislation, sup-
ported it in the legislature and convinced
the governor to fund it. Each grant requires
a full match from both the receiving district
and the supporting business community. In
addition, the grant itself is performance-
based. Districts receive funds at the end of
each school year, rather than in advance, and
the amount is based on the number of acad-
emy students who meet specified attendance
and credit standards. The maximum grant
for a fully implemented academy (all three
years in place) is $81,000.

During the 1996-1997 school year there
were 121 partnership academies in Cali-
fornia receiving state grants, and 30 more
won planning grants of $15,000 to begin
academies next fall. There are approxi-
mately 100 programs that meet or approach
the model operating without state grants.
During this fiscal year, California will
spend about $8 million on its partnership
academies. Because of the matching re-
quirements for both districts and support-
ing businesses, total spending on these
programs (including the voluntary in-kind
contributions from employers) will total
approximately $25 million.

Other states such as Illinois, Florida, Geor-
gia and Hawaii have observed the growth of

academies in California and have begun
their own networks of such programs. A
number of large urban districts have also
adopted the model widely. Prime among
these is Philadelphia, where the model origi-
nated in slightly different form in the 1970s
and where there are currently more than 20
academies. More recently, cities such as
Washington, D.C., and Baltimore have de-
veloped networks of academies in many of
their high schools. And in California, a num-
ber of cities — Pasadena, Bakersfield, Sac-
ramento, Riverside, San Jose and Salinas —
have begun developing multiple academies
within their high schools. The Oakland
Unified School District plans to convert all
six of its high schools (in grades 10 through
12) to the academy model by the 1999-2000
school year.

Evaluation findings
Policy Analysis for California Education
(PACE), an independent policy education
research center based at Stanford Univer-
sity and the University of California, Berke-
ley,6 conducted an evaluation of the first
round of academy replications in California
from the fall of 1985 through the spring of
1988. This evaluation employed a compari-
son group design, i.e., data were collected
on the academies’ students and matched
groups of similar non-academy students.
Matches were made on the basis of descrip-
tive indicators (age, grade level, gender, eth-
nicity) and past performance (attendance,
credits, courses failed, grade point average,
and standardized test scores in reading and
mathematics). Comparisons were made be-
tween the two groups on five outcome mea-
sures: retention in school, attendance, cred-
its earned, courses failed and grade point
averages.

Statistical tests of differences between
academy and comparison group members
were conducted each year, by site and grade
level, from 1986-1986, 1986-1987 and
1987-1988. Of 212 such tests, 61 were sta-
tistically significant in favor of academy stu-
dents and 11 in favor of comparison groups.
The differences were spread about equally
across four variables — attendance, credits
earned, courses failed and grade point aver-
ages. The dropout rate among the first acad-
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• Normal progress toward graduation. Only
49 percent had progressed a full year to-
ward graduation as freshmen before en-
tering the program. Sophomore progress
rose to 67 percent; junior progress im-
proved to 68 percent; and 97 percent of
seniors graduated on time.

• Grade point averages. Forty percent of
freshmen had GPAs below 2.0, dropping
to 29 percent of sophomores, 31 percent
of juniors and 20 percent of seniors. The
converse among academy students
shows 32 percent having GPAs over 2.5
as freshmen, increasing to 43 percent as
sophomores, 42 percent as juniors and
51 percent as seniors.

Postgraduate plans of academy seniors
showed the following intentions: attending
community college, 34 percent; attending a
four-year college, 16 percent; working, 14
percent; vocational training program, 5 per-
cent; entering the military, 3 percent; com-
bining community college and work, 20 per-
cent; and some other combinations of the
above, 8 percent.

Dropout findings are particularly interest-
ing. Of those students who began the 1994-
1995 school year in an academy, 83.2 per-
cent completed it there. Of the 16.8 percent
of students who left their academies, 10.4
percent stayed at the same high school; 3.5
percent transferred to another high school;
and 3 percent either officially dropped out
or no longer attended school. This school
dropout figure, if multiplied by three,
roughly compares to the “three-year derived
dropout rate” for all California high school
students (grades 10 through 12) of 14.9 per-
cent for the three-year period ending in 1993-
1994. (The figures are the most recent data
available from the California Basic Educa-
tion Data System.) Thus academy students,
two-thirds of whom are considered at risk
of dropping out before graduation when they
enter the program, have only slightly over
half the dropout rate of the state’s general
population of high school students.

Cost data also show the academy ap-
proach to be relatively efficient. The aver-
age cost per student was about $600 per
year from state grants for the 1994-1995
school year. While this figure increases to

$2,000 if the district and employer matches
are included, the former comes primarily
from restructured use of existing funds,
while the latter comes primarily in the form
of volunteered time; neither figure repre-
sents additional costs to the taxpayer. A
cost-benefit analysis conducted using the
1985-1988 comparison group study’s data
found that “on average, the cost per drop-
out saved is estimated to be substantially
less than the economic benefit. In this co-
hort of 327 academy students, the net eco-
nomic benefit of dropout prevention was
estimated to be between $1 million and
$1.3 million, in 1987-1988 dollars.”8

Such findings as those above have caught
the interest of nationally focused groups in-
terested in still firmer evidence of effective-
ness. In 1994, Manpower Development Re-
search Corporation (MDRC) based in New
York City began a national evaluation of
career academies employing an experimen-
tal research design. Working with 10 acad-
emies around the country, four of which were
in California, MDRC randomly assigned
students either into or out of academies and
then followed those students through high
school and beyond. This study also sought
extensive information from teachers and stu-
dents. The first findings regarding student
attitudes and performances are expected
around the end of 1997. An early report from
this study states that:
• the approach proved viable and sustain-

able across a variety of high schools with
widely differing settings and student
populations;

• there were high rates of student enroll-
ments and retention in academies in set-
tings where transfers from school to school
were common; and

• academy teachers reported having more
opportunities to collaborate with each
other and to develop personal relation-
ships with their students than did teach-
ers who did not teach in academies.

Cautions
There are some important cautions in this
generally rosy assessment. Academies are
not easy programs to implement. The acad-
emy model is a complex one, with many
specific components that require a three-year

articulated sequence. An academy requires
flexibility from the high school and strong
support from both the district office and busi-
ness community. Academy teachers often
“burn out” from all the additional work re-
quired, such as coordinating speakers, field
trips, mentors, work experience and paren-
tal involvement and learning to work as a
member of a student support team. In addi-
tion, developing a genuinely integrated cur-
riculum takes time and persistance. Such
curriculum development may meet with re-
sistance from many quarters, including from
other teachers accustomed to the importance
of departments in high school and of tradi-
tional college entrance requirements.

Non-academy teachers may also view the
program skeptically, especially if it begins
to challenge traditional teachers’ control
over curriculum and classroom. Jealousies
may develop over the resources available to
academy teachers, as well as their contact
with what may be viewed as the glamorous
business world. Moving too quickly or too
broadly from the top down to establish acad-
emies can cause resentment and even sabo-
tage among teachers and counselors skepti-
cal of yet another educational reform.

Employer involvement is also often diffi-
cult to develop fully. Unlike their European
counterparts, employers in the U.S. have not
traditionally viewed as part of their respon-
sibility contributing to the educational sys-
tem. With increasing global competition,
employers are often forced to concentrate on
the immediate bottom line, which may over-
ride their longer-term interest in an im-
proved work force. Especially for smaller
companies, it may be difficult to release
workers even for voluntary efforts in acad-
emies. Furthermore, employers can become
restless very quickly with meetings or events
lacking a clear focus and efficient use of time.

Academies must also fight the stigma as-
sociated with any program that is not fo-
cused exclusively upon four-year college
entrance and traditional academic
coursework. Even though academies repre-
sent a departure from traditional vocational
education — avoiding training for specific
jobs and integrating academic and career-
related topics — parents and teachers inter-
ested primarily in student preparation for
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do create a friendly, familylike environment
within them.

Academies also influence teachers and
curriculum, retaining a strong academic
emphasis but making it meaningful by
demonstrating its applicability to the work-
place. The various SCANS reports of the
early 1990s emphasized the need to teach
students skills relevant to the workplace,11

and academies provide a vehicle by which
teachers can do this. Academy staffs learn
about local businesses and jobs, knowledge
that makes their teaching more focused and
relevant. They also benefit from a close
working relationship with the other acad-
emy teachers and the satisfaction of see-
ing the positive results of their efforts over
three years. Academy teachers widely re-
port preferring their teaching experiences
in an academy over their previous “lone
ranger” approaches. While they also re-
port having to work harder, most say they
experience increased rewards and greater
energy and enthusiasm.

Finally, academies build contacts be-
tween high schools and their surrounding
communities. They draw business repre-
sentatives into schools as speakers, field
trip hosts, mentors and work experience
supervisors. Community service projects
demonstrate the very real contribution stu-
dents can make to their communities. Par-
ents, who are also usually employees, can
provide links between employers and their
children’s schools through academy
involvement.

Academies stand at the intersection of
the school reform and school-to-career
movements. They embody some of the key
ideas — including more personal contact
between students and adults, focused and
meaningful curriculum, and the use of
more authentic forms of assessment — es-
poused by school reform groups such as
the Coalition of Essential Schools and the
National Association of Secondary School
Principals. In addition, academies have un-
usually strong evaluation evidence. Acad-
emies embody hope for improving the mo-
tivation and performance of a broad range
of high school students, in the process re-
moving some of the threats to school safety
while expanding the long-range career

highly competitive four-year colleges may
unfortunately view academies skeptically.
While only 22 percent of each cohort of stu-
dents graduates from a four-year college,10

most high school course offerings are still
tied to traditional college entrance require-
ments. At the same time, the majority of jobs
coming into the labor market requires the
ability to apply academic skills to work tasks,
a concept academies try to promote, rather
than isolated rote learning. Almost all young
people will have to work, regardless of
whether or not they go to college. Thus the
shift from sole academic emphasis to prac-
tical career-related concerns can be useful
for virtually all students.

Addressing the issues
Many students in high schools are enrolled
in the vocational or general curricular tracks,
lack career goals, and have few success ex-
periences and little motivation to do well in
school. Consequently to them, school is bor-
ing and irrelevant, so many students drop
out or graduate with inadequate skills and
no career plans. Few receive support at home
or elsewhere in their lives. School safety and
community safety and climate are directly
and negatively affected by bored,
directionless students who disrupt classes
and loiter on city streets.

The partnership academies model ad-
dresses such problems. It offers students a
program with clear goals and motivational
reinforcements, shows them the relationship
between academics and career possibilities,
and prepares them for entry-level jobs in the
local labor market or for two- or four-year
colleges. While academies cannot fix fami-
lies, they can bring pressure on parents to
help create a pattern of reinforcement for
responsible student behavior.

Academies also address problems with the
educational system: centralized decision
making, tracking, and the increasing size
and impersonality of schools. Academies
bring decision making not only down to the
school level but also to the teachers running
the program, who in turn influence curricu-
lum and program budget. Rather than sepa-
rating students, academies integrate the vo-
cational and academic tracks. Academies do
not change the size of high schools, but they

prospects of many youth.

A Web page for the California Partner-
ship Academies is located at: http://
www.oro.net/~academy. For more informa-
tion, contact: Charles Dayton, Foothill As-
sociates, 230 Main St., Nevada City, CA
95959, 916/265-8116; Susan Tidyman
(California Department of Education con-
sultant responsible for the California Part-
nership Academies), 77 Santa Barbara
Rd., Pleasant Hill, CA 94523, 510/942-
3413; or David Stern (director of the Na-
tional Center for Research in Vocational
Education), 2030 Addison St., Suite 500,
Berkeley, CA 94720, 510/642-4004.
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BY DONNA BRONSON AND MARIE EKENBERG

“We run this student contact just short of harassment.
When kids are not where they are supposed to be,

we know who their friends are, and we go get them.”

