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ABSTRACT

DROPOUT PREVENTION: CURRENT STATE OF MICHIGAN
SCHOOL PROGRAMS FOR CHILDREN AT RISK

By

Susan Tangeman Carter

The purpose of this study was to gather descriptive data about
the dropout-prevention efforts being made by Michigan K-12 public
school districts. Specifically, data were collected to determine
what programs Michigan districts are currently providing for
children at risk, what programs or options they would like to
provide, and what inhibiting factors impede the districts’ efforts
to serve at-risk students. In addition, districts were grouped into
categories relating to size, expenditure per pupil, and dropout rate
for purposes of comparison. Programs offered by districts in
various categories were also studied.

The project included two parts: a questionnaire sent to all
526 Michigan K-12 public school districts and interviews with edu-
cators around the state concerning the dropout problem. Together,
the questionnaire and interviews were designed to provide baseline
data on dropout-prevention efforts in Michigan K-12 public schools.

The first of these steps was carried out in the context of a

larger project being undertaken by the Michigan Department of



Susan Tangeman Carter

Education. The questionnaire served as a means of creating a
statewide dropout-prevention network of contact persons in each K-12
public school district. The narrative descriptions of programs,
along with survey results and dropout-prevention information, were
gathered together in a Children At Risk Resource Manual. It was
hoped that this information would prove useful to Michigan
Department of Education policy makers and planners in the individual
school districts.

The analysis of the data showed that Michigan K-12 public
school districts are heavily committed to dropout prevention.
Programs deemed most important and most often provided were remedial
instruction, attendance policies and procedures, vocational
programs, and substance-abuse programs. Respondents expressed
concern about unstable families, lack of support for schools from
parents, and lack of funding. Staff development and strategies for
involving the community were found to be important but often were
not provided.

Conclusions of the study supported current research about the
importance of size and close personal relationships in dropout
prevention. Educators saw an increased need for more programs at
the preschool and elementary levels and for counseling and parent

education at all levels.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The Dr t Cr

Dropout prevention has been identified as "the most important
issue in the national agenda today" (Hornbeck, 1988). Literature on
dropouts contains statistics showing a dropout rate today of 27%
nationwide and as much as 50% to 60% in the inner cities (Hess &
Greer, 1986; Pallas, 1986). Students who drop out of school before
graduation have difficulty finding and keeping jobs, they often turn
to crime and substance abuse, and many become teenage parents
("Dealing With Dropouts,” 1987). In addition to exacerbating
serious social problems, dropping out costs the citizens of this
country between $70 billion and $200 billion per year in lost tax
revenues, welfare payments, and crime prevention (Catterall, 1985;

Ferguson, 1987).

Concern About Dropouts
Dropout rates in the past exceeded those of today. In 1950,

40% of students failed to graduate from high school (Tanner, 1982).
But the problem becomes critical today for two reasons. First,
researchers have found that the dropout rate is now rising, and they
have predicted that for the year 2000 it will again reach 40%

(Titone, 1979). Second, with increasing technology, Jjobs for



dropouts are dwindling rapidly. The Adult Literacy Task Force
(1988) reported that "many of our people do not possess the skills
that today’s economy demands" (p. 1).

Educators, politicians, businessmen, and community leaders are
speaking out about the present crisis in education, decrying the
lack of basic skills on the part of high school graduates and the
high rate of dropping out before graduation (MDC Inc., 1988).
Legislation is being passed in states throughout the nation to fund
dropout-prevention efforts. According to Rumberger (1986), "More
research has appeared on the problem of dropouts in the last two
years than perhaps the previous fifteen" (p. 1). In addition to the
alarming rise in dropout rates, other factors add to the seriousness

of this major social problem.

Social Problems

When large numbers of students leave school before graduation,
many social problems arise (Catterall, 1985). Students who drop out
of school before graduation have difficulty finding and keeping
Jjobs, oftén turn to crime and substance abuse, and many become
teenage parents (Earle & Roach, 1987; Gangs, 1988; Leigh & Peterson,
1986; Wayne County, 1987). Students in the inner cities find drug
pushing more Tlucrative than finishing school and finding a job.
According to MDC Inc. (1988), "For too many of our youth, the easy
money of the drug world offers more incentives than our education

system" (p. 2).



Economic Costs

In addition to the social costs to individuals and communities,
the economic costs of dropping out are staggering. According to
Ferguson (1987), dropping out costs the citizens of this country
approximately $77 billion per year in lost tax revenues, welfare,
and crime prevention. Economic costs to individual dropouts are
high, as well. MDC Inc. (1988) reported that "real, mean earnings
of 20- to 24-year-old male dropouts declined 41.6 percent between
1978 and 1984" (p. 2). The decline for Hispanic young men for the
same period was 38.6%. The decline for young black males was 61.3%.
Income for black male college graduates in the same period rose by

16.6%.

Pers S

Finally, educators have expressed concern that students who
drop out of school do not feel a part of society. Statistics on
crime, substance abuse, and teen pregnancy indicate that in large
numbers dropouts turn to activities that harm society (Van
denHeuvel, 1986). Thus, some believe that dropouts constitute an
alienated minority that threatens our democratic way of life

(Ekstrom, 1986; Ferguson, 1987).

Sianifi f the Dr t Crisi

Increasing numbers of students in this country are failing to
reach adulthood with the skills they must have to provide for their
own needs (Wehlage, 1986). At-risk students who receive adequate

assistance strengthen their communities and the nation; those who



are not given enough help often become lifelong drains on the
economy and on society ("Dealing With Dropouts,” 1987). The social
problems related to dropping out, particularly substance abuse,
crime, and teenage pregnancy, have attracted the attention of
politicians and the public. Those who have studied the problem
believe that with effort, planning, and commitment on the part of
all citizens, this problem can be better addressed (Adult Literacy

Task Force, 1988; Hahn, 1987; Howe, 1985).

ropouts in Mi

Dropout Rates
As in the nation, the dropout rate in Michigan is currently
around 27% (Michigan Youth Dropout Prevention Report, 1988), with
dropout rates in some major urban schools as high as 50% (Detroit
Dropout Prevention Collaborative, 1987; Michigan Department of
ion out Report, 1987). Governor Blanchard (1989),
President DiBiaggio of Michigan State University, legislators,
school superintendents, and others have expressed grave concern over

the extent of the dropout problem in Michigan.

Past Dropout-Prevention Efforts
Over the past decade, the Michigan Department of Education,

interested citizens, and individual schools have taken action to
improve schools and to lower the dropout rate. Concern for equity
in the 1970s resulted in the funding and implementation of many

programs designed to broaden the base of options provided in public



schools and to provide assistance to students who need extra help
with academic skills. Vocational education, remedial instruction,
alternative schools, and other alternative programs were created in
many districts throughout the state. These programs have proven to
be effective. Organizations such as the Urban Alliance and the
Southeast Michigan Dropout Prevention Network have been formed to
take action. The State Board of Education and the Michigan
Department of Education invested substantial funding and guidance in

these efforts.

t- n

Recently, more aggressive steps have been taken to serve
students at risk. In the last few years, the Michigan Department of
Education has taken the initiative in developing and implementing
innovative programs such as Operation Graduation, the Detroit
Compact, and the Tuition Incentive Program. In 1989, the Preschool
Readiness and Enrichment Program (PREP) was launched and will be
expanded over the next four years to cover every "at risk" four year
old in Michigan. Financial incentives will be provided to districts
that adopt a three- to five-year school-improvement plan (Blanchard,

1989).

Continuing Needs
Past efforts to raise standards have yielded results,

particularly with respect to raising achievement levels, the

Board’s second goal. Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP)



scores reached their highest level in 15 years. Yet the dropout
problem continues.

Although it is known that the social and economic costs of
dropouts in Michigan are reaching crisis proportions, and efforts at
the state level are well documented, little is known about what
programs and approaches local Michigan K-12 school districts are

using to address the dropout problem.

S m he Pr m

Researchers and educators in Michigan and throughout the
country have found that dropout prevention and remediation is a
complex task. Many different approaches to the problem are
possible. Information and data are 1lacking about the current
efforts that schools in Michigan are making to reduce the dropout
rate by serving at-risk students.

Ripley (1977) contended that a clear understanding of existing
conditions is a vital prerequisite for planning and implementation
of social programs. Thus, to plan further activities and coordinate
the efforts of educators around the state, more needs to be learned
about what local K-12 Michigan public school districts are doing

now.

rpose o

The purpose of this study was to gather descriptive data about
the efforts schools were making to serve at-risk students. The
project included two parts: a questionnaire sent to all 526

Michigan K-12 public school districts and a series of interviews



with educators around the state concerning the dropout problem.
Together, the questionnaire and interviews were designed to provide
baseline data on dropout-prevention efforts in Michigan K-12 public
schools.

The first of these steps was carried out in the context of a
larger project being undertaken by the Michigan Department of
Education. The questionnaire served as a means of creating a
statewide dropout-prevention network of contact persons in each K-12
public school district. The narrative descriptions of programs,
along with survey results and dropout-prevention information, were
gathered together in a Children At Risk Resource Manual. It was
hoped that this information would prove useful to Michigan
Department of Education policy makers and planners in the individual

school districts.

esign and Objectives
u ign

The data-gathering process included a questionnaire sent to the
superintendent of each of the 526 Michigan K-12 public school
districts. Superintendents were asked to nominate a person in their
district as Children At Risk Contact Person who would describe,
using the survey questionnaire, the programs or approaches their
district was using and those they would like to use. Respondents
were to indicate the level of emphasis for each program, using a
six-point Likert scale. They were also asked to indicate, using a

Likert scale, the inhibiting factors that make it difficult for them



to prevent students from dropping out and the importance of each.
Finally, respondents were asked to answer two open-ended questions
about circumstances that affect the dropout rate in their district
and information or assistance they would like from the Michigan
Department of Education.