Oregon duo tracks truants,
cuts district’s dropout rate

Central Linn School District, a small 820-
student public school district 18 miles south
of Albany, Oregon, encompasses acres of flat
fields, sheep ranches and the small towns of
Brownsville, Shedd and Halsey. Cruising
down a Brownsville street in a blue Toyota
are Donna Bronson at the wheel and Marie
Ekenberg, friends for more than 10 years.
Spotting a teen-ager walking aimlessly along
the street, Bronson whips a U-turn, zips to a
stop alongside him, and both women quickly
step out to “nab” another truant.

This determined duo constitutes the part-
ners in Learning Opportunities, a firm
founded in March 1996 to round up truants
and dropouts for the Central Linn School
District. Making good on an invitation ex-
tended to Bronson at a basketball game,
school superintendent John Dallum pays the
two recruiters under an incentive contract.
From the $4,800 in state funds that the dis-
trict gets for each student it adds to its rolls,
the partners are paid an initial fee for en-
rolling students, a bonus for every quarter
a student stays enrolled and another pay-
ment for seeing that the student graduates
and receives a diploma. The partners term
themselves professional alternative educa-
tion coordinators; Dallum calls them his
headhunters; students call them the two
bounty hunters.

Bronson is eager to make contact with stu-
dents who have already quit school or are at
risk of dropping out of the education main-
stream. “We run this student contact just
short of harassment. ...When kids are not

where they are supposed to be, we know
who their friends are, and we go get them.
...We let students know contact is part of
what we do, and they agree to it. ...If they
don’t come get what they need, we get it
to them,” she continues, including trans-
portation, help with study skills, books
such as a dictionary or thesaurus, or even
tutoring in the county jail.

During the past year, over 60 young people
and their families have benefited from the
services provided by Bronson and Ekenberg.
Their business is to work with youth who
have drifted out of traditional education due
to learning disabilities, long- or short-term
academic failure, drug use/abuse, depression
and struggles with personal issues.

Bronson and Ekenberg also serve a small
population of middle-school students by
providing them a peer tutoring program.
A teacher supervises several of their off-
campus student clients as peer tutors for
struggling middle-school students. The tu-
tors provide the younger students insights
on how to avoid the pitfalls that can hinder
their academic success.

 “Our students have experienced vary-
ing degrees of disenchantment, frustration,
anger and hopelessness with their school
experiences,” states Bronson. “They may
feel as if all doors are shut and there is
nowhere to turn. Feelings and the experi-
ences that give rise to them can provide
educators with insight to create new edu-
cational opportunities for such students and
to nurture improved school relationships

built on respect and dignity.”

Learning Opportunities
A characteristic that distinguishes Learn-
ing Opportunities from other alternative
programs is that the two entrepreneurs ag-
gressively seek out those students who have
left the traditional educational system early.
Students are approached wherever they
may be — on street corners, at their jobs
or at a friend’s or relative’s home. They
are given an invitation to start again on
the educational path. This time, they will
determine the direction and structure of
that path, with the help of the Learning
Opportunities partners.

Individualizing students’ educational
plans is a second program characteristic.
This focus on including the student in the
planning and implementation of his/her own
program awakens in the student new energy
and enthusiasm for academic endeavors.
“Our approach is to build a structure of
success with the student,” explains
Bronson. “We accomplish this with an aca-
demic plan that starts at the ability level
where the student can experience success.
We then continue along progressive steps.
We also try to capitalize on particular vo-
cational interests of each student.”

Finally, maintaining flexibility is a third
important factor in the program. Not only
are many choices presented to students, but
the two coordinators also consider and ex-
plore numerous approaches and options until
one proves effective for a given student.
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Target population
Learning Opportunities targets young people
who have left school before completion of a
diploma or its equivalent. Bronson and
Ekenberg receive lists of those students from
the school district, from the high schools re-
garding suspended/expelled students as well
as referrals from community members. Area
community members care about those youth
who have not finished their basic education
and offer some of the pair’s most overwhelm-
ing support. Students also refer themselves
to the program because they have heard
about it from other youth.

Program successes
Central Linn’s 3.5 percent dropout rate is
about half the state average; Dallum pre-
dicts this program will virtually eliminate
dropouts in the district, though the pro-
gram is new enough that it has not yet been
evaluated formally. However, individual
students and their families attest its effec-
tiveness. For example, Alex (not his real
name) had opted out of the high school
environment for over a year. He had expe-
rienced extreme academic difficulties and
was so beaten by failure that he was resis-
tant to working with Bronson and
Ekenberg. The two coordinators knew of
Alex’s passion for auto mechanics, so they
arranged for Alex to get an old engine to
rebuild. One week after receiving the en-
gine, Alex voluntarily visited the Learn-
ing Opportunities office to do school work.
He had finally experienced the personal
joy of learning, which has since motivated
him to want to get his diploma and to con-
sider pursuing formal training in auto
mechanics.

Jon had been kicked out of school and
was working 60 hours a week to support
himself. The two recruiters helped him
juggle his work schedule to allow commu-
nity college attendance to earn his high
school diploma. After its completion, he
landed a job as an electrician’s apprentice.

Another student, who had struggled since
first grade with learning disabilities, expe-
rienced lowered self-esteem and failure at
home and at school. By the time he reached
high school, depression, anger and frustra-
tion burned like a fire inside him. He began

using drugs, in part to gain acceptance by
peers who shared similar feelings of being
“outsiders” in their own families, schools
or community. When he dropped out of high
school, he was 19 years old, a senior need-
ing four credits for graduation.

Bronson reached out to the young man
many times. Finally, after living on the
streets or with friends for a year, he was will-
ing to consider other options for himself. He
and Bronson talked about his needs and
wants and considered several plans. He
agreed to try Job Corps, a residential job
training program for young men and
women. Bronson helped him with the four-
month application process, which involved
resolving all legal issues and fines before he
could be accepted into the Job Corps, which
has a zero tolerance policy regarding drugs,
alcohol and violence.

In nine months, the young man turned
his life around, completed his high school
requirements and received his diploma. Still
in Job Corps, he is now in a work program
for forestry. This young man is Donna
Bronson’s oldest son.

No throwaway children
Caring communities, educators and parents
can form partnerships that are successful in
providing something much more than one-
size-fits-all education. With the collabora-
tion and support of a progressive, caring and
innovative superintendent, John Dallum,
Central Linn School District has imple-
mented an alternative education program
that has put action behind its mission state-
ment, which reads, in part:

“Central Linn School District will work
in partnership with family and community
to ensure a safe and caring environment
where each student has the opportunity to
reach his/her potential in the changing
world.”

The philosophy upon which Learning
Opportunities is based underscores planning
for each student so that s/he can succeed,
striving to meet each student where s/he is
educationally and moving her/him to the
successful achievement of a high school di-
ploma or vocational certificate.

Programs such as Learning Opportunities,
which are based on the integrated services

model, offer successful ways of dealing with
the complex educational social needs of
youth and their families who have become
disconnected from traditional schooling.

Even within communities having limited
resources and in school districts beset with
budget crises, effective alternative education
partnerships are resulting in new opportu-
nities for young people. Examples are re-
flected in the outreach services of child de-
velopment and parenting classes offered to
young parents who struggle to concentrate
on completing their education even as they
are being overwhelmed with health and
child-care issues. Cooperation among high
schools and local social service agencies cre-
ates a helpline for students and encourages
them to develop skills of self-advocacy and
self-sufficiency.

Alternative education is a movement
owned and driven by those educators, stu-
dents and parents who are looking at and
learning from their mistakes.

Bronson and Ekenberg urge parents to
strengthen this alternative:
• Assume your integral role as active part-

ner in the education and academic suc-
cess of your child.

• View your child as an individual who has
areas of strength and areas of need.

• Be alert to your child’s distress signals,
which may be as subtle as not complet-
ing school assignments or as obvious as
truancy.

• Maintain communication with your
child’s school in persistent and assertively
positive ways.

• If your child is not experiencing success
in school, meet with school administra-
tors to ensure implementation of a dif-
ferent academic plan to foster his/her
success.

• Become an advocate of and for your child.
• Take time to show and to express to your

child your unconditional love and accep-
tance for who s/he is.

• Act now; don’t wait!

Prepared by Donna Bronson and Marie
Ekenberg of Learning Opportunities
(phone 541/466-5321) with Marjorie
Creswell Walsleben, associate editor of
School Safety.
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NSSC Publications

The National School Safety Center (NSSC) serves as a national clearinghouse
for school safety programs and activities related to campus security, school law,
community relations, student discipline and attendance, and the prevention of
drug abuse, gangs, bullying and weapon use in schools.

NSSC’s primary objective is to focus national attention on the importance of
providing safe and effective schools. The following publications have been
produced to promote this effort.

School Safety News Service includes three editions of School Safety, newsjour-
nal of the National School Safety Center, and six issues of School Safety Update.
These publications feature the insight of prominent professionals on issues
related to  school safety, including student discipline, school security, truancy,
dropouts, prevention and intervention programs, weapons and violence preven-
tion, and substance abuse.  NSSC’s news service reports on effective school
safety programs, updates legal and  legislative issues, and reviews new literature
on school safety issues. Contributors include accomplished local practitioners
and nationally recognized experts and officials. ($59.00 annual subscription)

Developing Personal and Social Responsibility  (1992) is designed to serve as
a framework on which to build successful school and community programs aimed
at training young people to be responsible citizens. 130 pages. ($10.00)

Child Safety Curriculum Standards (1991) helps prevent child victimization by
assisting youth-serving professionals in teaching children how to protect them-
selves. Sample strategies that can be integrated into existing curricula or used as
a starting point for developing a more extensive curriculum are given for both
elementary and secondary schools.  The age-appropriate standards deal with the
topics of substance abuse, teen parenting, suicide, gangs, weapons, bullying,
runaways, rape, sexually transmitted diseases, child abuse, parental abductions,
stranger abductions and latchkey children. Each of the 13 chapters includes
summaries, standards, strategies and additional resources for each grade level.
353 pages. ($75.00)

Set Straight on Bullies (1989) examines the myths and realities about school-
yard bullying. Changing attitudes about the seriousness of the problem are
stressed. The book presents the characteristics of bullies and bullying victims,
and most importantly, provides strategies for educators, parents and students to
better prevent and respond to schoolyard bullying. Sample student and adult
surveys are included. 89 pages. ($15.00)

Gangs In Schools: Breaking Up Is Hard to Do
(1992) offers an introduction to understanding
youth gangs, providing  information on the vari-
ous types of gangs — including ethnic gangs,
stoner groups and satanic cults — as well as
giving practical advice on preventing or reducing
gang encroachment in schools. In its seventh
printing, the book contains valuable suggestions
from law enforcers, school principals, prosecu-
tors and other experts on gangs. The concluding
chapter describes more than 20 school- and
community-based programs throughout the coun-
try that have been successful in combating gangs.
48 pages. ($8.00)

School Safety Check Book (1990) is
NSSC’s most comprehensive text on crime
and violence prevention in schools. The
volume is divided into sections on school
climate and discipline, school attendance,
personal safety and school security. Geared
for the hands-on practitioner, each section
includes a review of problems and preven-
tion strategies. Useful charts, surveys and
tables, as well as write-ups on a wide
variety of model programs, are included.
Each chapter also has a comprehensive
bibliography of additional resources. 219
pages. ($20.00)

School Crime and Violence: Victims’ Rights (1992) is a current and compre-
hensive text on school safety law. The  book offers a historical overview of victims’
rights, describes how such rights have been dealt with in our laws and courts, and
explains the resulting effects on America’s schools. The authors cite legal case
histories and cover current school liability laws. The book explains tort liability,
sovereign immunity, the duty-at-large rule, the intervening cause doctrine and
foreseeable criminal activity, and also addresses the significance to schools of
these legal aspects. The concluding chapter includes a “Checklist for Providing
Safe Schools.” 127 pages. ($15.00)

Educated Public Relations: School Safety 101 (1993) offers a quick course in
public relations for school district public relations directors, administrators and
others working to achieve safe, effective schools. This  book explains the theory
of public relations and successful methods for integrating people and ideas. It
discusses how public relations programs can promote safe schools and quality
education and gives 101 specific ideas and strategies to achieve this goal. 72
pages. ($10.00)

School Discipline Notebook (1992) will help educators establish fair and
effective discipline policies. The book reviews student responsibilities and rights,
including the right to safe schools. Legal policies that regulate discipline methods
used in schools are also explained. 53 pages. ($8.00)

Points of view or opinions are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official

position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice, U.S. Department of Education or

Pepperdine University. Prices subject to change without prior notification.

Student Searches and the Law (1995) takes a close look at the legality of
conducting searches on the school campus. The book examines recent court
cases concerning student searches, including locker searches, strip searches,
searches by probation officers, and searches using metal detectors or drug-sniffing
dogs. 80 pages. ($12.00)

School Safety Work Book (1995) highlights prevention/intervention models that
show promise in stemming the rising tide of school crime and violence. The loose-
leaf notebook showcases more than 100 school- and community-based programs.
Contact information provides a resource for those who may seek to replicate these
successful programs. Contents target conflict resolution, gang prevention, social
responsibility, substance abuse prevention, truancy reduction, violence prevention
and weapons prevention. 125 pages. ($20.00)
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Resource Papers

The National School Safety Center (NSSC) has produced a series of special
reports on a variety of topics related to school safety. Each NSSC resource paper
provides a concise but comprehensive overview of the problem, covers a number
of prevention and intervention strategies, and includes a list of organizations,
related publications and article reprints on the topic.

Safe Schools Overview offers a review of the contemporary safety issues facing
today’s schools, such as crime and violence, discipline, bullying, drug/alcohol
trafficking and abuse, gangs, high dropout rates and school safety partnerships.

Corporal Punishment in Schools outlines the arguments for and against corpo-
ral punishment. It also discusses the alternatives to corporal punishment that have
been developed by schools and psychologists.

Drug Traffic and Abuse in Schools, after summarizing students’ attitudes and
beliefs about drugs, covers drug laws and school rules, the legal aspects of student
searches and drug testing, and the connection between drug use and truancy,
crime and violence.

Weapons in Schools outlines a number of ways to detect weapons on campus,
including using searches and metal detectors, establishing a security force, and
eliminating book bags or lockers where weapons can be hidden.

Role Models, Sports and Youth covers a number of programs that link youth and
sports: NSSC’s urban school safety campaign that uses professional athletes as
spokesmen; several organizations founded by professional athletes to help youth
combat drugs; and programs established to get young people involved in school or
neighborhood teams.

School Bullying and Victimization defines bullying, offers an overview of psycho-
logical theories about how bullies develop, and covers intervention programs that
have been successful.

School Crisis Prevention and Response identifies principles and practices that
promote safer campuses. It presents reviews of serious schools crises — fatal
shootings, a terrorist bombing, armed intruders and cluster suicide.  Also included
are interviews with principals in charge of schools where crises have occurred.

Student and Staff Victimization first outlines schools’ responsibility to provide
safe educational environments, then covers strategies for dealing with victimiza-
tion.

Increasing Student Attendance, after outlining the problem and providing sup-
porting statistics, details strategies to increase attendance by preventing truancy
and intervening with and responding to students who become truants or dropouts.

Mail order to: NSSC, 4165 Thousand Oaks Blvd., Suite 290, Westlake Village, CA 91362

Display Posters

“Join a team, not a gang!” (1989) — Kevin Mitchell, former home run leader with
the San Francisco Giants.

“The Fridge says ‘Bullying is uncool!’”   (1988) — William “The Fridge” Perry,
former defensive lineman for the Chicago Bears.

“Facades...” (1987) — A set of two 22-by-17-inch full-color posters produced and
distributed to complement a series of drug-free schools TV public service an-
nouncements sponsored by NSSC.

All resources are prepared under Grant No. 85-MU-CX-0003 from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department of Justice. Points of
view or opinions in these documents are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice, U.S. Department of Education
or Pepperdine University. Prices subject to change without prior notification. Charges cover postage and handling.  All orders must be prepaid.

NSSC Order Form

______ School Safety Check Book ($20)
______ Set Straight on Bullies ($15)
______ Student Searches and the Law ($12)
______ School Safety Work Book ($20)

Display Posters
______“Join a team, not a gang!”  Kevin Mitchell ($3)
______“The Fridge says ‘Bullying is uncool!’”

William “The Fridge” Perry ($3)
______“Facades...” (Set of 2) ($3)

               Resource Papers
______ Safe Schools Overview ($5)
______ Corporal Punishment in Schools ($5)
______ Drug Traffic and Abuse in Schools ($5)
______ Increasing Student Attendance ($5)
______ Role Models, Sports and Youth ($5)
______ School Bullying and Victimization ($5)
______ School Crisis Prevention and Response ($5)
______ Student and Staff Victimization ($5)
______ Weapons in Schools ($5)

Publications
______ School Safety News Service ($79 annually)
______ Child Safety Curriculum Standards ($75)
______ Developing Personal & Social Responsibility ($10)
______ Educated Public Relations ($10)
______ Gangs in Schools ($8)
______ Hiring the Right People: Guidelines for Screening

and Selection of Youth-Serving Professionals and
Volunteers ($8)

______ School Crime and Violence ($15)
______ School Discipline Notebook ($8)
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Teaching all children to read will without question provide a
significant, positive impact on dropout rates, school disruption and

community problems associated with delinquent youth.

Reading/alternative schools:
keys to safer communities

Communities and schools in the United
States are facing the greatest challenge in
our nation’s history. Today, America’s
communities and schools are besieged by
youth crime, drugs, violence and other dis-
ruptive behaviors. Many states have de-
veloped zero tolerance policies for public
education, investing massive increases of
state revenues toward juvenile justice, po-
lice, corrections and building prisons.
Much of this spending priority has come
at the expense of funding for public and
higher education and other state services.
Despite this effort, in many communities
across the U.S., youth crime has emerged
as the single greatest challenge facing
schools and neighborhoods.
• Of the 1,500 students expelled as a re-

sult of zero tolerance in the state of Colo-
rado, within one year, 48 percent of these
students were “in trouble with the po-
lice” and 35 percent were in jail.1 A lo-
cal school board superintendent la-
mented that through these policies,
districts can expel students from school,
yet not from the community. Once ex-
pelled, the students are apt to remain in
the community, but without support or
supervision. “We have removed these
students from classrooms, but now too

often they are breaking into bedrooms.”
• During a five-year period (1991 to 1996),

following a property tax limitation, the
state of Oregon doubled the states’ prison
cells while dismantling public education
and state university programs. In 1996,
Treasure Valley Community College in
Ontario, Oregon, reported yet another
budget cut and hiring freeze while simul-
taneously there was an announcement
that the 300-bed prison in the city was
to be expanded to 3,000 cells and to
10,000 in the near future.2

• Most teen-agers in America get into
trouble between 3 p.m. and 6 p.m. each
day. Because most parents work, students
return from school to a home absent of
adults. In fact, students come home after
school to entire neighborhoods without
any adults present. It is between these
hours that most youth are arrested for
shoplifting and also between these hours
that most teen pregnancy originates, of-
ten on the couch in the family living room.3

• Since 1960, numerous experts concur
there has been a 500 percent increase in
violent crime; a 400 percent increase in
illegitimate births and more than 200
percent increase in teen suicides. Many
believe these alarming increases have re-
sulted in part from a daily media cover-
age dose  of guns, gangs, grunge and
violence.4

• In recent years, research has documented
that the single most positive influence
on teen-agers is no longer the family.

Today, teen-agers are influenced prima-
rily by their peers and the media. By the
time most children reach middle/junior
high and high school, they have wit-
nessed 8,000 brutal murders and
100,000 violent acts on television and
in movies. By the time children arrive,
for the first grade, they have already
spent more time in front of the televi-
sion than they will spend in school for
the next 12 years.5

It is particularly disconcerting that
people tend to want one solution that will
solve all the problems that statistics such
those above represent. Public opinion
seems to favor building prisons as a deter-
rent to crime, and the costs of police work
and corrections facilities have increased
significantly. The tendency exists to try to
solve increases in juvenile crime by focus-
ing on youth who have already left school
and have gotten into trouble. Problems as-
sociated with reducing the number of ju-
venile delinquents are very complex, in-
volving societal factors as well as
educational factors.

The good news is that hope does exist
through two particular approaches which
have generated extremely promising effec-
tiveness at reducing school dropouts and
juvenile crime. These schoolwide initia-
tives, which focus on intervention before
students get into legal trouble, have
emerged as perhaps the best hope for
today’s schools. When combined and deliv-

Robert D. Barr, Ph.D., is dean of the Col-
lege of Education, Boise State University
in Boise, Idaho. William H. Parrett, Ph.D.,
is director of the Center for School Improve-
ment, located at Boise State University.
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ered through a serious long-range commu-
nity commitment, early reading intervention
and the development of K-12 alternative
schools will significantly improve public
education and create safer communities.

Every child must be taught to read
In virtually every study of at-risk children,
adolescents, dropouts, juvenile delinquents,
welfare recipients and of the men and
women in prison, one underlying theme has
always been identified — illiteracy and read-
ing problems. Research has also consistently
documented that if a child does not learn to
read by the end of the third grade, the child’s
self-concept begins to suffer; the child will
be unable to do successful work in school,
will often experience failure, and may ulti-
mately drop out of school. Reading prob-
lems by the end of the third grade constitute
one of the factors that states use to predict
dropouts and to plan for long-term prison
needs. Early reading achievement is a key
variable in states’ prediction formulas.

Unfortunately, adolescents with reading
problems find little more success outside of
school than they did in public school class-
rooms, and their frustration often leads to
anger. Schools cannot change poverty, can-
not change abusive home situations or cor-
rect dysfunctional families, but schools can
teach all children to read. If schools teach
children to read, the probability increases
that children will stay in school, learn effec-
tively, develop strong self-concepts and de-
crease the likelihood of anti-social, violent
or criminal behavior.

During recent years, some schools
throughout the country have documented
the fact that they are teaching all children
to read at grade level by the end of the third
grade. Increasingly, some schools and com-
munities are drawing a line in the sand,
determining that every child will learn to
read, and providing concise evidence that
all children are learning to read and are
succeeding in school. While some of these
successful schools are alternative public
schools or other schools heavily engaged
in national reform efforts, often the schools
reporting these encouraging successes are
simply local neighborhood schools, often
in impoverished communities. Some

schools are even guaranteeing to parents
that they will teach their children to read
if the parents will keep the child in school.
These schools are teaching all students:
children of poverty, children from dysfunc-
tional families, and children with English
as a second language. This is a most im-
portant development in public education,
perhaps as significant as the development
of childhood vaccines have been in the field
of medicine. For schools to fail to teach
every child to read is almost as critical as
failing to inoculate small children. Re-
search on reading could not be clearer:
Every child can be taught to read, regard-
less of home situations or socioeconomic
status. Furthermore, there is a clear indi-
cation that learning to read has a signifi-
cant long-term effect on reducing dropouts,
disruptions and crime.

There is, of course, a catch to this opti-
mism. To successfully teach every child to
read, elementary schools must be restruc-
tured, which demands a substantial commit-
ment from both school and community. The
following recommendations are based on
research from successful schoolwide efforts:
• Early instruction: Effective reading pro-

grams must start before students enter the
first grade.