In addition to the written questionnaire, interviews were
conducted with educators in various school districts to add to
information obtained through the questionnaires. Finally, in
preparation for correlating the data received on programs with other
variables seen as relating to dropouts, data were gathered from
Michigan Department of Education documents on dropout rates, school

size, and expenditure per pupil.

Study Objectives

The specific objectives of this project were to obtain data
about what programs existed in Michigan K-12 public schools in 1988.
These objectives were to:

1. Gather information about what all 526 Michigan K-12 public
schools were doing to serve children at risk, specifically: (a) to
examine by way of a statewide survey of all K-12 Michigan public
school districts what programs these districts were currently
offering (current efforts), (b) to examine what approaches educators
in these districts would like to be using to help at-risk students
(desired efforts), (c) to study inhibiting factors that prevented
these districts from deterring dropouts as much as they would like,

and (d) to examine discrepancies between current and desired efforts



in order to gauge priorities as respondents saw them at the time of
the survey.

2. Organize school districts into two categories--high dropout
rate and low dropout rate--in order to compare them as to the
following: (a) current efforts, (b) desired efforts, and (c)
inhibiting factors.

3. Categorize schools in two other ways--by size and by expen-
diture per pupil--to determine whether schools in like categories
were similar with respect to (a) current efforts, (b) desired
efforts, and (c) inhibiting factors.

4. Examine relationships between the following variables: (a)
school size and dropout rate and (b) expenditure per pupil and
dropout rate.

In addition, Michigan educators were asked about circumstances
that affect the dropout rate in their districts and about what
information or assistance districts need from the Michigan

Department of Education.

Research Questijons

Research questions were formulated to gather information
relating to each of the above objectives. Thus, questions were
asked about programs offered and inhibiting factors, size,
expenditure per pupil, and dropout rates. Research questions

examined in this study were:



II.

III.

10

Questions relating to all 526 Michigan public school dis-
tricts:

A.

What programs or approaches are Michigan K-12 public
school districts currently providing in an effort to
reduce dropout rates among children at risk?

What programs or approaches would Michigan K-12 public
school districts most like to offer?

What inhibiting factors are being experienced by the
526 Michigan K-12 public school districts?

In which program options are the greatest discrepancies
found between current efforts and desired efforts
toward meeting the needs of children at risk among
Michigan K-12 public school districts?

Questions relating to districts with high dropout rates as
compared to those with low dropout rates:

A.

What differences exist in current efforts between Mich-
igan K-12 public school districts with high dropout
rates and districts with Tow dropout rates?

What differences exist in desired efforts between Mich-
igan K-12 public school districts with high dropout
rates and districts with low dropout rates?

What differences exist in inhibiting factors related to
meeting the needs of children at risk between Michigan
K-12 public school districts with high dropout rates
and districts with low dropout rates?

Questions relating to school districts in categories
according to size and expenditure per pupil:

A.

Do school districts in various size categories differ
with respect to:

1. current efforts?
2. desired efforts?
3. inhibiting factors?

Do school districts in various expenditure-per-pupil
categories differ with respect to:

1. current efforts?
2. desired efforts?
3. inhibiting factors?
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IV. Questions relating to relationships between the variables
size, expenditure per pupil, and dropout rate:

A. Do smaller school districts in Michigan have Tlower
dropout rates than larger schools?

B. Do districts with larger expenditures per pupil have
lower dropout rates?

In addition, two open-ended questions included on the survey
were:

1. What circumstances unique to your school district or dis-
trict population do you think affect the dropout rate?

2. What information or assistance would you like to receive
from the Michigan Department of Education?

Size and Expenditure Per Pupil

In Tooking at what is being done to help children at risk, the
focus of this study was on school-related factors believed to affect
these students. Among the many factors that many believe are
directly related to what schools have been able to do for at-risk
students are school size and expenditure per pupil. Many other
factors within schools, in families, and in the community affect
dropout rates. Transience, the prevalence of crime and substance
abuse, the percentage of traditional families, educational
backgrounds of parents, family income levels and expectations,
attitudes toward schooling, and other circumstances all contribute
to students’ chances for success in school. Because many of these
data would be difficult to collect, and because it was not possible
to examine all the relevant factors at once, the two variables

discussed below were studied.
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School Size
McDil1l, Natriello, and Pallas (1986) identified school size as
a critical factor in reducing the dropout rate. They wrote:
Of all the alterable characteristics of schools discussed in
the literature, size of school is the one most emphasized.
Researchers and practitioners are practically unanimous in
asserting its importance. (p. 3)
Morgan and Alwin (1980) said that "size is conceptualized as a basic
structural feature of social groups" and has been viewed "as the
most important condition affecting the structure of organizations"
(p. 243). Butchart (1986) agreed. He saw both small class size and
small school size as a "crucial element" of success for potential
dropouts. He wrote:
Virtually all the literature cites size as a crucial element.
Class size (in alternative schools) is small, allowing indi-
vidualization of instruction and close relationships between
teachers and students. School size reduces the bureaucratiza-
tion and impersonality of most urban and consolidated high
schools, and facilitates closer relationships between a student
and his peers, the faculty, and the activities of the institu-
tion. (p. 15)

Although in this study district size rather than class size or
school size was examined, the same advantages would appear to exist
within a school district for several reasons. First, large
districts most often have large schools. Second, in large
districts, close relationships between school staff and parents or
other members of the community would appear to be more difficult to
establish. The large class sizes often found in large, urban
schools would also tend to inhibit individualization and

personalized learning.
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Expenditure Per Pupil

Suburban areas often have the added advantage of more money to
spend on students and a higher socioeconomic level, a societal
factor considered to relate very closely to dropout rates (Adult
Literacy Task Force, 1988; Michigan Interagency Committee on the
Black Child, 1986). When expenditures per pupil are high, services
for at-risk students are more likely to be available. The wealth
factor almost appears to be a necessary prerequisite for
innovativeness among public schools. Rogers and Shoemaker (1971),
referring to innovations of all kinds, stated that "the biggest
single predictor of school innovativeness is educational cost per
pupil” (p. 59).

Although research has not isolated money as a single
determining factor, it is generally acknowledged that programs and
options require additional people and time, which often costs money
(Institute for Educational Leadership, 1987). Whereas higher
expenditures per pupil alone will not solve the dropout problem
anywhere, many educators strongly believe those expenditures can be

a critical component in the struggle.

Limitations

Bas n -

and Self-Perceptions

This survey provided data based on the perceptions of
respondents. The data from the questionnaire reflect subjective
assessments of what each school was doing, of what it would like to

do, and of the problems it has encountered. No attempt was made in
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this study to determine the validity of the respondents’

perceptions.

Timi f the Questi i

The survey was conducted in April and May, a time of the year
when school personnel are tired and busy. The answers obtained
might have been less thoroughly thought out than they would have
been earlier in the year, and this could affect the quality of the
data.

Delimjtations
Program Effectiveness Not Evaluated
This study included an examination of programs and approaches
that the 526 Michigan public school districts were using at the time
of the study to meet the needs of at-risk students. No attempt was
made to compare or evaluate the extent, quality, or effectiveness of

programs or approaches used to serve children at risk.

Program Definitions Not Provided

Names of programs were largely self-explanatory (i.e., remedial
instruction in math and reading). In one case, however, the program
title could be interpreted in various ways. Those in vocational
education understand that comprehensive vocational programs refer to
districts that offer "15 or more wage earning Office of Education
codes" (Michigan Department of Education, 1978). However,

questionnaire respondents might have understood this title to mean
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that various vocational courses were offered. For this reasons,

results for this program could be misleading.

Scope of the Study

In addition to programming options, school-related factors in
this study were size, dropout rate, and expenditure per pupil. No
other school-related or nonschool factors relating to dropouts were

studied.

izabili

Conclusions reached as a result of doing this survey apply to
Michigan only. However, cogent findings may be generated that other
states may wish to pursue in their own circumstances. For example,
in the case of the Wisconsin survey, Fredisdorf (1987) found that a
very large number of persons in the state perceived a strong need
for community collaboration in program efforts, but very few were
using these approaches. Therefore, it would be useful to determine
where and to what extent similar results were obtained in this
study. As more and more states gather data on programs, evidence

may warrant future analyses, research, and action.

Importance of the Study
Efforts to serve children at risk are fraught with problems.
When the Michigan Department of Education was charged with the task
of initiating efforts to help local school districts with this
difficult task, obtaining baseline data describing "what is" became

crucial to planners. This project provided new knowledge regarding
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perceptions about current and desired efforts of Michigan K-12
school districts toward meeting the needs of children at risk.
Information gathered about perceptions of need and about problems
regarding programming for children at risk was also obtained.

In addition, data relating to size, expenditure per pupil,
dropout rates, and programming efforts were compared and contrasted
to determine how the perceptions and efforts of schools with low
dropout rates differed from those of schools with high dropout rates
and how schools of different sizes and per-pupil expenditures
compared with each other. An effort was made to determine whether
certain programs received more emphasis in low-dropout districts
than in high-dropout districts and to determine the effect of size
and expenditure per pupil on dropout rate and programming.

Knowing what the current status of programs for at-risk youths
in Michigan is, it then becomes possible to look at means of
coordinating activities, to identify possible voids in programming
and approaches, and to generate alternatives. Thus, the study
serves as a foundation for future studies, making possible
comparisons between the conditions of the present and those in the
future. State department officials and others expressed their
conviction that the data gathered are needed by planners and would
be useful to them.

Finally, it was thought that the study could prove useful to
researchers and educators in other states by providing both a means
of examining programs in their states and as a source of data to

which theirs may be compared. To the extent that similar studies
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reach parallel conclusions, patterns may become apparent that will

help state and local planners set priorities and objectives.

Qverview

An overview of the dropout problem and the purpose, scope, and
design of this study were provided in Chapter I. The remaining
chapters include a review of the literature pertaining to dropouts,
a description of the methodology used in this study, and a summary
of the results obtained from the survey questionnaire and from
interviews with educators around the state. Finally, conclusions
arrived at as a result of the study are presented, recommendations

made, and reflections shared.



CHAPTER I1I

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This chapter is a summary of research relating to children at
risk and dropouts. It includes an explanation of why dropouts have
become a critical problem in recent years, a discussion of the
characteristics of dropouts and children at risk, a description of
identification procedures and of programs currently being
implemented to reduce the dropout rate, and recommendations about
what might be done in the future to help solve what has become a

national crisis.

ropout s

Educators studying the dropout problem often begin by looking
at the number of dropouts nationwide, statewide, or within
individual districts or schools. By examining these statistics they
can determine the numbers of students involved. These data are
needed so that planners may accurately assess the extent of the
dropout problem, evaluate the success of efforts to reduce the
dropout rate, and make comparisons among districts and states, and

within the nation, over time.

18
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Historical Trends

In the first half of this century, it was not expected that all
students in America’s public schools would graduate from high
school. Since the 1960s, it has become more universally accepted by
educators and by society that all students should graduate from high
school. Concerns about equity that arose and became dominant in the
1960s and 1970s led to many changes in schooling, which resulted in
a substantial increase in the number of students graduating from
high school. According to Tanner (1972), the percentage of high

school graduates over the last 100 years was as follows:

1869: 2.0%
1900: 6.0%
1950:  60.0%

1970: 80.9%

In most recent years, however, figures cited by researchers
have ranged from 74% to 76%, an unprecedented drop in the percentage
of students graduating from high school. According to Sewell,
Palmo, and Manning (cited in Weber, 1986), the number of dropouts
today is even higher than the commonly cited data would indicate.
They stated that "almost 30 percent of students who enter fifth
grade leave school prior to graduation" (p. vii). Weber added,
"This dropout rate . . . translates into approximately 1,000,000

youth dropping out of school annually" (p. vii).

Michigan Dropout Rates
According to figures included in the Michigan State Department
of Education (1986) report on the condition of Michigan education,

statewide dropout rates are approximately 24%. However, according
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to this report, dropout rates in some schools reached a yearly high
of 15% (or 50% to 60% for a cohort from a single graduating class
over their 12 years of schooling).

As in other states, reports on dropout rates in Michigan can
vary. Recent news reports concerning dropout rates in Michigan have
reflected confusing and contradictory data. In one report, Russell
(1989) stated: "The sixth annual federal report on state-by-state
educational progress found that only 62 percent of Michigan’s
students graduated with classmates in 1987" (p. 1B). This would
result in a dropout rate of 38%. State Superintendent Bemis said
the federal report was erroneous and that statistics had not been
updated because "in 1985-1986, about 75 percent of the state’s 525
school districts failed to report dropout and graduation
information" (Russell, 1989, p. 6B). However, in another article,
Bemis was reported to have said that the 25% high school dropout
rate "is based on 1988 graduation rates compiled by the State
Department of Education from figures supplied by 93 percent of state
school districts" (George, 1989, p. 12A). The dropout rate has now
been reexamined by the U.S. Department of Education, and the lower

25% rate has been accepted as valid.

flicts Qv -Rate i
Unfortunately, statistics on dropouts are often unreliable,
particularly in districts where accountability is very highly
stressed and districts may feel under pressure to report lower rates

(Hammack, 1987). However, while individual schools may
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intentionally submit distorted data, the problem of obtaining
accurate information is further complicated by the complexities of
computing dropout statistics. Procedures vary from district to
district and state to state. Accounting procedures of individual
schools may not be adequate to provide accurate figures (Hammack,
1987).

A number of valid conflicts are involved in calculating dropout
rates. Differences of opinion arise concerning the rules and
procedures to be used in counting dropouts. Unless uniform
procedures are defined and used by districts throughout the state,
comparisons and judgments based on the data cannot be made with any
validity.

In many Michigan districts, for example, officials do not count
students who have transferred to adult education or GED programs as
dropouts, even though they no 1longer attend the regular school
program. When Detroit followed this procedure, dropout rates
declined 8.43%, from 41.31% in 1986 to 32.88% in 1988. If students
enrolled in adult education and GED programs had been counted as
dropouts, the rate for 1988 would have been 40.14%, a decrease of
only 1.17 percentage points over a two-year period (Spratling,
1989).

Montgomery (cited in Spratling, 1989), a consultant for the
Citizens Education Committee, believed this method of calculating
the dropout rate is "problematic" because GED and adult education

programs are "different and not as good as completion of the
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full-time day school program" (p. 15A). He thought that students
who complete these alternative programs are "not as well prepared to
pursue further education or training" (p. 15A). Research has
supported Montgomery’s conclusion. Pallas (1986) reported:
"Researchers at the University of Wisconsin have found that GED
holders who enrolled in college were much less likely to graduate
than regular day high school graduates" (p. 167). Still, as Pallas
pointed out, students obtaining GEDs show persistence, ability, and
ambition "exceeding that of the typical high school dropout" (p.
167). Also, many districts feel justified in counting students
enrolled in adult education programs because these are funded by the
district.

According to Cain (cited in Spratling, 1989), Assistant
Superintendent for Community and School Affairs, Michigan Department
of Education, the U.S. Department of Education is working on a
uniform definition of dropouts. By this definition, he said,
students who "complete other state or district-approved programs
would not be considered dropouts" (p. 15A). Thus, the current trend
is to count students as dropouts only if they leave the educational
system entirely.

As this example illustrates, the way in which the dropout rates
are calculated makes an important difference in the data.
Therefore, reliable data from which comparisons can be made require
the use of uniform accounting procedures within and among states.
Thus, the reader is cautioned to note the basis upon which rates

were reported in each of the studies in this chapter.
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The National Dropout Prevention Center, headed by Dr. Cain of
the Michigan Department of Education, recently published two reports
on defining dropouts and on procedures for identifying potential
dropouts (Hamby, 1989). As schools become aware of and use this

information, dropout data in Michigan should become more reliable.

uts an ildr isk--Wh ?

Definition of Dropouts

Dropouts are students who leave school before earning a high
school diploma. The following definition developed by the Michigan
Department of Education (1988) describes a dropout as:

A student from a regular K-12 program who has been enrolled in

a district but leaves, for any reason other than death, the

regular school program in that district before graduating and

does not re-enroll in another regular K-12 school program.
This definition is comparable to the one recommended by the National
Dropout Prevention Center for adoption by all states. The Center
has recommended that a dropout be defined as "a student who (for any
reason other than death) leaves school before graduation without
transferring to another school/institution" (Hamby, 1989, p. 5). A
more commonly used definition is that provided by the Bureau of

Census, which reads: "Dropouts are persons who are not enrolled in

school and who are not high school graduates (or the equivalent)"

(Dropping Qut, 1987, p. 5).

finition hildren at Ris
The term "children at risk" was defined by the Wisconsin

Department of Public Instruction for the purpose of implementing
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their 1987 Children at Risk legislation requiring schools to
identify children at risk and provide programs for them. According
to this definition, the term "children at risk" means K-12 pupils
whose school achievement, progress toward graduation, or preparation
for employment are in serious jeopardy due to one or more of the
following:
- One or more years behind their grade level in reading or math
basic skills achievement (K-8).
- Three or more credits behind their age/grade level in credits
earned for graduation (9-12).
- Chronic truancy or absenteeism.
- School-age parent.
- Adjudicated delinquent.
- Personal or family drug or alcohol abuse.
- Family trauma such as death, divorce, violence, separation,
or unemployment.
- Physical, sexual, or emotional abuse.
- Ethnically, economically, or linguistically disadvantaged.
(Fredisdorf, 1986, p. 132)
hy Dropo r Problem
Regardless of the exact number of dropouts, educators agree
that dropping out of school is a far graver problem today for both
society and the individual than it was 30 or more years ago. This
section includes a description of the many problems that result when

students fail to graduate from high school.

ropouts

The most urgent concern facing dropouts today is unemployment
(Ohio State University, 1984). Students need to be better educated
now than in the past to find jobs (National Academy of Sciences,
1984). Whereas, in 1950, 34% of all jobs were available to workers
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who lacked high school diplomas, by 1970 only 8% of jobs could be
filled by dropouts (READ, 1984). As more and more middle-level jobs
disappear from the economy, high school dropouts have difficulty
obtaining even low-paying Jjobs (Adult Literacy Task Force, 1988).
In his book Slums and Society, Conant (cited in Maine, 1987)
predicted that "fewer and fewer . . . unskilled workers will be able
to obtain jobs in the decade ahead. White collar workers will grow
at a more rapid rate than blue collar jobs" (p. 4).