• Parent education: Parents are a child’s
first and potentially most effective teach-
ers. They must read to children every day,
even while they are infants. They must
talk to their children, ask them questions
and listen to them. There must be con-
certed communitywide effort to teach par-
ents how to help their children develop
early reading skills.

• All-day kindergarten: For poor and se-
verely at-risk children, all-day kindergar-
ten is essential. Too often, kindergarten
represents the only opportunity that chil-
dren have to receive the early interven-
tion necessary to catch up with peers.

• One-to-one tutoring: The most effective
approach to teaching and learning is one-
to-one tutoring. This is especially true re-
garding reading. To maximize success,
highly trained, certified teachers should
be used as tutors, as in the Success For
All and Reading Recovery programs. Per-
haps of equal importance is the develop-

ment of a comprehensive environment of
reading support which can be provided
by teacher aides, adult volunteers and
other professional and nonprofessional
staff, and other students.

• Intensive reading instruction during the
first three grades: As reading is the single
most important goal of the early elemen-
tary years, resources should be reallocated
from upper grades to the primary grades.
To ensure success, additional classroom
aides, smaller classes and one-to-one tu-
toring must be complemented and en-
riched by strong classroom reading pro-
grams. Examples of practices found in
effective classroom reading approaches in-
clude extended time on reading, take-
home libraries of the great children’s
books, cross-age grouping and peer and
cross-age tutoring.

• Focus on non-reading students: As more
and more students learn to read at grade
level, attention can be refocused on those
students still having difficulties. The goal
is to enrich and accelerate the reading of
the students still having difficulties so that
all children are reading well by the start
of the fourth grade.

• Before- and after-school and summer
programs: One of the best ways to sup-
port students, especially those who are
at-risk or who are latchkey children, is
to provide before- and after-school pro-
grams. These are times to provide en-
richment, cultural and social activities
for children as well as opportunities to
provide one-to-one tutoring for children.
Research has documented that these and
summer programs, including recreation
and/or academic enrichment, directly
relate to reducing community problems
and youth crime.

• School/community commitment: To be
most successful, every effort possible must
be made to have schoolwide and commu-
nity agreement that not a single child will
fail to learn to read in their neighborhood
school. Schools should measure and pro-
mote gains through visible displays at
school and in the community which de-
pict regular, sustained gains as children
attain grade-level reading skills.
Teaching all children to read without
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question will provide a significant positive
impact on dropout rates, school disruption
and community problems associated with
delinquent youth. Choosing less than
teaching all children to read is simply un-
acceptable.

Alternative/magnet/charter schools
The second approach that has proven suc-
cessful in keeping students in school, keep-
ing them learning effectively and keeping
them out of trouble is alternative public
schools. Often referred to as schools of
choice, magnet or charter schools, these
various types of public school have dem-
onstrated decades of success in reducing
school/community disruptions, crime and
violence. These schools are public, avail-
able to students and teachers via voluntary
choice. Perhaps most important, such
schools feature programs specifically for-
mulated to address individual  needs of stu-
dents.

Alternative school students have been
found to be significantly less violent and
have better school attendance, lower drop-
out rates, and more positive attitudes than
do their nonconventional public school
counterparts. Numerous studies have re-
vealed that alternative school students have
increased positive attitudes regarding
teachers, learning and schools and that
such students’ basic human needs are be-
ing met better than are those of other pub-
lic school students. In effective alternative
schools, a positive educational climate is
the rule, not an exception.

Research on alternative schools
Research over the past 30 years has docu-
mented the successes of alternative schools.
Highlights include:
• Lack of violence: Years of research, in-

cluding U.S. Congressional subcommit-
tee investigations, have documented that
there is little or no violence in alterna-
tive schools, even when students attend-
ing these schools have histories of vio-
lence and/or delinquency at other
schools.

• Increased learning: In a recent study of
24,000 students in eighth grade through
12th-grade and their test scores on na-

prove and disseminate their successes.

Alternative schools for troubled youth
The vast majority of alternative schools in
the United States are designed to address
the unique needs of a particular type of stu-
dent. While many of these schools also
offer a career focus, their primary distinc-
tion grows out of an effort to meet the needs
of the students they serve. Some schools
serve teen parents and pregnant students;
others serve students who are far behind
academically, who have already dropped
out of school or who are incarcerated. Some
schools address the needs of highly moti-
vated and talented students; others are de-
signed for students highly skilled in the
arts. These schools provide school pro-
grams and services that ensure the success
of all students. If students have drug or
alcohol problems, the schools provide ex-
tensive substance-abuse education pro-
grams, support groups, and counseling ser-
vices and often are affiliated with a
treatment center. If students are pregnant
or are parents, the instructional program
will focus on pre- and post-natal care, nu-
trition and health and often will provide
infant and child care for students’ children
so that the parents may continue to attend
academic classes. If students are motivated
and talented in math and science, they may
attend residential high schools and work
directly with professional engineers and
scientists.

Successful program approaches include:
• Teen parent schools: Serving the needs

of teen-age parents or pregnant teen-
agers may well be the most demanding
job in public education. Not only do the
students face the usual challenges of
learning, earning credit and graduating,
they have (or soon will have) an infant
or young child for whom to care. Often
these students are poor; they usually do
not have adequate health services avail-
able. They usually have no child care,
no health care, and many may not even
have a home. Without carefully designed
schools to address the many needs of the
teen parent or pregnant teen-ager, these
students almost always will drop out of
school, have more children and be on

tional achievement tests administered at
the eighth- and 10th-grade levels, re-
searchers were surprised to discover that
students in magnet schools showed bet-
ter achievement and higher scores than
their counterparts in conventional high
schools as well as in Catholic schools.
Even more impressive was the fact that
the magnet schools enrolled a larger per-
centage of poor and minority students.6

 In another study of 300 career acad-
emies (both stand-alone alternative
schools and schools-within-schools),
similar positive results regarding student
achievement were documented.7

• Attitudes improve: In one of the classic
research studies comparing students and
teachers in alternative and conventional
public schools, an impressive difference
was discovered. Using Maslow’s hier-
archy of needs, students and teachers in
a variety of alternative public schools re-
ported that their basic human needs were
much more fully satisfied than those of
students in conventional schools.
 The study looked at the top four levels
of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (secu-
rity, social, esteem and self-actualiza-
tion). At each level, alternative school
teachers’ and students’ mean scores were
higher than those of their conventional
school counterparts. The researchers at-
tributed the differences to freedom of
choice rather than to variations in school
size, informality, and/or instructional ap-
proaches. They concluded that people
were more likely to value and feel satis-
fied by a program that they chose, rather
than by one that was imposed on them.8

• Success in later life: Program evalua-
tions and follow-up studies found that
students who had attended alternative
schools felt happier, more self-directed
and more personally effective, and they
possessed more self-esteem than gradu-
ates of other schools’ programs.9

Today, alternative schools and  their  “off-
spring”— magnet and charter schools —
offer hope to communities across the nation.
They provide this hope through choice, com-
munities of support, positive results and an
ongoing, concerted effort to innovate, im-

BARR AND PARRETT



School Safety  23  Spring  1997

some form of public assistance for years,
sometimes decades. And all too often,
their children also grow up in poor and
often dysfunctional settings, only to per-
petuate the cycle of despair into the next
generation. Today, 70 percent of the men
and women in prison are the sons and
daughters of teen parents.10

• Dropout and dropout prevention alter-
natives: The oldest form of alternative
school focused on the school dropout and
potential dropout. These early schools
often were referred to as continuation
schools and eagerly recruited students
from the jailhouse steps, juvenile courts
and street corners. Today, schools with
dropout prevention programs represent
the largest number of alternative public
schools in the United States. Almost
every school district, regardless of how
small or how isolated, will have some
type of dropout prevention program or
have access to one. Many states require
school districts to have such programs,
which also may serve habitual trouble-
makers and expelled students.
 These schools often have a tremendous
positive effect on students who have not
done well in traditional academic set-
tings. Some of the greatest success sto-
ries come from these alternative pro-
grams and schools. For students who
have never been academically success-
ful, participation in a high quality alter-
native school typically will lead to im-
pressive, often astounding academic
gains. Many such schools use one-to-one
tutoring, high interest curricular mate-
rial, self-paced learning and high school
equivalency exams to enable students
who are far behind academically to catch
up, accelerate their learning and follow
a “fast track” for graduating from high
school. These schools often operate from
early morning to late evening, provide
for individual contact learning, maintain
small classes, and furnish health services
and child care. Many also provide voca-
tional/technical training.

• Expelled/incarcerated students: With
zero tolerance policies now established
in almost every state, more and more
school-age youth are outside the conven-

tional public school. Fortunately, a grow-
ing number of states such as Oregon, Ne-
braska and Texas now require all public
school districts to have alternative
schools for expelled students.
   School districts often create programs
for expelled students to ensure that these
troubled youth continue to be supervised
and educated. Because some expelled
youth are very violent and aggressive,
many school districts have even estab-
lished daytime mandatory programs so
that parents of these youth can still main-
tain their jobs without worrying about
their children’s actions.
   While none of these programs provide
for volunteer choice, they have been de-
veloped to address the unique needs of
the students being served and often
model successful dropout prevention
schools. Many of these programs empha-
size drug and alcohol education, anger
management and conflict mediation as
central themes throughout the academic
curriculum.
   Alternatives for troubled students of-
ten employ some type of behavior modi-
fication as a key aspect of the program.
Some programs use a “point system,”
similar to airline frequent flyer pro-
grams. Students can earn points by com-
ing to school, attending classes, doing
their homework, completing lessons and
courses and showing positive behavior.
Students may spend their points for time
in the in-school recreation center, where
they can listen to music and play pool or
other games, or they can exchange points
for coupons for movies, fast food or
music CDs. Often, these programs have
plateaus where students earn larger and
more valuable awards, such as a week-
long backpacking or rafting trip at the
end of the year.
   Other programs actually pay students
for completing courses satisfactorily. A
unique summer program in Boise, Idaho,
involves a partnership between the
school district and the local private in-
dustry council. It pays students $50 per
credit during a summer program so that
students can earn a total of $250. If stu-
dents complete all of their courses suc-

cessfully, they are able to earn an addi-
tional $50.
   While some educators and citizens are
offended by the use of rewards for edu-
cational achievement, proponents of this
approach maintain that for high-risk, un-
motivated, poor students, such programs
are well worth the cost.

Caring communities of support
Research has also helped explain why al-
ternative schools are so effective and why
they seem to work so well with all types of
students, in both rural and  urban  loca-
tions. Two classic studies explain the un-
usual, positive success of alternative
schools. The first study, described earlier
using Maslow’s needs, concluded  that al-
ternative school students believed that their
school met their basic needs far better than
the needs of any other group of students
served  in any other type of school. The
second study was an in-depth case study
of 14 alternative schools, conducted by the
University of Wisconsin.11 Their conclu-
sion: alternative schools function in a far
more significant manner than do the tra-
ditional schools typically serving as places
of academic learning. They accomplish this
through creating small, caring communi-
ties of support for teachers and students.
These two studies help to explain why al-
ternative schools have a lower dropout rate
than traditional schools; why they have
such a positive impact on the students who
attend; why students of such schools are
so highly motivated, attend school so con-
sistently and maintain high achievement.

In an age when most parents work, and
more and more homes are characterized
by single parent families, the home and
family have lost the influence they once
had on children and youth. Raised in child
care facilities rather than by parents and
grandparents and spending much of their
time alone during the after school hours,
children have experienced a serious decline
in parental influence. With this decline,
the “family” may fail to adequately meet
the basic and urgent human needs of many
of today’s youth. As reported earlier, peer
pressure has often replaced the influence
of families. It is this pervasive influence
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of peer pressure that is found to be very
powerful in creating the small communi-
ties of support found to operated in youth
gangs, military units, athletic teams and
also in alternative schools.