Cage (1984) stated that the unemployment rate for high school
dropouts jumped from 19% at the end of 1979 to 25.3% at the end of
1980. The unemployment rate for black teenagers rose from 35% in
1972 to 43% in 1986 (NCREL, 1987). Furthermore, according to Cage,
dropouts have difficulty obtaining jobs that would provide them with
training to gain needed skills. He reported that "many employers,
apprenticeship programs, and the military are unwilling to take high
school dropouts" (p. 2). Even federal job assistance programs quite
often are open only to high school graduates, leaving dropouts
ineligible for this help when they lose their jobs (Maine, 1987, p.
5). And, because of increasing technology, dropouts not only face
difficulty obtaining jobs, but also have trouble keeping jobs and
getting promotions (Maine, 1987).

Unemployment, in turn, affects education, exacerbating the
dropout problem. Steinberg (1987) pointed out:

The dynamics of the labor market critically affect the dropout

rate. Many young people simply do not foresee adequate

employment opportunities or a place in society, and this, in
turn, affects their participation in school. (p. 8)
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In the inner cities, educators have difficulty interesting students
in learning when the major visible source of income seems to be the
sale of illegal drugs (MDC Inc., 1988). In rural areas, too,
students learn to subsist on welfare when they see high school

graduates unable to find jobs ("Policies," 1987).

Quality Education and Dropouts

In response to the demand from business and the community for
students who have high-level skills to meet the requirements of our
increasingly complex work world, the proponents of quality education
are demanding higher standards for students and for teachers. The
Adult Literacy Task Force (1988) explained why society expects
excellence in education today. Of the 4.3 million jobs available in
1995, most will be for highly skilled workers. Fifty-two percent of
new jobs will require one or more years of college. Thirty-four
percent of new jobs will require a high school education. Only 10%
of jobs will require one to three years of high school.

Educators concerned with the dropout rate, while acknowledging
that students need high-level skills today, see higher standards as
a threat to students who are already experiencing failure in school.
McDill (1985) stated that "raising standards may increase academic
stratification in schools and cause more school failure, with no
apparent remedies" (p. 415).

Other studies have explained why the quality education
curriculum threatens at-risk students. Some have cited the problem

created by a "narrow range of curricular offerings," which, they
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have said, "may lead to negative consequences for potential
dropouts" (Rosenholtz & Rosenholtz, 1981). At the very least,
Natriello and Dornbush (1984) concluded, "low ability students must
be provided with additional help as they attempt to meet more
demanding standards." In Maine (1987), legislative committee
members stated, with reference to the Education Reform Act, that

Many recognized that the procedures required to improve the

skills of Maine’s high school graduates in general would

simultaneously increase pressures on marginal students and that

truancy, dropping out and other school failures may well

increase.
Most educators agree on the need for additional support for students
at risk, particularly in an educational system that is setting
higher standards of achievement. However, as MDC Inc. (1988)
pointed out, "Only a handful of states have appropriated additional
moneys for counseling and remediation for those who will need
assistance in reaching these standards" (p. 4). MDC Inc. estimated
that "only 5 percent of state education funds are being used spe-
cifically for service to at-risk youth" (p. 4).

Also, in the stress on excellence, concern for equity may be
forgotten or pushed out. Vocational education, a successful effort
to broaden the curriculum and meet the needs of diverse groups, has
already been threatened in many areas by the core curriculum
requirements (Weber, 1986). Adjustments may need to be made in
academic requirements to allow students to participate in vocational
courses. Alternatively, vocational courses may need to be

redesigned to meet some of the requirements of the core curriculum

(Weber, 1986).
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noriti an _Pr
Educators studying the dropout problem are concerned with the
rising number of minority students in the population. Most of these
students live in the inner cities. Students who live in fringe
areas or suburbs, whether or not they are minorities, are much less
likely to suffer from the conditions described here (Hess & Greer,
1986) .
inori ulation. Minority students (blacks,
Hispanics, and Native Americas) are growing in numbers with higher
birth rates, particularly among unwed mothers, and with immigration.
In U.S. News and World Report (May 1983), it was -reported that "if
current [immigration] rates continue, Hispanics will overtake blacks
as the country’s largest minority by 2020" (p. A26). By the year
2000, 30% of the population in the United States will comprise
minorities (MDC Inc., 1988; National Council of La Raza, 1987). In
large cities and even in smaller ones, minorities also constitute
50% or more of the population (Rumberger, 1986) and may, by the year
2000, make up nearly all of the population in our large cities. In
Los Angeles in 1982, 78% of total school enrollments consisted of
minority students (Plisko & Stern, 1985).
Minorities and dropout rates. The Los Angeles data reported
above are important because dropouts are most numerous among
minorities--blacks, Hispanics, and Native Americans. In Baltimore
in 1986, for example, dropout rates for inner-city students were

about 50%, with rates of 85% for Native Americans, 50% for
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Hispanics, 44% for blacks, and 10% for whites (Baltimore City Public
Schools, 1986). In a national study it was found that dropout rates
for nonminority students were 15%, whereas those for blacks were 17%
and for Hispanics 31% (Ohio State University, 1984). Surveys of the
labor market have suggested that minority youths may be less likely
than whites to return to school after dropping out ("School
Dropouts,” 1986).

Racial or cultural factors appear to be linked to other factors
that influence dropout rates. For example, location seems to be a
significant factor. Dropout rates in Chicago’s inner-city districts
range from 38% to 57%, whereas those in lakefront or outer fringe
areas are much lower (Hess & Greer, 1985). Poverty seems to be
linked to reading scores and, thus, to dropout rates (Hess & Greer,
1985).

Racial composition of schools may affect dropout rates. Most
often, black and Hispanic students in wurban schools that are
predominantly black and/or Hispanic drop out at higher rates than
those in predominantly white schools (Hess & Greer, 1985).

terioration of lar ities. In addition to the rise of the
minority population, educators concerned with assessing the
seriousness of the dropout problem and the prospects for the future
consider with alarm the deterioration of large cities. Sternlieb
(1983) described what will happen to our largest cities--New York,
Los Angeles, Chicago, Detroit, and others--in the next 10 to 20

years. He wrote:
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In large, ageing cities, vast neighborhoods housing the least
mobile of Americans--the poor, the elderly and new immigrants
from other lands--will continue to crumble. The residential
parts of central cities will be more a repository for those who

have fallen off the train. (U.S. News and World Report, May

1983)

In Michigan, more than 97% of districts with high dropout rates
represented urban areas; conversely, urban areas comprised only 34%
of districts with low dropout rates ("School Dropouts in Michigan,"
1987).

Increases in substance abuse and crime already plague our large
cities and will exacerbate the dropout problem, contributing to the
decay of the inner-city schools. Seventy to 80% of prison inmates
are high school dropouts (Van denHeuvel, 1986). The prisons in
Michigan are filled to overflowing, and the general population
complains that the streets are still unsafe. How can students
survive and learn in such an atmosphere of hopelessness and fear?

In fact, McMillan (1986) detailed the risks faced by young
black men in the inner cities. According to McMillan,

The 1ife chances of Black male children are drastically reduced

?y such alarming facts as:

One out of every 22 Black American males will be murdered
before the age of 24.

2. Forty or more percent of all prisoners are Black males.

3. One out of every six Black males will be arrested by the
time they reach age 19.

4. Unemployment among Black youth ranges between 46% and 52%

nationwide. In many large cities, 70% of Black men in the
age group 17-35 are unemployed.

Students who live in large urban areas, the majority of whom
are minority students, are at greater risk because of serious social
and economic problems in major cities (Steinberg, 1987). The

Michigan Interagency Committee on the Black Child (1986) stressed
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that black children are handicapped in many ways. Some of those
mentioned in their report are:
1. Black students are overrepresented in certain special edu-
cation programs, particularly Educable Mentally Impaired
and Learning Disabled classrooms. (p. 14)
2. In the city of Detroit, the infant-mortality rate was 26.8
per 1,000 in 1984 compared to a national average of 10.9
deaths per 1,000 births. (p. 23)
3. Black children were victims in 24 percent of the reported
cases of child abuse and neglect in Michigan in 1985. (p.
25)
4. Black children are about three times as likely as White
children to have no parent employed. (p. 29)

5. Close to two-thirds of Michigan’s Black youth are, today,
without gainful employment. (p. 30)

Teenage pregnancy is a particularly alarming factor related to
dropouts and is most prevalent in major cities. The Detroit Early
School Leavers Project (1987) found that "42% of the girls and 4% of
the boys dropped out primarily for reasons of pregnancy or
fatherhood." Van DenHeuvel (1986) stated that "over 80% of females
and 93% of males receiving Aid to Families of Dependent Children
failed to complete high school." 1In some states, the problem has
grown to epidemic proportions. In Louisiana, "26.6% of children are
born to unwed [teen] mothers." In Mississippi, the percentage is
32.3% (Project T.E.E.N., 1986). According to the Michigan
Interagency Committee on the Black Child (1986), black teens are
"twice as likely as White teens nationwide to become pregnant" and
are also "more likely to have the child" (p. 5). In addition, the
Committee explained that

Almost 60 percent of births to adolescents under 15 occur among

Black youth. Black girls account for 27.9 percent of ALL

births to teens, and for 47.3 percent of all births to unmar-
ried teens. (p. 5)
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Substance abuse presents further substantial obstacles to
students’ success in school (Mayhew, 1986). The National Center for
Health Statistics (NCREL, 1987) reported that "arrests of teens for
drug abuse increased 600% between 1960 and 1980" (p. 5). The
National Institute for Drug Abuse (NCREL, 1987) estimated that 80%
of high school dropouts have drug-related problems.

Finally, schools in major cities are often overcrowded and
underfinanced (Hahn, 1987). In addition, community or neighborhood
support and a cohesive student body are not characteristics often
found in urban schools (Toles et al., 1986).

Cities are plagued, too, by the trend toward the dissolution of
the traditional family unit. Wehlage (1986) stated, "50 percent of
all children born in 1983 will live with only one parent before
reaching age eighteen" (p. 19). Although much has been written,
particularly in the press, about the problems of children from
single-parent families, this factor does not, in and of itself,
place children at risk. The effectiveness of the single parent is
more important than the fact that there is only one adult in the
family (Garbarino et al., 1986). However, children in families
headed by the mother are often poor, and poverty alone has been

shown to be closely related to dropping out (MDC Inc., 1988).

Economic Costs

Social problems are intertwined with and compounded by the

economic costs of dropping out. In a comprehensive study of social
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consequences of the dropout problem, Levin (1972) identified seven
consequences of dropping out. These include:

Foregone national income--$237 billion.

Foregone tax revenues for support of government services--
$70 billion.

Increased demand for social services.

Increased crime.

Reduced political participation.

Reduced intergenerational mobility.

Poorer levels of health. (p. 10)
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Catterall (1985) reviewed Levin’s figures, taking into account
additional considerations such as the prevalence of minority
students in wurban settings today and "the 1likelihood of
discrimination-related shortfalls in earnings” among those who
graduate. "Even with the downward adjustments made, the dollar
costs today still exceed $200 billion for each school class across
the U.S." (pp. 16-17).

Tax losses alone constitute a major drain on the economy.
According to MDC Inc. (1988), if the federal government were to
spend $50 billion over the next ten years, as recommended by the
William T. Grant Commission, "it would still be LESS than society’s
loss of tax dollars from dropouts in a single year over these
youths’ lifetimes" (p. 5).

These economic and social costs seriously threaten the welfare
of 1individuals who cannot find or keep jobs. Whereas lifetime
earnings for high school graduates in 1961 were about $31,000 more
than those for nongraduates, by 1979 the difference had increased to
$260,000 (Michigan Youth Dropout Prevention Report, 1988). High

numbers of dropouts dangerously jeopardize our economy as well.
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Ramirez (1987) computed various economic costs of dropouts to
society. Tragically, the cost of appropriate education for children
at risk would be a fraction of what these young people would return
to the economy if they were to graduate. Ramirez wrote: "For every
dollar expended on prevention and the education of the would-be
dropout, nine dollars will be returned" (p. 7).

Research also has indicated that the cost of dropout prevention
is lowest when early intervention is provided. One year of
compensatory education provided before a student repeats a grade
costs $500. The costs rise to $3,000 annually after a student
repeats a grade (Howe & Edelman, 1985).

Although not all dropouts turn to crime and some graduates
commit crimes, the enormous cost of supporting offenders in prison,
80% or more of whom are dropouts, should provide powerful incentives
for spending money on dropout prevention and remediation. In

September 1989, The Detroit Free Press reported that Michigan’s

prisons now hold 30,036 people, an increase of 8.8% over 1988.
Nationwide, the prison population now stands at 673,565 men and
women. At an average cost of $25,000 per person per year, this
means approximately $16.5 billion per year is being spent on prison
inmates alone. Catterall (NCREL, 1987) described the economic
effect of dropouts on a community: "In a high school with a 40%
dropout rate, $3.2 billion represents the lost lifetime earnings of
the class in which dropouts failed to graduate" (p. 5). Higher
costs for health services also add to the ever-rising bill dropouts

present to society (Catterall, 1985).
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The economic ramifications of dropping out are even more
alarming, considering that the "youth cohort is shrinking in
relation to the rest of the population" and that "a rising
proportion of youth are poor and minority." Steinberg (1987)
explained that this means that young people will not be able to
support the elderly in the years to come. According to Ferguson
(1987), dropouts cost American business $25 billion a year in
training and lost productivity.

Tragically, as Catterall (1987) pointed out, funding for
dropout prevention and remediation programs does not begin to
approach the costs of dropouts to society. In attempting to explain
the discrepancy between need and services, Catterall (1985)
mentioned several possible explanations for lack of funding. School
officials and legislators appreciate the seriousness of the problem,
but dropping out affects local schools directly only in limited ways
(i.e., loss of state funds). Costs of unemployment, crime,
substance abuse, higher welfare payments, and so on, are borne by
society as a whole.

In addition, dropout prevention is both costly and risky.
Progress may be slow and success uncertain. Finally, educators do
not always agree on the most effective ways to address the problem.
Adams (1986) explained that schools may be reluctant to take
responsibility for students whose complex problems involve so many
factors unrelated to school efforts (i.e., family life, ethnic and

economic background, emotional and personality problems, and so on).
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Personal Costs
The personal cost to individuals whose lives are destroyed by
illiteracy, teen pregnancy, crime, substance abuse, and general
hopelessness is incalculable. Ferguson (1987) wrote:
More damaging than the dollar costs . . . is the fact that the
dropout crisis threatens to create an underclass of alienated
people--people whose disaffection shows up in rising rates of
crime, drug use, and teenage pregnancy; people who don’t have
the skills needed to keep American industry competitive; and,

worst of all, people without the enlightenment that’s vital in
a democracy. (p. 6)

Summary

Whereas social problems have significantly contributed to the
rising number of dropouts today, the dropout, in turn, enhances
social problems. Unemployment costs taxpayers enormous sums in
welfare payments, lost taxes, and prison expenses. Crime, substance
abuse, and teen pregnancy dominate the lives of young people in the
inner cities. In rural areas, where students drop out because they
see no hope for employment, welfare costs are high.

Just as the dropout problem seriously affects the lives of
everyone, so researchers believe that all members of society will be
needed to work toward a solution. Schools alone have not caused the
problem, and schools alone cannot solve it (Hahn, 1987). With the
help of parents, volunteers, and business and community groups,
educators can lead the overall effort to ensure that every child is
given the help he or she needs to become a productive, self-

supporting citizen.



Current Efforts to Serve Children at Risk:
Getting Started

In view of the severity of the problem, it is not surprising
that many resources are now being brought to bear on the dropout
problem. State and federal legislation has been passed, conferences
have been presented, networks for communication have been set up,
members of the community have been recruited, local schools have
planned and implemented programs, and individual teachers have
developed approaches to help children at risk either in the regular
classroom or in special programs. Following is a description of
some of the action that has been taken to serve dropouts and

children at risk.

Legislation

Interest in legislation has increased somewhat in recent years,
as evidenced by the surge in laws passed by federal and state
governments. Some of the legislation that has recently been enacted
is as follows:

1. In 1985, federal legislation was passed mandating action by
the states on behalf of dropouts.

2. In the past five years, legislation has been passed in
numerous states, and funding has been allocated for many local
dropout-prevention and remediation programs. In Wisconsin, for
example, children-at-risk legislation now requires every school
district to identify children at risk and to plan programs and
approaches to meet their needs. Appropriate programs must be made

available to every identified child (Van denHeuvel, 1986). Maine
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passed the Education Reform Act of 1985, requiring action on
dropouts (Maine, 1987). North Carolina, Louisiana, California, and
other states have made plans for expanding programs for dropouts and
children at risk. Michigan has set goals and provided funding for
some dropout-prevention programs.

In 1987, the Michigan Department of Education was directed by
the Michigan Legislature to:

develop a method of identifying educationally and socially at

risk children in elementary schools and make recommendations to

the Legislature regarding the best method of working with the
at risk children and their families to reduce the educational
and social disadvantage.

In November 1988, in its comprehensive statement of goals for
the next two years, the Michigan State Board of Education (1988)
enunciated two goals for students at risk. These were: "(1) to
work toward the reduction of the dropout rate and (2) to work toward
increased student achievement" (p. 4). In implementing these goals,
the State Board of Education asked the Governor and the Legislature
to:

enact an incentive program as part of a compensatory education

categorical program to improve student achievement and reduce

dropout rates. Provide increased funding so all school
districts can offer a pre-school program for four-year-old
children who are "at-risk."

The Department of Education and the Governor have placed strong
emphasis on school improvement. Financial incentives have been
granted to schools that implement school-improvement programs. And,
according to the Third Annual Status Report of the Michigan State

Board of Education (May 1987), school-improvement efforts have

-li“ﬂi';
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increased substantially, with approximately one-half of the
districts’ having adopted long-range school-improvement plans.

In 1987 and 1989, under the leadership of Dr. Cain, Assistant
Superintendent for School and Community Affairs, the Michigan
Department of Education sponsored statewide dropout-prevention
conferences in Detroit and Flint to provide information about
dropout prevention to educators and to stimulate their awareness of
and interest in the activities others have found effective in
reducing dropouts. In 1989, parents were encouraged to attend the
conference as well, and sessions were provided for them.

As yet, although most districts have programs that meet some
needs of at-risk students, few districts have focused efforts
specifically on serving children at risk. According to the status
report, less than one-quarter of the districts have a written policy
on dropout prevention (Michigan State Board of Education, 1988).
Still, many of the new school-improvement plans will involve helping
students at risk. Al1 of the innovative measures are designed to
keep young people in school and to provide incentives for them to
learn.

i h --
Characteristics

Before planning ways to serve children at risk, educators have
had to study these students to determine who they are and why they
drop out. Extensive research has been done on characteristics,
correlates, and reasons for dropping out. Some of the most well-

known studies are the Current Population Survey (CPS), the Common
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Core of Data (CCD), and High School and Beyond (HS&B) (Pallas,
1986). The research presented below has shown that educators have
explored and identified characteristics, correlates, and reasons for
dropping out.

Research on characteristics has led to agreement on multiple
factors as causes and indicators of potential dropouts. The
particular factors that apply to any individual child will often be
different, and most often a variety of factors will apply in the
case of any individual student (Grant & Slecter, 1986).