Whether it is through a single alterna-
tive school, a cluster of schools within a
school, a network of urban magnet schools,
a statewide residential academy or a char-
ter school, alternative education creates a
small, supportive caring community that
bonds teachers, students and their parents.
Thus, it is obvious that these schools fill
an enormous need in the lives of students.
Students in alternative schools know one
another and come to care for one another.
Like members of a quality athletic team,
they work to help one another, to provide
assistance as students and teachers work
to help and support one another. Students
are surrounded by adults who care, advo-
cate for them and hold high expectations
for excellence. Alternative school teach-
ers spend the time necessary to meet the
needs of their students. They help students
develop personal goals for their lives and
career paths for the future. If students are
in trouble, the teachers are there to sup-
port them, assist them and advocate for
them with parents, police, employers and
others — all things that parents once were
available to do.

Effective alternative schools
The power of alternative public schools is
found in a relatively simple set of ideas
that have endured since the very beginning
of the concept and that interact together to
create caring communities of support.
• Small school size: Alternative schools

are small enclaves of caring support,
where everyone knows one another and
supports one another. Alternative
schools’ enrollment is almost always less
than 400 students; most average 150 to
250 students.

• Choice: Students, parents and teachers
all choose to participate. Choice seems
to influence students to invest in their
learning, to help bond them to the
school.

• Customized curriculum and instruction:
Each alternative school is specifically

customized to serve the students who at-
tend. For example, if students are hav-
ing problems with drugs or alcohol, there
are support groups for them. If students
are parents, there are child care facili-
ties. If students are pregnant, there are
courses in health, nutrition and child
care. If students are highly talented in
the performing arts, there are teachers
from the local area who are recognized
as outstanding performers.

• Caring and demanding teachers: Per-
mitting teachers to choose to participate
ensures that highly dedicated and sup-
portive teachers will covet the opportu-
nity to join an alternative school staff
and provide the “tough love” troubled
youth so desperately need.

• Out-of-school learning: Learning activi-
ties designed to place students in authen-
tic learning settings, connected closely
with communities, provide invaluable
opportunities for academic growth and
career transitions.

• Student achievement: Recognized as the
accepted measure of evaluating the ef-
fectiveness of a school, high achievement
for all students is stressed by alternative
schools.

• Coordination of social services: Vari-
ous agencies supporting the complex
needs of students offer services through
a concerted effort to coordinate indi-
vidual student cases with the school as
the central focus of service.

When effectively delivered and com-
bined, the foregoing components make it
possible to guarantee positive results in al-
ternative, magnet or charter schools, or vir-
tually any other school.12 Students yearn
to get into such schools. Almost always,
there are waiting lists. Furthermore, when
students enroll in one of these alternatives,
their school lives are often transformed.
Buoyed by a small caring and demanding
community of support, students tend to find
success in school and in life.

Preparing for success
The challenges of creating safer commu-
nities and improving public education have
for years coexisted as equally perplexing

and entirely separate dilemmas. This na-
tion can no longer afford to perpetuate such
a dichotomy. An educated citizenry will
create safer communities. Teaching chil-
dren to read and hence providing them
with the skills to succeed in school will
reduce their frustration, failure and chronic
problems created by leaving school unpre-
pared. Developing alternative schools has
without question proven to be vital to both
educating underserved students as well as
providing relevant, meaningful choice in
a nation founded on principles of democ-
racy. A renewed emphasis on teaching all
children to read and providing choices
through alternative schools will combine
to serve far more students than the cur-
rent system does and in turn, will also cre-
ate safer communities.
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Community alternatives
serve at-risk youth

Locating Academy High School on a community college campus has
 challenged at-risk youth to a higher level of performance and has

influenced  them by peer example to continue their education.

High schools in Passaic County, New Jer-
sey, as in other regions, are experiencing a
growing number of students who present
behavioral, academic and/or attendance
problems. The dilemma is that these stu-
dents, despite possessing ability, are not
successful in school terms. Their personal
and academic needs are not being ad-
dressed through traditional school settings
and programs.

If these students are to be redirected, an
alternative, nonconventional approach is
necessary. Based upon this premise, the
Passaic County Educational Services Com-
mission, North Haledon, N.J., in conjunc-
tion with its member school districts, de-
veloped an alternative, nontraditional
secondary program known as Academy
High School.

At Academy, the program provides for
each student to be accountable for his/her
own behavior and to meet the academic
standards of his/her home high school in
order to earn a diploma from that school.
All students receive instruction in all sub-
ject matter areas, counseling, and other
support services as specified by their send-
ing school districts.

Academy’s sense of community fostered
by small classes and a caring staff trans-
forms students once in danger of quitting
school or being dropped from their high
school’s roll into enthusiastic attendees.
Their test scores and grades have risen and
most important, so has each student’s self-
esteem. Other examples of the types of suc-
cess attained at Academy are the follow-
ing: an 87.7 percent average daily atten-
dance rate; of the 45 seniors who have been
enrolled in the program, 40 have received
regular diplomas from their sending high
schools; of the five seniors who dropped
out of the program, four have gone on to
receive their general equivalency diplomas.

Candidates for Academy High
Academy High School began operation in
September of 1992. Housed on the cam-
pus of Passaic County Community College
(PCCC), Paterson, N.J., the program pro-
vides regular educational and support ser-
vices to high school-aged youth identified
by their sending secondary schools as “at-
risk/disaffected.” “At-risk” indicates that
students will either not complete their high
school program or will do so in more than
the typical four-year time span. Such stu-
dents typically become disaffected or
turned off to their traditional school set-
ting. The types of in-school conduct stu-
dents exhibit include excessive absentee-
ism; class-cutting; failure to complete
assignments; receipt of failing grades de-
spite having innate ability to pass all course

work; “acting out” or gaining attention by
misbehaving; challenging authority; hurt-
ing others both verbally and physically; and
using negative hand gestures, facial ex-
pressions, and language. In addition, such
students may also have a history of involve-
ment with illicit substances, law enforce-
ment agencies, the judicial system or vari-
ous combinations of the above.

These behaviors create problems within
the school in general and classrooms in
particular. In attempting to determine how
to address the inappropriate behaviors evi-
denced by these students, teachers and ad-
ministrators generally revert to actions
and/or tactics that are interpreted by the
students to be harsh or punitive. Students
usually then respond with even more nega-
tive or inappropriate behaviors, further es-
calating a given episode or situation.

Academy personnel do not use harsh or
punitive measures in addressing such stu-
dent behavior. Instead, they remain low-
key in their responses and focus on posi-
tive aspects of even the worst situations.
Infractions are analyzed on a case-by-case,
one-to-one basis, with the student and staff
member continually dialoguing to seek fu-
ture improvement. Of paramount impor-
tance is reaching satisfactory closure. Once
a problem has been resolved, the incident
is over and the matter is closed without
recriminations.

The college perspective
The success of Academy High School may

Murray Shereshewsky, Ph.D., is princi-
pal of Academy High School and direc-
tor of special programs for the Passaic
County Educational Services Commis-
sion. Steve Rose, Ed..D., is acting presi-
dent of Passaic County Community Col-
lege in Paterson, New Jersey.
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be attributed to a combination of factors,
not the least of which is its location on the
campus of PCCC. The theory from the be-
ginning was to place the program on a col-
lege campus in order to positively influ-
ence students through their participation
in the college setting and in the wider col-
lege community. This theory has proven
to be well-founded. The freedom and flex-
ibility offered by the college environment
as well as the daily contact with college
students, staff and faculty have been ex-
tremely positive. As one Academy student
puts it, “Everyone gets along great. We feel
part of things here. We’re all very
comfortable.”

Steve Rose, PCCC acting president, notes,
“Within a few months of the program’s
opening, it became clear to the college
community that Academy High School stu-
dents had been significantly mainstreamed
into the overall college structure. Over the
years, the Academy High School program
has become an indistinguishable part of the
college. The Academy High School staff
are treated as college personnel and the stu-
dents function as PCCC students. While
you can tell a new Academy High School
student because they talk differently and
may dress somewhat distinctly, they
quickly adapt to the college culture.”

Academy blends into campus
Academy High School has become part of
the college. The school utilizes available
regular college classrooms interspersed
throughout the campus, and the college
gymnasium is open for all Academy stu-
dents, as are all college lounge areas. In
addition, Academy students carry regular
PCCC college ID cards, which are used
for admission to all college-sponsored
events. For example, Academy students
actively participate in intramural sport
events and tournaments; moreover, an
Academy student earned second place in
an all-college chess tournament.

When appropriate, Academy students
enroll in regular college courses for col-
lege credit. Academy’s program absorbs all
related costs. High school credit is awarded
for successful completion of these courses
by the students’ sending schools. Examples

of courses that students have taken are psy-
chology, marriage and the family, weight-
lifting, badminton, introduction to busi-
ness, introductory sociology, yoga, physical
education, drawing and Spanish.

Rose speaks with pride of PCCC’s asso-
ciation with the Academy program. “We
consider our relationship with Academy
High School to be a model partnership,”
he states. “Passaic County Community
College is proud to be associated with the
Academy High School program.” He fur-
ther points out the success of many of
Academy’s students, who enroll at PCCC
upon high school graduation. Thus the en-
vironment shared by the college facility
and the school allows students to be influ-
enced by peers at the college who have suc-
cessfully continued their education.

High interest components
Students having a history of failure and
school disassociation need positive expe-
riences, both in learning and in interper-
sonal experiences, to break their hereto-
fore negative educational cycle. To that
end, Academy High includes the follow-
ing features that have been found effective
with at-risk, disaffected students:
• low student-teacher (5-1) ratio;
• small program size and small-school

atmosphere;
• individualized and small group instruc-

tion utilizing alternative, nontraditional
strategies and flexible scheduling;

• a nurturing and supportive environment;
• clear expectations and standards equal

to or exceeding those of a traditional
high school;

• frequent, regular conferences;
• counseling that is immediately available

to address student problems or difficul-
ties and to help students learn and prac-
tice more appropriate behaviors;

• development of positive personal rela-
tionships between staff and students;

• utilization of outside resources (counsel-
ing, health, job training and family ser-
vices); and

• help for students seeking employment.

Building a feeling of trust
Always seeking the positive in every indi-

vidual, situation and action provides a cor-
nerstone of the program, as does open and
honest communication. Building mutual
respect and trust among students and staff
does not happen overnight, nor does it oc-
cur to the same degree with every student.
That it does occur is evidenced by the de-
gree of sharing by the students with staff
of even the most personal experiences.

At Academy, positive attitudinal change
on the part of students is a priority, even
higher than academics. Regardless of aca-
demic ability, if a student refuses to adapt
to his/her new school structure or holds
the view that everyone has given up on
him/her, positive change will not take
place. Instead, such a view will trigger a
self-fulfilling prophecy of failure and frus-
tration, and the student will likely quit the
program at the first opportunity.

This same type of student, if given the
chance to be responsible for him/herself
under the direction of a caring staff, can
and will demonstrate marked improvement
and will evidence success on such mea-
sures of participation as attendance, grades
and in-school behavior. Therefore estab-
lishing rapport with every student and cre-
ating a climate of mutual trust is basic to
Academy High School’s program to effec-
tively address student needs.

College/Academy/county cooperation
An outstanding spirit of cooperation
among Passaic County schools, Academy
High School and Passaic County Commu-
nity College is central to the success of the
alternative educational opportunity de-
scribed here. Each sending high school rec-
ommends at-risk students to Academy, yet
students are still considered part of their
sending high schools’ student bodies and
are entitled to take part in school activi-
ties and to receive their high school di-
ploma from that school. The college wel-
comes these students on campus and by
doing so, provides an incentive for these
students to continue their schooling. Such
collegial collaboration enables each student
who has been part of the Academy High
School program to make the individual
educational gains that will transform him/
her into responsible, contributing adults.

BY SHERESHEWSKY AND ROSE
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Causes of early dropout in
ethnic/gender groups

Reasons for dropping out of school include school-related, family-related
and job-related causes, as well as influence from peers; yet the over-

whelming majority of students cite plans for resuming their educations.

The following article is an adapted descrip-
tive summary (printed by permission) of a
research study based on nationally repre-
sentative high school student data used to
show race/ethnicity and gender differences
in reasons for early school dropout and
plans for dropouts to resume their educa-
tion. The full article appeared in Youth &
Society, Vol. 28 No. 1, September 1996: 62-
94. For a reprint of the study and its analy-
ses, please contact Sage Publications, Inc.,
2455 Teller Road, Thousand Oaks, CA
91320, phone 805/499-9974.

Much research has been conducted on trends
and rates of dropout across various race/eth-
nic and gender groups.1 Little research, how-
ever, has investigated explicitly whether
minority adolescents of each sex, particu-
larly African Americans and Hispanics, drop
out for different reasons or have different
plans for later finishing school. Although
broad patterns of dropout behavior have been
reported in the research literature, system-
atic insights have not been readily available
on whether and how dropouts in different
racial/ethnic groups are driven by different
causal processes. Policymakers and practi-
tioners have not been given much guid-
ance in understanding how the various rea-
sons for dropping out differ among groups.
A better understanding of what causes
males and females from different racial/
ethnic groups to leave school early is
needed in order to effectively provide in-
terventions for adolescents at risk of drop-

ping out as well as to establish dropout
recovery programs for those who have al-
ready interrupted their schooling.

Push and pull effects
At least two categories of influences on drop-
out have been identified — both push and
pull effects.2 Push effects are factors located
within the school itself that negatively im-
pact the connection adolescents make with
the school’s environment and cause them
to reject the context of schooling. (School-
related factors for dropout, however, are not
necessarily school-caused3 because many
outside factors such as the adolescent’s dis-
position, family background or educational
options based on social class status may have
equal or more weight.) At any rate, the re-
jection of school by the students may mani-
fest in disruptive behavior, absenteeism or
a cessation of academic effort.

In sanctioning this kind of behavior by
suspending, failing or issuing poor grades
to students, schools sometimes produce con-
tinued failure rather than motivation for stu-
dents to get on course. In other words, when
troubled youth realize that they have fallen
into a hole that looks too deep to climb out
of, many of them stop trying altogether.

For example, many school policies require
teachers to fail students automatically when
they exceed the maximum number of al-
lowed absences or tardies. Further, long-
term absences evolve into actual dropout
through a natural progression if safety net
mechanisms are not put in place to guard

against it.4 In addition, suspended/expelled
students begin to see themselves as incapable
of succeeding in school, and the school it-
self affirms this perception with each new
suspension. Thus for all intents, in the worst
cases youth are evicted from school in that
their perception of futility and their
adversarial view of their own schooling re-
duces the probability of their getting back
on track. Over time as the degree of disen-
gagement increases for these students, they
put out less and less academic effort, and
eventually they drop out.

Conversely, pull effects take into account
that school is merely one aspect of the com-
plex adolescent social milieu. The family,
neighborhood peer groups, community or-
ganizations, and religious, legal and health
institutions often play a critical role in the
stability and development of the adoles-
cent. Therefore, conflict between the edu-
cational objectives of schools and social
forces external to the school may interfere
with student success. For example, hav-
ing to care for family members, needing
to hold down a job or becoming pregnant
may negatively impact school performance
and in some cases lead to dropout.

Different cultural contexts
When considering cultural contexts of dif-
ferent race/ethnic groups in the United
States, there is reason to expect the dropout
process may be experienced differently by
various groups. African American and His-
panic adolescents and children of poor fami-
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lies are especially more likely to encoun-
ter early problems in school, to be retained
a grade early in their school career and to
fall behind as they grow older.5  Over time,
initial learning gaps between poor and af-
fluent and minority and white children ex-
pand, culminating into significant differ-
ences in high school dropout rates.
Tolerating massive numbers of dropouts
among minorities and the disadvantaged
perpetuates the status quo; children of poor
families remain poor and those from middle-
and upper-class families remain successful.

There may be cultural differences between
population subgroups in the importance at-
tached to completing high school that could
also lead to different reasons for dropping
out among race/ethnic minorities of each sex.
Some traditional Hispanic families may not
expect their female children to complete high
school to fulfill their later valued roles as
wives and mothers.6 Rural populations may
similarly place less emphasis on complet-
ing high school on the road to adulthood.7

Some inner-city African American youth
may also question the value of a high school
diploma in the face of high levels of unem-
ployment regardless of high school attain-
ments and the existence of underground
economies in their neighborhoods where
educational credentials have no meaning.8

Cultural and linguistic traditions of racial
and ethnic minority families sometimes do
not fit well with the social interaction styles
of middle-class teachers in many of their
children’s schools.9 African American and
Hispanic adolescents may sometimes get into
disciplinary trouble with their teachers who
misinterpret student responses not intended
to be disruptive or insolent. Hispanic stu-
dents who have limited English proficiency
may be erroneously perceived by their teach-
ers as slow learners or low ability students.10

Insensitivity to cultural differences by
teachers does not require outright preju-
dice or stereotyping of students to create
real barriers to racial/ethnic minority stu-
dents feeling engaged in their schools as a
human community.

Some poor and minority students may also
have responsibilities outside of school that
interfere with their school attendance and
academic progress, such as the need to care

for family members or to hold jobs. Living
in poverty places considerable strain on both
adolescents and their families, stress that can
impede school performance and persistence
and lead to dropout.11

Longitudinal study data
Data described in this article are drawn from
the dropout sample collected in spring 1990
of the National Education Longitudinal
Study of 1988 (NELS:88), which is sup-
ported by the National Center for Educa-
tional Statistics of the U. S. Department of
Education. NELS:88 provides a rich source
of information on the process of dropping
out of school as it takes place from the eighth
grade onward. The NELS:88 design used a
two-stage, stratified, random sample of
25,000 eighth-graders in some 1,000
schools, who are followed up at two-year
intervals.12 In addition to the student data,
two of each student’s teachers, the school
principal and the student’s parents were ad-
ministered detailed questionnaires.

Respondents in the spring 1990 sample
are referred to as early dropouts because they
left school at some point between the eighth
and tenth grades as opposed to later during
secondary grades. Because adolescents can-
not legally drop out in many states until age
16, most existing research literature focuses
primarily on older adolescents, those near-
ing the end of high school. Although most
dropouts in fact do leave school from high
school, important evidence for understand-
ing the cumulative process of dropping out
is missed when younger adolescents are
omitted from the analysis.

This study based on the spring 1990 drop-
out sample examines two aspects of dropout
as it affects those adolescents who leave
school sometime between eighth and tenth
grade. First considered are the various rea-
sons different adolescents give for dropping
out and the patterns of differences across
adolescent subgroups defined by their race/
ethnicity and gender. The race/ethnicity
groups compared are Hispanics, African
Americans and non-Hispanic whites. (The
NELS:88 dropout sample is not large enough
to analyze subgroups within either the His-
panic or African American categories, but
analysis of such subgroups is worthy of fur-

ther research.)
Perhaps the least that can be said about

dropping out is that it interrupts one’s
schooling; however, it is not necessarily per-
manent, nor is it the end of the road. In this
vein, the second part of this study examines
racial/ethnic and gender differences in the
plans for further education of early dropouts,
with consideration given to intentions of
dropouts to return to school, take equiva-
lency tests, attend alternative schools or not
to continue their formal education.

Common reasons for leaving school
Early dropouts were given a list of 21 rea-
sons typically cited for leaving school and
were asked to select all that applied to them.
(See box on page 29.) These reasons cov-
ered a variety of areas, including school-re-
lated variables, peer influence, family con-
straints and accelerated or adult role
transitions (such as having children or need-
ing to work). As mentioned earlier, the rea-
sons reflected both push and pull effects —
two notions on dropping out (which are not
mutually exclusive) that have arisen to ad-
dress the locus of factors influencing an
adolescent’s decision to quit school.13

In this study, within-school factors (as re-
ported by the dropouts themselves) appear
to be most important for predicting students’
decisions to drop out. This pattern is con-
sistent across all racial/ethnic and gender
groups. The most frequently cited reasons
offered by dropouts for leaving school were
related to contextual factors within the school
itself, as opposed to external influences. For
example, the majority of students (51 per-
cent) indicated that one of the reasons they
dropped out was because they simply did not
like school. Forty-four percent said, “I was
failing in school,” whereas 34 percent indi-
cated, “I couldn’t get along with teachers.”
In addition, about one third of the respon-
dents reported they could not keep up with
their schoolwork, and one quarter of them
reported that they did not feel they belonged
in school.

In contrast, these data show that exter-
nal-based reasons for dropping out were re-
ported much less often. Only 7 percent of
the respondents indicated that they needed
to help support their families. Six percent
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wanted to have a family of their own. Sev-
enteen percent and 18 percent respectively
“had to get a job” or “found a job.” Twelve
percent of the adolescent females indicated
that they dropped out because of pregnancy,
and 12 percent of all teen-age dropouts cited
parenthood as a reason for leaving school.

Although descriptive of the various rea-
sons adolescents give for dropping out, these
percentages alone do not identify causal pro-
cesses across race/ethnicity and gender.
However, using various comparison tech-
niques, which are elaborated in the complete
published version of this study, the analyses
suggest that causal structures that affect
dropping out differ across racial/ethnic and
gender groups. For example, factors that in-
fluence adolescent Hispanic males to drop
out are configured differently than those that
influence African American males or His-
panic females. In some cases, there are large
gaps between groups; in others, the differ-
ences are subtle or nonexistent. In addition,
the relationships between the reasons them-
selves are at times confounding. For ex-
ample, adolescents who indicated that they
could not keep up with their schoolwork con-
ceivably arrived at that point as a result of
not liking school and not being able to get
along with their teachers. Thus their disin-
terest and disengagement led to an unwill-
ingness to put forth academic effort, which
in turn caused them to fall behind in school-
work. This process can lead to a cycle of
failure that sometimes ends in total disen-
gagement from school — dropping out.

Some adolescents, particularly African
American and Hispanic males, dropped out
because their schools lacked the capacity and
resources to handle their disruptive conduct.
When a student is suspended or expelled,
the school sends a strong message that his/
her behavior is unacceptable and has no
place in school.14 However, sanctions are
sometimes internalized by adolescents to the
degree that their self-concept is affected.
Over time, certain students disciplined too
often cannot separate the behavior being
sanctioned from their core identity. These
adolescents may come to believe that who
they are and how they conduct themselves
are incompatible with how things work in
school. As a result, they grow to believe that

they have no place in school. Among the
NELS:88 respondents, 16 percent reported
that one of the reasons they dropped out was
because of too frequent suspensions, and 13
percent said that they had been expelled.

Conclusions and implications
The theoretical framework underlying this
study views dropping out of secondary school

as an occurrence in an extended process of
engagement with school that goes back to a
student’s experiences in earlier grades and
that can continue in the future, with some
students returning to school or later earning
an alternative credential.

The immediate factors that may precipi-
tate dropping out have been termed either
push factors from the school itself or pull
factors from outside the school that give rise

to reasons for quitting school. In terms of
the push factors in the dropout decision, the
school itself is usually defined as the source
— when school becomes frustrating, pun-
ishing or something a student wishes to
avoid and so is pushed toward quitting.