Schreiber (1962) listed nine reasons for leaving school before
graduation. These included reading retardation, grade retention,
subject failure, 1low intelligence, family attitudes, the
organization and size of the school, low self-image, general dislike
of school, and lack of interest in school. In Michigan, the
Michigan School Holding Power Committee (Michigan Depértment of

Public Instruction, 1960) found 20 reasons for dropping out. These

were:

1. Consistent failure to achieve.

2. Grade level placement two or more years below average for
age.

3. Irregular attendance and frequent tardiness.

4. Active antagonism to teachers and principals.

5. Marked disinterest in school, with feelings of "not belong-
ing."

6. Low scholastic aptitude.

7. Low reading ability.

8. Frequent changes in school.

9. Nonacceptance of school staff.

10. Nonacceptance of school mates.

11. Friends either younger or much older.

12. Unhappy family situation.

13. Marked differences from school mates, differences in size,
interests, social class.
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14. Inability to match normal financial expenditures of class-
mates.

15. Nonparticipation in extracurricular activities.

16. I:ab111ty to compete with brothers or sisters or ashamed of
them.

17. Performance consistently below potential.

18. Serious physical or emotional handicaps.

19. Being a discipline case.

20. Record of delinquency. (p. 17)

Wisconsin uses four categories of 16 characteristics in
identifying at-risk students: family, school, personal, and
community (Van denHeuvel, 1987, p. 2). These are:

1. Family

Child abuse and neglect
Divorce and separation
Parental apathy

Family crisis and/or poverty

2. Personal

Low self-image

Truancy/absenteeism

Disruptive behavior

Problems with parents or other family members

3. School

Lack of positive, cooperative relationships between and among
students, staff, parents, and administrators

Inadequate discipline policies and/or practices

Lack of alternative schools/programs to meet needs of "at-
risk" groups

Lack of collaborative teamwork among school and community pro-
fessionals

4. Community
Lack of community support services
Lack of links between school and community services
Lack of preventive mental health programs, such as those that
address drug, alcohol, or family problems
Poverty, as well as ethnic background, has proven to be a key

correlate of dropping out. Whereas 50% of lower-lower-class




students drop out, only 2% of upper-upper-class youths leave before
graduation (Plisko & Stern, 1985). According to Hahn (1987),

dropouts are three times more likely than high school graduates to
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come from families that receive welfare.

factors into three categories:

The Baltimore City Public Schools (1986, p. 13) divided 33

related factors, and school-related factors. These are:

1.

Family-related factors:

Excessively stressful home life

Communication between home and school usually poor
Single-parent household

Racial or ethnic minority

Low educational level of parents
Non-English-speaking home

Siblings or parents have been dropouts

Tend to come from low-income families

More mobile than other students

Pregnancy

Non-school-related factors:

Low self-concept/esteem

Immature, suggestible, easily distracted

Frequent health problems

Friends are outside of school, usually older dropouts
Early marriage

Social adjustment and court-related problems

Work offer and desire to work

Boredom/lack of interest

Lack of motivation

Substance abuse

School-related factors:

Absenteeism/truancy/frequent tardiness

Poor grades

Low math and reading scores (at least one year behind)
Failure in one or more schools

Failure of grade

Lack of encouragement to stay in school

Feelings of rejection by school/feelings of alienation

Gifted and talented student frequently bored with school
Disruptive behavior and rebellious attitudes toward authority

family-related factors, non-school-
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Loners/not accepted by peers
Classified as slow learners

Have repeated at least one grade

Not accepted or respected by teachers

McDill (1985) stressed the multidimensional nature of causes
for dropping out and suggested that educators and schools should
attempt to address non-school-related factors as well as those
directly related to school. He wrote:

Both the causes of, and the self-reported reasons for, dropping

out of high school paint a multi-dimensional picture of the

dropout problem. School, family, and economic factors all are

implicated in the problem, and there are clear sex and, to a

lesser extent, racial/ethnic differences in the importance of

various factors. (p. 419)

A factor infrequently mentioned that may be important,
particularly in schools with high dropout rates, is the influence of
friends who drop out (Howard & Anderson, 1978). Another key
correlate included in the Baltimore list is English proficiency.
Hahn (1987) reported that "three times as many Spanish language
background Hispanic students drop out during 10th grade or earlier
as do English language background Hispanic youth" (p. 23).

entifyin dents Risk--

Procedures

Program planners, looking at the varied characteristics of the
population they must serve, have to decide which characteristics or
correlates they will use in an identification process. Since the
procedure they design must be practical in order to work, districts
need to narrow the list of indicators. The Michigan State
Department of Education has recommended indicators that schools

might use in early identification of children at risk. Some of the
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family information can be most helpful in the early elementary
grades before other data become available. The Michigan Department
of Education’s recommended identification process suggests staff

examine varied indicators at each level from kindergarten to grade

12 (Michigan Children At Risk Resource Manual, 1989). These indi-

cators, which can be determined from school records, are:

Level Indicator
K-2 Parental education attainment.

Single versus two-parent home.

Free or reduced-price lunch.

Repeated grade or entrance to kindergarten.
Home language other than English.

School absenteeism.
Suspensions/disciplinary record.

Parental involvement in child’s education.
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3-5 Standardized test scores.
1 Participation in extracurricular activities.
1 MEAP scores.

6-8 A11 of the above except 2 and 8 and the following:
12. Grade point average.
13. Number of failing grades.

9-12 Same variables as for levels 6-8, plus:

14. Type of curriculum.

Many educators believe it is necessary to keep the
identification process as simple as possible in order to focus more
effort on programming efforts. Baltimore City Public Schools
(1986), for example, narrowed their 1ist of possible risk indicators
to six:

1. Attendance--45 or more days absent.

2. fgezg?rdized reading score--1 or more years below grade

3. Proficiency/Maryland Functional Results--failing 2 or more
tests.
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4. Disciplinary removal(s)--2 or more.

5. Suspension(s)--1 or more.

6. Retention at grade.

As with the Michigan criteria, these data are easily obtained from
school records.

Some schools, cognizant of the fact that absenteeism is often
found to be the best predictor and also one of the major causes of
dropouts, focus solely on absenteeism. Enterprise High requires
that a student be out of school for 91 days in order to qualify for
the program, unless he or she is referred to the program by school
officials (Benedict, 1987). For a high school program in
California, Titone (1979) described another quick way of selecting
students. In this program, students who received one or more "F’s"
after the first quarter of the ninth grade were placed in a three-
stage program designed to prevent them from dropping out.

Although this method of identifying students in need of
additional help may seem too rudimentary, some schools may fail to
provide help because the identification and monitoring procedures
themselves require more effort than teachers can give. Monitoring
forms such as those used in the Baltimore City Public Schools can be
used to reduce paperwork while picking up as many children as
possible who need help. In addition, Wisconsin requires that any
child whose parents request help be provided for under the children-
at-risk legislation. A similar criterion could be used by schools
in addition to whatever guidelines and monitoring procedures they

have found workable.
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Research on Successful Programs and Approaches
Program Models

Extensive research has been done in recent years, particularly
on the characteristics of dropouts, reasons for dropping out, and
procedures to be used for identification. Less research has been
done on dropout-prevention programs. Martin (1987) expressed the
frustration of some educators who believe that too often schools are
slow to use what has been learned about the characteristics of
children at risk in implementing programs. He wrote: "Since
potential dropouts can now be identified, it is the task of
educators to develop prevention programs that . . . meet the needs
of these students" (p. 7).

Lack of evaluation. Although programs have been initiated in
numerous school districts with varying rates of success, most of
these programs have not been properly evaluated (Rumberger, 1986).
In particular, evaluations fail to measure both effectiveness and
cost of programs. In some cases, programs are new and results are
not yet known (Mann, 1985). In most situations, however, evaluation
consists of counting student retention rate in the program, of
counting the number of students who have graduated from high school
while in the program, and/or of comparing the school dropout rates
before and after the program was established. Sometimes subjective
data are gathered from program teachers and/or participants to
provide some assessment of the program’s effectiveness. Well-
planned, valid evaluation techniques are avoided because of the cost

in time, energy, and money (Rumberger, 1987).
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Because of the problems involved in systematic evaluation,
little is known about the effectiveness of particular program types
and specific program features (Mann, 1987; Stern et al., 1985).
Many educators think that the bottom line is whether students come
to the program consistently and whether they complete the program.
If the purpose of the program is to keep kids in school, there is
validity to this approach, but it does not tell evaluators much
about why a program or program feature worked, or how the program
affected achievement. Nor can evaluators compare costs per student
for different program models.

Nevertheless, many programs have been started at the local
level in schools throughout the country. Some of these programs are
being undertaken by school staffs without additional pay; others are
being funded by local, state, or federal funds. Other programs
that address specific problems known to be associated with dropouts,
such as reading retardation, have been funded and in operation for
years. Chapter I remedial reading and math programs fit this
category.

ngle-dimensjonal v multidi ional programs. In
designing programs to meet the varied needs of children at risk,
planners plan either single-dimensional programs aimed at one part
of the population (adolescent parents, disciplinary programs, summer
remediation, and so on) or multidimensional programs designed to
meet a variety of needs. In Dealing With Dropouts (1987), the urban

superintendents stressed that effective programs must be
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multidimensional in order to address the complex problems of
children at risk. Town ("Policies," 1987) also endorsed the need
for a multidisciplinary approach because of the multiplicity of
predictive factors related to dropping out. Because of their varied
needs, few students can be adequately helped with a single approach.