The study’s factor analyses produced
three different school push dimensions.
First is a general student alienation deriv-
ing from failing in schoolwork, not get-
ting along with teachers and not liking or
feeling welcome at school. This factor taps
a general estrangement and lack of belong-
ing as described by theories of social alien-
ation. Second is a school safety factor that
covers whether a student is worried about
attacks or hostile treatment from others at
school or is having serious difficulties in
getting along with schoolmates. Third is
a factor of having been expelled or sus-
pended, which can be assumed usually to
cover serious problems of discipline or
confrontation with authorities by a student.

By far, the school push factors were found
to be the most important proximate reasons
for dropping out among every race/ethnic-
ity and gender group, although there were
interesting subgroup differences. General
alienation from school was higher among
males than females, and highest among
whites of each sex. African Americans, es-
pecially males, were higher on the sus-
pended factor as a reason for entirely quit-
ting school.

The outside-of-school pull reasons for
dropping out also separated into distinct fac-
tors on which student subgroups differed.
The two most important were the family
factor and the job factor, on which gender
differences were clear. Family-related rea-
sons were the second most important for
females after the primary school factor, but
were the least frequently cited reasons by
males. Having to care for adult relatives,
younger siblings or a student’s own children
is clearly an obligation mostly imposed on
females as a pull factor in dropping out.

Family factors were somewhat more im-
portant for African American and Hispanic
females than for their white counterparts.
Conversely, job-related reasons were second
for males behind the general school alien-
ation factor in accounting for dropout. Fe-

Reasons for Dropping Out

• I had to get a job.
• I found a job.
• I didn’t like school.
• I couldn’t get along with teachers.
• I couldn’t get along with other

students.
• I wanted to have a family.
• (For females only) I was pregnant.
• I became the father/mother of

a baby.
• I had to support my family.
• I was suspended too often.
• I did not feel safe at school.
• I wanted to travel.
• My friends had dropped out

of school.
• I had to care for a member of my

family.
• I was expelled from school.
• I felt I didn’t belong at school.
• I couldn’t keep up with my school

work.
• I was failing school.
• I got married or planned to get

married.
• I changed schools and didn’t like

my new school.
• I couldn’t work and go to school

at the same time.
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males also cited job-related reasons for drop-
ping out, placing them as the third most
important factor behind school-related and
family-related factors. Job reasons were more
important for male dropouts, but there were
no large differences among the race/ethnic-
ity groups within each sex. The other
nonschool factor involved residential mo-
bility, which was not cited frequently by any
dropout group.

Although the great majority of dropouts
reported they intend to resume their educa-
tion, subgroup differences appear on the way
each expects to return to schooling. Non-
Hispanic whites of both sexes who dropped
out more frequently planned to take equiva-
lency tests, whereas Hispanic adolescents
favored attending alternative schools and
African Americans more often planned to
return to a regular high school to earn di-
plomas. Perhaps the plans of white drop-
outs are most realistic — both because pass-
ing an equivalency test may be the most
expeditious route to a high school creden-
tial and returning to a regular high school is
not usually an available option. Hispanic and
African American adolescents may be choos-
ing other continuation routes because they
seek to avoid testing situations or have had
poor guidance on their dropout recovery op-
tions. In any case, it appears many dropouts
need better information on how they can re-
sume their education and earn a high school
credential.

The pull factors of family-related and job-
related reasons for dropping out imply some
straightforward remedies that may reduce
these causes of leaving school. Schools
should develop programs and strategies to
ease the burden that African American and
Hispanic girls carry in terms of family re-
sponsibility. In addition to counseling, this
might involve identification of affordable
and accessible child care facilities for the
children of adolescents. Often, poor minor-
ity females are forced to accept the respon-
sibility of caring for various family mem-
bers. Schools need to link such students with
social service agencies that can help with
care of extended family members. Programs
that build employment opportunities for ado-
lescents while they attend school should be
developed and expanded to allow a greater

number of African American and Hispanic
males and females to fulfill both their em-
ployment and education needs.

But the results strongly suggest that the
school itself should be able to reduce the
dropout rate problem by reforming the con-
ditions that push students away from their
schools. Improved learning activities that
encourage active student participation with
interesting practical applications of course
material should encourage good attendance
and student effort that earns passing grades,
especially if flexible resources for extra help
are available when most needed. A more
positive and caring human climate between
students and teachers may be achieved by
creating smaller functioning school units
within current large school buildings sup-
ported by teams of teachers who share the
same students. The smaller units and teams
can personalize a positive school environ-
ment, as has been accomplished in some
alternative schools where dropouts have been
able to return and be successful.15

The finding that disciplinary suspen-
sions contribute to dropout for African
American males also deserves practical
remedies. Schools need to offer alternatives
to suspensions with training in personal
coping skills to help students who get into
trouble adjust to school demands. Staff
development efforts that include strength-
ening the cross-cultural communications
of teachers and administrators may also be
helpful. For a few students, an alternative
school within the school may be needed to
help individuals develop the habits and
styles that are called for in the regular
school environment when students return
to it.

The dropout problem remains of crisis
proportions in many high schools that have
high concentrations of poor and minority
students and in which more than half of
the students who begin high school never
finish. This study and others emphasize
that solutions must be found to address this
dropout crisis, because the lives and occu-
pational chances of dropouts are severely
limited in the modern economy. American
society must correct policies that create so
many school failures and affirm and uti-
lize the talents of all its youth.

For additional information regarding this
study, please contact the co-authors: Will J.
Jordan, Ph.D., Johns Hopkins University;
Julia Lara, Ph.D., Council of Chief State
School Officers; and James M. McPartland,
Ph.D., director, Center for Social Organi-
zation of Schools, Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity, 3505 N. Charles St., Baltimore, MD
21218-2498; phone: 410/516-8800; fax:
410/516-8890.
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Dropout rates
decline, but not for
all student groups

Using data from two large-scale, national
longitudinal studies, A Comparison of
High School Dropout Rates in 1982 and
1992 examines the changing demograph-
ics of high school sophomores between
1980 and 1990 and investigates the im-
pact these changes may have had on high
school dropout rates between 1980-82 and
1990-92.

During the 1980s, increasing propor-
tions of teen-agers with characteristics that
traditionally predict school failure— those
from poor families those from single-par-
ent families, and those who already had
children of their own — began attending
American high schools. At the same time
that these demographic changes in the stu-
dent population were occurring, high
schools across the country were respond-
ing to a series of critical reports on Ameri-
can education by raising graduation re-
quirements and increasing time in the
classroom.

Many policymakers and educational re-
searchers voiced concerns that while many
students would benefit from raising aca-
demic requirements in high school, some
students would suffer under these new,
more challenging educational standards.
They argued that at-risk students would be
severely affected by the new standards if
steps were not taken to provide these stu-
dents with additional learning resources.

Of particular concern to some policy-
makers was the impact that the new stan-
dards might have on dropout rates. Drop-
out rates have traditionally been a leading
barometer of the success of the educational
system. Some feared that the main result
of the new standards would be higher drop-
out rates for students already on the aca-

demic margins of school and that the pro-
portion of potential dropouts among stu-
dents would increase.

Clearly, the challenge for schools over
the decade was to raise standards while
assuring that all students had the opportu-
nity to meet them. During the 1980s, many
prominent models of reform were designed
to do just that. Many of these programs
sought to combine relevance and rigor in
an attempt to increase at-risk students’
achievement and completion rates.

Thus, at the beginning of the decade, one
would have predicted that the changes in
students’ demographic characteristics
would increase dropout rates. Expansion
of state standards for graduation may also
have called for a similar prediction. How-
ever, one would also have to believe that
the efforts that were made over the decade
to change school policies and practices had
the potential to mitigate some of these
negative consequences.

Indeed, at the end of the decade one can
now see that state standards for high school
graduation did increase in the 1980s, that
students responded to those standards by
taking more academic coursework, and
that dropout rates, rather than increasing
as some had feared, in fact decreased.

 Dropout rates declined by over five full
percentage points over the decade. About
11 percent of the 1980 sophomore class had
dropped out, compared with only 6 per-
cent of the 1990 class. Decreases in drop-
out rates were greatest among some of the
groups most likely to have dropped out in
the past. For example, the dropout rate
among African Americans ages 16-24 de-
clined from 19.2 percent in 1980 to 13.7
percent in 1990.

While the overall dropout rates have
declined, they have done so primarily for
students who would not be considered as
at high risk of dropping out. While drop-
out rates did decline for students with a
wide variety of characteristics (including
most minority groups), dropout rates re-
mained constant for poor students, those
who were less academically prepared and
those who had multiple risk factors in their
backgrounds.

Thus, whatever reforms may have helped
reduce dropout rates overall, they have not
reached the students who are conceivably
in greatest need. These students seem to
have been left untouched by the factors that
have led to lower overall dropout rates
during the last 10 years. Moreover, the pro-
portion of students with risk factors that
make them likely candidates for dropping
out appears to be growing, perhaps por-
tending increasing dropout rates in the
future.

Data for A Comparison of High School
Dropout Rates in 1982 and 1992 comes
from High School and Beyond Study
(HS&B) and the National Education Lon-
gitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88), both
of which were designed and sponsored by
the National Center for Education Statis-
tics. HS&B began with a cohort of high
school sophomores and a cohort of high
school seniors in 1980. The sophomore
cohort was resurveyed in 1982, 1984, 1986
and 1992. NELS:88 began in 1988 with a
cohort of eighth-graders; these eighth-
graders were resurveyed in 1990, 1992 and
1994. NELS:88 was designed to facilitate
longitudinal comparisons with HS&B, en-
abling researchers to examine the charac-
teristics of two nationally representative
cohorts of students exactly 10 years apart.

Adapted from A Comparison of High
School Dropout Rates in 1982 and 1992,
NCES 96-893, by Phillip Kaufman,
Marilyn M. McMillen and David Sweet.
Adapted with permission from the U.S. De-
partment of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics. For free single
copies, call the National Data Resource
Center at 703/ 845-3151 or send a fax re-
quest to 703/820-7485.
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Courts impose duty
to protect students
from bullying

Prepared by Bernard James, special coun-
sel to NSSC.

A subtle shift in emphasis by the courts on
school safety issues may increase the bur-
den of alertness on the part of the educa-
tor, particularly when the educator has rea-
son to know that student misconduct places
another student at risk. This judicial ac-
knowledgment of the bullying that occurs
in schools comes at the same time that
courts have expanded the authority of edu-
cators to keep students safe while provid-
ing a safe and effective learning environ-
ment. Steps taken in good faith to respond
to campus conditions that threaten student
safety and compromise the learning envi-
ronment have been sustained by the courts.
However, new concern has arisen over the
degree to which school officials will be held
responsible for peer-to-peer misconduct.

Nabozny v. Podlesny is a pointed illus-
tration of the way a court might character-
ize this burden of being aware and respon-
sive to student claims of bullying. The tone
taken by the court and the case law on
which the court relies illuminate the twin
themes of awareness of student behavior
and consistent enforcement of the school
code of conduct.

Jamie Nabozny was victimized for four
years by fellow students at public schools in
Ashland, Wisconsin, because he acknowl-
edged that he was homosexual. During this
extensive time, Nabozny’s classmates regu-
larly called him names and subjected him
to various forms of physical abuse, includ-
ing hitting and spitting, performing a mock
rape on him as 20 other students looked on
and laughed, pushing Nabozny into a high
school restroom urinal and urinating on him,
and pelting Nabozny with steel nuts and
bolts during the bus ride to school.

Toward the end of the eighth grade, the

appellate court in an opinion with impor-
tant school safety implications.