Rhoades (1988), on the other hand, warned against the risks of
using what he called the "shotgun" approach and advised schools to
use single-dimensional programs with limited, observable, and
measurable objectives. Most schools begin with single-dimensional
programs because they often cost less and are more easily initiated.

T f 1s. Some of the models used in Massachusetts
(Massachusetts, 1987) are multidimensional, whereas others target
single causes. In most schools using single-dimensional approaches,
more than one is used. With coordination among single-dimensional
programs, a school can gradually build a multidimensional program.
A 1ist of model programs in Massachusetts includes the following:

1. Counseling/tutorial collaborative (includes employment,
family services, health, etc.).

2. Alternative education: School-within-a-school or cluster
program.

3. Work-study and cooperative education programs or pre-
employment programs (academic courses and job training).

4. Adolescent parenting programs.

5. Transitional programming--provides remediation and acceler-
ation for students who have fallen behind.

6. Alternative discipline program: In-school suspension pro-
vides also remedial and counseling services.

7. Improving the school climate: Mediation programs, more
democratic school.

8. Furlough program (time off).

9. Teacher advisory and mentor programs (adult guides students
to opportunities and helps solve problems).

10. Summer remediation and enrichment program.
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Successful Program Features
and Characteristics

In addition to studying program types, researchers have looked
at program elements to determine whether some are more common to
successful programs than others. Program elements that NCREL (1987)
found to be most important to a successful dropout program are:

Early intervention.

Preschool experience.

Early diagnosis.

Restructuring primary education (basic skill emphasis).
Academic acceleration (helping students catch up).
Effective instructional practices.

Assessment aligned to curricular offerings and measurement
instruments.

Curriculum integration.

Sustained features of effective schooling.

Significant parent and community involvement.

Attendance strategies.

Alternative administrative/organizational/instructional
arrangements.

Collaboration with families, youth service providers, and
business. (p. 19)
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rly identification and intervention. The first five items on
the preceding list all relate in some way to early identification
and early intervention at the preschool and elementary 1levels.
Researchers and practitioners alike agree on the vital importance of
early identification and early intervention, both for effectiveness
and cost savings.

Hahn (1987) explained the importance of early intervention in
preventing grade retention and, ultimately, in reducing the sense of
failure that leads to dropping out. A Minneapolis task force study
of early childhood development programs found that for every $1
spent on programs such as Head Start, $4 to $7 is saved in later

costs for remedial education, court services, and welfare payments
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(Hahn, 1987). Mayhew (1988) cited the High Scope Perry Pre-School
Project in Ypsilanti, Michigan, which has proven the lasting effects
of an early school experience. The High Scope study found that:

Nineteen-year-olds who had been in pre-school programs for low

income children had better employment records, school records,

and literacy scores than those who had not attended pre-
schools. (Anstatt, 1988, p. 1B)

In Michigan, preschool programs are being heavily stressed. In
1987, before the instigation of PREP, the new preschool program
announced by Governor Blanchard in 1989, preschool programs were
funded by the Michigan Department of Education. Blanchard
acknowledged that extensive funding is being spent on "the largest
prison construction program in our state’s history," but added:
"I’'m convinced that a good pre-school program would have made that
contribution unnecessary. . . . A good well-funded pre-school
program makes good economic sense" (Anstatt, 1988, p. 1B).

While Michigan is emphasizing preschool education, more
strategies are also needed to help elementary students who have
fallen behind catch up before the learning deficit becomes too
great. This is the goal of the program designed by Stanford
University’s School of Education for elementary schools (Levin,
1987). This program stresses academic acceleration in basic skills
through a variety of strategies--an extended day, extensive parent
involvement, peer tutoring, cooperative learning, and the use of
community volunteers. The goal of the accelerated curriculum is to
"bring all children up to grade level by the end of the sixth grade

so they could take advantage of mainstream secondary school
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instruction" (Levin, 1987, p. 20). Levin added, "The approach is
designed to prevent dropouts by eliminating the single most
important cause of dropping out: serious achievement deficits" (p.
20).

fective instr rat . In addition to early
identification and intervention, NCREL cited effective instructional
practices as a key element in successful dropout programs. The
importance of effective instructional strategies is recognized by
many educators, but too often the practices that work best with at-
risk students are not widely used. Steinberg (1987) wrote:

Most of the school reform initiatives undertaken since the

publication of A Nation At Risk in 1983 have failed to address

the need for basic changes in the pedagogy and structural

arrangements of our public schools. (p. 12)

What strategies should teachers use more frequently in order to
reach students at risk? First, Cummings (1986) recommended giving
students a more active role in learning. He believed that students’
learning problems are often "pedagogically induced" by instructional
practices that relegate students to a passive role. Steinberg
(1987) suggested that students be encouraged to pursue more active
modes of learning with extensive teacher-student and peer
interaction, especially in elementary school.

Burke and Davis (1988) endorsed cooperative 1learning
experiences as opposed to competitive and individualistic ones.

This can be particularly important for Hispanic students, who "learn

significantly more English in classrooms that provide frequent
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opportunities for reciprocal interaction with teachers and peers"
(Steinberg, 1987, p. 13).

Gay (1988) stressed the importance of cooperation rather than
competition in learning activities because many minority students
come from cultural environments in which they have learned in
"informal, cooperative, and collaborative styles" (p. 336). She
reported: "When these students are placed in situations that are
highly structured, individualistic, and competitive, they find it
difficult to perform at high quality levels" (p. 336).

Burke and Davis (1988) cited research from several studies that
showed the effectiveness of several cooperative learning methods.
Three of these were: (a) Student Teams--Achievement Division
(STAD), (b) Teams-Games-Tournament (TGT), and (c) Team Assisted
Individualization (TAI). A1l of these strategies foster cooperation
and active learning. Competition among teams is permitted, however.
Other strategies advocated by researchers for promoting cooperative
learning or active learning are peer tutoring (Burke & Davis, 1988),
student-centered activities (Peck, 1988), experiential 1learning
(Wehlage, 1983), and interactive teaching (Peck, 1988).

The Curriculum Study Group of the National Association of State
Boards of Education (1988) also strongly endorsed more extensive use
of cooperative learning, peer teaching, and other student-centered
activities that "permit students to actively engage in learning, in
building social skills, and in forming relationships" (p. 5). This
group recognized that students need not only to learn academic

skills and concepts but also to develop affectively by learning to
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get along with and like others. Steinberg (1987) cited the
importance of the affective realm as he recognized the importance of
teachers’ attitudes toward students. He wrote: "For minority
students, it is not just the level of interaction with teachers and
peers that is important, but the feelings and values that get
communicated in that interaction" (p. 13). In fact, researchers
studying the experiences of Hispanic students in school commented
that "institutional discrimination" exists for these students.
Laosa (cited in Michigan State Board of Education, 1986) found that
"Anglo elementary teachers interacted more negatively with Mexican-
American than with Anglo children" (p. 9).

Recognizing the importance of using differential strategies for
minority students, the Michigan Department of Education has
developed a resource guide to assist teachers in working with
minority students. This guide, entitled "Multicultural Education:
Suggested Classroom Activities" (Michigan State Board of Education,
1983), shows how learning goals and multicultural education goals
can be integrated. It describes ways in which various cultural
groups are similar and different and helps teachers design
activities to allow students to "experience . . . ways ethnic groups
communicate thoughts and feelings using verbal and non-verbal modes
of expression" (Gay, 1988, p. 336).

A substantial amount of research has been done by Slavin,
Johnson and Johnson, and others concerning cooperative learning.

The techniques they have developed and tested can be used not only
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for teaching basic skills such as reading and math, but also
science, social studies, and other subjects. Studies on cooperative
learning have shown that students using cooperative learning
strategies not only score higher on individual achievement tests,
but also learn group-process skills and gain self-esteem.

Another resource for effective instructional strategies is the
literature on learning styles. Although little research appears to
have been done directly relating learning-style strategies to
dropouts, those who have implemented learning-style strategies in
the classroom believe they make a vital difference. Research on
learning styles has proven that many low achievers learn in ways not
often used in the traditional classroom (Dunn, 1983).

At Madison Prep, Hodges (1987) used a variety of strategies,
particularly tactual-kinesthetic and cooperative-learning
activities, because she observed that the low achievers in her class
often preferred these ways of learning. Cavanaugh (1981), who also
had experience teaching with learning-style strategies, wrote
enthusiastically of students’ progress. He mentioned specifically
the dramatic rise in one student’s grades when she learned using
tactual-kinesthetic approaches. Schmeck and Lockhart (1983)
mentioned the value of providing different activities for introverts
and extraverts.

School improvement. School-improvement efforts include align-
ment of curriculum and assessment, curriculum integration, and the
use of features of effective schooling, elements 7 through 9 on the

NCREL 1ist. The Michigan Department of Education has provided
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incentives for schools that plan and implement school-improvement
programs (Blanchard, 1989; Michigan State Board of Education, 1988).
Currently, a majority of districts in Michigan have school-
improvement programs (Michigan State Board of Education, 1987).

Many different kinds of programs can be used. The Outcomes-
Driven Developmental Model (ODDM) (Johnson City, 1986) is being used
by five districts in Michigan. Using this model, which relies
heavily on many areas of educational research, the Johnson City
Public Schools have raised achievement and reduced the dropout rate.