The court held that the school officials
unlawfully discriminated against Nabozny
“by denying him the protection extended to
other students, based on his gender and
sexual orientation.” The court reasoned that
when [an educator] “turns a blind eye” to
the claims of a student for help, that juve-
nile may sue under the civil rights statutes.
The student must establish proof of a duty,
breach of the duty and causation leading to
damages. The duty in the Nabozny case was
created under a Wisconsin statute, which
provides: “No person may be denied... par-
ticipation in, be denied the benefits of or be
discriminated against in any curricular, ex-
tracurricular, pupil services, recreational or
other program or activity because of the
person’s sex, race, religion, national origin,
ancestry, creed, pregnancy, marital or pa-
rental status, sexual orientation or physical,
mental, emotional or learning disability.”2

The court held that Nabozny was entitled
to a trial on the gender discrimination issue
if he could show that the school treated male
and female victims differently. The court also
held that proof of departures in enforcing
school policy could establish that the school
officials “acted either intentionally or with
deliberate indifference.” The school officials
were not entitled to immunity for their ac-
tions because the appropriate test, ruled the
court, “is whether a reasonable state actor
would have known that his actions, viewed
in the light of the law at the time, were un-
lawful. We believe that reasonable persons
standing in the [school official’s] shoes at
the time would have reached just such a con-
clusion.”

Nabozny stands for the rule that school
officials can certainly be held accountable
for the failure to discharge the duty to incul-
cate good habits of civility when all around
them students are behaving in an uncivil
manner and are violating the civil rights of
a peer.

Endnotes
1. 92 F.3d 446; 1996 U.S. App. LEXIS 18866 (1996).
2. WIS. STAT. § 118.13(1).

harassment against Nabozny intensified to
the point that a district attorney purportedly
advised Nabozny to take time off from
school. When he returned to school after one
and a half weeks, the harassment resumed,
driving Nabozny to attempt suicide. During
the middle of ninth grade after continued
harassment at Ashland High School,
Nabozny again attempted suicide. Finally,
during his 11th-grade year, Nabozny with-
drew from the high school. School officials
told Nabozny and his parents that the offi-
cials were unwilling to help him and that he
should seek educational opportunities else-
where. Nabozny left Ashland and moved to
Minneapolis, where he was diagnosed with
post traumatic stress disorder.

This history of misconduct was com-
bined with the findings of the court that
the educators were aware of but unrespon-
sive to Nabozny’s needs. The court opined,
“Both in middle school and high school
Nabozny reported the harassment to school
administrators. Nabozny asked the school
officials to protect him and to punish his
assailants. Despite the fact that the school
administrators had a policy of investigat-
ing and punishing student-on-student bat-
tery and sexual harassment, they allegedly
turned a deaf ear to Nabozny’s requests.”

Nabozny sued several school officials for
violation of his civil rights (under 42 U.S.C.
§ 1983) based upon theories of gender dis-
crimination (for failure to stop male-on-male
battery), sexual orientation discrimination,
for failure to intervene to stop the harm, and
for encouraging an environment in which
the violence would continue within the
school. At the trial court level, the school
district was awarded a dismissal of the case.
This summary judgment was reversed by the
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Statute provides
guidelines for drug
testing in schools

LEGISLATIVE UPDATE

As a result of the 1995 U.S. Supreme Court
decision in Vernonia School District v.
Acton,1 educators are posing a variety of
questions concerning the need for drug test-
ing and the possible direction that drug test-
ing programs will take in their school dis-
tricts. In Vernonia, the Court ruled in favor
of drug testing for schools that have identi-
fied a problem of student drug use. The
Vernonia decision provides educators ge-
neric guidelines and is being interpreted by
lower courts to give educators a wide range
of discretion to randomly search students.2

Legislators are also addressing the topic
of student drug testing. Tennessee has re-
cently begun vigorous promotion of a pro-
vision of its education code authorizing the
conditions under which student drug test-
ing will take place in the public schools.3

The statute provides a suggested framework
for other jurisdictions considering the issues
associated with the drug testing question.

Not every school  need consider drug  test-
ing, only those with documented drug use
among students. The school should consider
what it seeks to accomplish by implement-
ing such a program. A variety of legitimate
objectives exists to provide the focus for stu-
dent drug testing within a school. For ex-
ample, under the Tennessee statute, educa-
tors are authorized to conduct drug testing
“in pursuit of legitimate interests of the
school in maintaining order, discipline,
safety, supervision and education of stu-
dents,” and when “there are reasonable in-
dications [to the site administrator]... that
such student may have used or be under the
influence of drugs.”

Courts generally require that notice be
made to students and parents when policies
are implemented that may affect the stand-

ing of the student in school. This “proce-
dural due process” affords parents a chance
to be heard when the program affects their
child. Notice regarding the details of the
program typically occurs at least annually.
Schools should also consider notifying par-
ents when their child is being tested and
when the results of the test are obtained.
Tennessee law requires that students be ad-
vised in writing at the time of their enroll-
ment that they are subject to testing. Notice
to each student must specify grounds for test-
ing, the procedures that will be followed and
possible penalties. Students are to be advised
of their right to refuse to undergo drug test-
ing and the consequences of such refusal.
The statute also requires that a parent or
guardian of the student be notified before
any drug test is administered to the student.

Schools must decide who will be tested
and under what circumstances. Tennessee
law requires that the local board of educa-
tion establish policies, procedures and guide-
lines to implement the drug testing program.
The statute further requires that the “state
board of education shall prepare a model
policy, procedures and guidelines which may
be adopted by local boards of education.”

Rather than a random, mandatory drug
test for groups of students or all students,
Tennessee law limits the school drug test-
ing to a “particular student.” Testing is au-
thorized under the statute when “there are
reasonable indications ... that such student
may have used or be under the influence of
drugs.” The school administrator is allowed
to rely on reports from a teacher, staff mem-
ber or other student. Thus, testing is based
on the reasonable suspicion requirement of
pre-existing law.

Tennessee educators are further limited in

the use to which they put the test results.
Schools may not test if the sole purpose is to
“[discover] evidence to be used in a crimi-
nal prosecution.” This limitation stops just
short of the policy choice made by the school
district in the Acton case. In Vernonia, test
results were  used only to determine the eli-
gibility of students for extracurricular activi-
ties and for any treatment that the test re-
sults might suggest. In Tennessee, the
provision does not mean that evidence of
drug use cannot be used in the juvenile pros-
ecution of a particular student. However, it
does limit the motivation of school search
programs to the needs of the campus rather
than extending to the needs of the juvenile
justice system. Record-keeping procedures
also follow this cautious approach. Records
are destroyed for students who test negative
and records of those students who test posi-
tive are not shared with other agencies.

Students who test positive under the Ten-
nessee law are subject to treatment. The stat-
ute provides that administrators in such a
case “shall provide referral information to
such student and to such student’s parents
or guardian. Such information shall include
information on inpatient, outpatient and
community-based drug and alcohol treat-
ment programs. Further, the school districts’
own drug counselor plays a role in making
some assessment of  the needs of the student
who tests positive. Tennessee law also re-
quires that educators receive in-service train-
ing “in signs and symptoms of student drug
use and abuse and in the school policy for
handling of these students.”

Tennessee is likely to be joined by other
states in the effort to provide guidance for
their educators on the subject of drug test-
ing. The range and scope of testing will be
different as each state considers how it
wishes to respond to perceived student needs.
Since Tennessee’s statute covers a range of
issues, its approach may provide a model
for other jurisdictions.
Endnotes
1. 115 S. Ct. 2386 (1995).
2. People v. Serrick Pruitt, 1996 Ill. App. LEXIS 123

(1996).
3. Tenn. Code Ann. @ 49-6-4213 (1996).

Prepared by Bernard James, special coun-
sel to NSSC.
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Study urges change
in strategies
for dropouts, schools

Latino High School Graduation: Defying
the Odds, by Harriett D. Romo and Toni
Falbo, University of Texas Press, 1996,
324 pages.

At a time when overall dropout rates are
decreasing for most ethnic groups, a dis-
turbing puzzle remains: Why has there
been little or no improvement in such rates
among Latino students when compared to
non-Hispanic populations? Current strat-
egies for reducing dropout rates are not
working for these students. However, with
their four-year longitudinal study of 100
at-risk Latino students in Austin, Texas,
Harriett Romo and Toni Falbo are seeking
to identify seven key problems as critical
in determining students’ success or fail-
ure at getting a high school diploma.

Romo and Falbo combine their respec-
tive skills as ethnographer and statistical
analyst to produce this readable, thought-
provoking book. Qualitative data derived
from personal interviews of youth between
the ages of 15 and 19, of their parents,
school teachers and school district admin-
istrators are rounded out by quantitative
data drawn, for example, from norm- and
criterion-referenced test scores.

The book itself chronicles how “at-risk”
students such as these recognize and cope
with their individual situations and how
some of them defy the odds and graduate
from high school. Each chapter begins with
a focus on real students’ experiences cap-
tured in extensive recorded interviews. Each
chapter closes with policy recommendations
designed to mediate the chapter’s identified
negative factor influencing dropping out.

The seven key problems contributing to
Hispanic dropout identified in core chap-

publicity on specific rewards of getting an
education and about scholarships available
to an increased range of students might add
incentives for at-risk students.

The violence among ethnic groups in
schools and its resulting fear affects His-
panic first- and second-generation immi-
grants. Instruction in ESL must be ex-
panded to include the full spectrum: reading,
listening, speaking and writing. It must be
augmented with programs in anger manage-
ment, conflict resolution, mediation and
leadership/citizenship training.

Formally rejected in 1991 by the U.S.
Army as not being equivalent to a high
school diploma, the GED is nevertheless
still being used by schools to remove from
the dropout list students who earn a GED.
Federal funds currently devoted to educat-
ing children from disadvantaged back-
grounds (known as Chapter 1) might better
target dropout prevention and/or mediating
needs of learning disabled students; the
“time in seat” approach of assignment
completion should give way to active learn-
ing and the acquisition of skills.

Turn-of-the-century “scientific,” top-
down school management, popular during
the Industrial Revolution, has transformed
students into products and teachers into line
workers. Schools should be revamped to in-
clude teachers and parents in total quality
school management. The glaring “glitch”
of making dropping out easy and re-entry
(into class or into school) difficult must be
reversed so that students are rewarded for
continuing or returning to school.

In the study, parents of graduates helped
their children by remaining in charge; fos-
tering two-way communication; setting
limits; monitoring their children; drawing
the line with peer associations; consistently
emphasizing the message to stay in school;
and becoming involved in their children’s
school life.

The study focused on Hispanic youth of
Mexican origin, but the message of this work
is all-inclusive. Individual school districts,
parents and students working together can
improve graduation rates for all students.

Prepared by Marjorie Creswell Walsleben,
associate editor of School Safety.

ters of the book are the following: track-
ing, grade retention, gang involvement,
teen motherhood, immigrant and second-
generation students, emphasis on the GED
and bureaucratic glitches.

Contributing to the ubiquitous charge by
students that school is “boring,” tracking
is seen as an “Aim Low” plan that influ-
ences students to perceive their resulting
education as valueless in helping them
reach goals that they and their parents
share for bettering their lives. Making par-
ents true partners in their children’s edu-
cation, cooperative learning and moving
from norm- to criterion-referenced testing
are among recommended policy changes.

Tying student outcomes to teacher/school
effectiveness instead of opting for grade re-
tention is one way to reduce the estimated 8
percent yearly added cost of failing students,
not to mention the ultimate cost to the soci-
ety of lost hopes and dropouts.

Gang membership, with its allure of peer
“popularity” and increased self-esteem, of-
ten follows school failure. Schools are
urged to rechannel the need of youth for
affiliation to activities that are more com-
patible with completing an education. Re-
searcher Joy Epstein points out that often
families and schools are at odds during stu-
dents’ middle/high school years on ways to
solve youths’ social, academic and personal
problems. The more personal approaches
of the academy/school-within-a-school ap-
proach may mediate against gangs.

Sex education and access to contracep-
tives continue to hold parents, educators
and politicians at an impasse. Failing stu-
dents who feel they do not have much to
lose may see rewards in the attention and
gifts associated with having babies. School
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