ODDM is complex and requires a major two-year commitment on the
part of school staff. It cannot be imposed "top-down." The
required leadership team must visit Johnson City to observe the ways
in which this school staff has implemented each of the 19
components. In addition to encouraging professionalism and collabo-
ration on the part of the staff, ODDM as implemented in Johnson City
strives to nurture self-directed learners with positive attitudes,
highly developed learning skills, and creativity, among other attri-
butes (Johnson City, 1986).

a mmun involvement. The value of parent and
community involvement or collaboration is widely recognized among
researchers today. Fredisdorf (1987), among others cited above,
stressed the importance of including people throughout the community
in the effort to prevent dropping out and showed that schools
recognize that such an effort needs to be made. He wrote:

The overall findings suggest that schools have not developed
effective strategies for harnessing external support and for
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dealing with nonschool causes that place children at risk.
First, programs that involve parents, community members,
community or state agencies, business and industry are least
common among all school efforts to serve children at risk.
Second, nonschool inhibiting factors are perceived to present
the greatest obstruction to successfully serving children at
risk. Third, districts of all sizes and locations perceived a
great need to increase current efforts that utilize outside
support and resources, and that alleviate nonschool problems
associated with dropping out. (p. 115)

Peck (1987) stressed the need for and benefits of getting
parents involved in their children’s learning and in the schools.
She wrote:

The benefits of improved parental involvement, cooperation,

support, and assistance to school personnel should be stressed.

Parental involvement has been an essential ingredient

throughout our educational history. The family is the first

and one of the primary educators. A parent involvement
approach can teach parents to be better educators and how to
utilize family resources to reinforce dropout prevention
efforts at home. Working with parents can positively affect

student performance, behavior, and attitudes. (p. 16)

Peck then provided a list of 29 ways in which schools can get
parents involved.

In Dealing With Dropouts (1987), urban superintendents agreed
that "involving parents is crucial to keeping students in school"
(p. 50). However, they also noted that this effort is often
particularly difficult in the case of students at risk. In large
cities, many parents of low achievers lack education, do not speak
English, and/or have little interest in their child’s progress in
school. The superintendents recommended that home-school 1links be
encouraged early, "preferably in preschool, before the high-risk

students’ problems have enlarged" (p. 50).
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Whereas 1in the past schools tended to meet their
responsibilities without the help of the community at large, today
more and more schools recognize the urgent need for outside help.
Peck (1987) recommended that "emphasis needs to be placed on
creating strong linkages between schools, parents, community
agencies, businesses, and institutions of higher education" (p. 12).
Again, Peck provided many suggestions for districts that wish to
involve others in dropout-prevention efforts.

In his Children at Risk study, Van denHeuvel (1986) cited the
need for collaboration among schools, businesses, and social
agencies. He wrote:

The Children At Risk programs and resources . . . have

recurring themes. They underscore that:

- Schools cannot do the job alone.

- Public relations efforts are essential to building coopera-

tive solutions.

- Systematically managed school/community networks best serve
the varied needs of children at risk.

- Parent education about the importance of school attendance
and achievement increases family support for children at
risk.

- Most communities, rural and urban, have more resources than
they realize.

- Business and industry leaders at local, state, and national
levels care about children at risk and are eager to help when
asked. (p. 5)

Part of collaboration involves enlisting the help of various
community agencies and businesses and coordinating their efforts.
Mann (1986) pointed out that schools may be reluctant to take on
this task because "coordinating policies to improve the programs
available to young people is surreal in its complexity" (p. 10).
Again, there are many resources to use in deciding where to start

and how to proceed.



58

The Wisconsin Dropout Prevention Resource Manual (Van
denHeuvel, 1986) provides a game-board-type plan for involving the

community. Students At Risk (1988) includes an "Eight-Step Plan for
School-Community Problem Solving" (p. 41), as well as "Guidelines
for Community Involvement" (p. 39). As with most innovations, it is
usually wise to start small and proceed slowly.

ndance. In the opinion of many educators, attendance is
the first line of defense in dropout prevention. Most believe that
students cannot learn when they do not go to school. Research has
indicated that "students who drop out nearly always have attendance
problems beginning in elementary school"™ (Dealing With Dropouts,
1987, p. 28). Absenteeism and truancy have been mentioned in
virtually every list of correlates for dropouts. Publications on
dropout prevention have routinely discussed the importance of
attendance and ways in which schools can encourage students to
attend. Traditional schools often fail or suspend students who miss
school too often.

But many debates arise over the issue of attendance.
Researchers have found that attendance policies and enforcement are
needed, but when attendance policies are too harsh or too rigid, the
policies designed to improve attendance actually encourage truancy
(Dealing With Dropouts, 1987). Weber (1986) urged educators to
focus on what schools offer students, rather than on rules. He
wrote: "Preoccupation with matters of control and discipline to the

exclusion of matters involving instruction, positive school spirit,
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and so forth, is commonly correlated with high dropout rates" (p.
31).

Interestingly, although absenteeism is one of the key
indicators that a student is having problems, the Northwest Regional
Educational Laboratory (1986) study on promising practices for high-
risk youths did not mention attendance policies. Instead, such
features as small class sizes, a caring staff, integration of
academic and vocational studies, individualized instruction,
experiential learning, paid work experience, interpersonal/life-
skills activities, counseling services, clearly communicated
performance standards, and other elements relating to the quality of
the educational experience were stressed.

Peck (1987) again provided a 1list of strategies for
"accomplishing the goals of an assertive attendance system" (p. 36).
However, these strategies were overwhelmingly weighted in favor of
incentives rather than punitive measures. Such techniques included
establishing an Adoptee Program in which volunteers get together
weekly with "high-risk" students, initiating a "peer calling" group
in which students in the group call each other, awarding prizes and
privileges for excellent attendance, posting good-attendance banners
in classrooms with the best attendance, and so on. These methods,
it would seem, are more consistent with a caring approach to
education than are the punitive measures that are often used.
Clearly, though, the one-to-one contact options especially are time
consuming and require considerable commitment and effort on the part

of those involved.
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Other researchers have identified similar elements of
successful programs, but each was different in some way. When
looking for factors that are deemed essential to the success of a
program, Michigan researchers identified four characteristics of
successful programs (Michigan Youth Dropout Prevention Report,
1988). These were:

1. The individualization of programming efforts to meet the

specific needs of the participants.

2. The caring demonstrated by staff, administrators, and oth-
ers regarding the participants and the dropout problem in
general.

3. The cooperation levels achieved between various agencies
and individuals to work with the various problems of the
participants.

4. The success orientation of programming efforts to support
and reward the participants’ efforts. (p. 14)

Mann (1985) identified two of the same characteristics, caring
and collaboration, and added two additional ones, cash (meaning the
1ink between learning and earning) and computers (both for learning
and for record-keeping). Docking (1967) identified ten features of
successful programs for dropout prevention. These included early
identification, success experiences, work-study programs,
noncompetitive grading, self-concept, teacher preparation in special
programs, teacher acceptance of students, class size, the type of
curriculum used, and the quality of guidance services available.
More recent research has stressed the importance of collaboration
and of working constructively with parents (Hahn, 1987).

Eunding. Conflict arises over the issue of funding and the
extent to which more money is needed to solve the dropout problem.

Hodgkinson (1985) found that teacher salary and expenditures per
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pupil were not related to dropout rate, but teacher/student ratios
did correlate with the incidence of dropping out. Since, as Hahn
(1987) pointed out, hiring more staff costs money and faculty
salaries constitute most of schools’ budgets, funding would seem to
make some difference.

A more accurate assessment would be that, as suggested by the
research presented above, committed, caring people are more
important than any other element. Without a dedicated staff, other
action will not be taken or efforts may be ineffective.

Vocational education. In addition to assessing regular school
programs and their effectiveness in serving students at risk,
researchers have examined two main alternative forms of schooling--
vocational education and alternative schools. Heavily funded and
expanded in the early 1970s, vocational education programs have
become an essential part of many schools’ educational programs.
Whether classes are held in the regular building or in a "skills
center," many students find learning in vocational education
classrooms more appealing than the paper/pencil activities of
traditional academic classrooms. Furthermore, vocational education
helps students remedy basic-skills deficiencies and learn Jjob-
related skills (Weber, 1986).

Research has shown that when students are enrolled in
vocational classes, they are less likely to drop out of school
before graduating (ERIC Clearinghouse, 1987). However, as Weber
(1986) pointed out, the kinds of vocational education chosen by
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students may be related to their effectiveness. He reported that
dropouts "take more exploratory courses rather than occupational
[Job-skill training] courses” (p. x). Dropouts also are more often
involved in work-study experiences, especially those that are not
"directly related to their overall high school programs" (Weber,
1986, p. ix). Thus, although vocational education correlated with
reduced dropout rates, no data are available regarding (a) what
alternative configurations of vocational experiences are most
clearly related to retaining individual students in school or (b)
what alternative vocational offerings provided by different schools
are most closely related to reducing dropout rates across those
schools (Weber, 1986).

Planning seems to be essential in ensuring the effectiveness of
vocational programs in reducing the dropout rate (Weber, 1986).
According to Weber, students need to be encouraged to take "job
specific skill training courses rather than just exploratory types
of courses,” and to link work-study experiences with their overall
school programs (p. xii).

Further, counselors should continually review "rules governing
vocational program entry . . . to ensure that dropout-prone students
are not being kept out of these programs [unnecessarily]" (Weber,
1986, p. xii). This is a particular concern since Weber pointed out
that increases in the academic requirements for high school
graduation tend to decrease enrollments in vocational education and

may directly affect dropout rates (Weber, 1986). He wrote: "One of

the net effects of this reform movement is to reduce the time
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available to ALL students for electives, including vocational
courses" (p. 13).

A11 of this means that vocational education is changing. In
1985, the Center for Economic Development attacked vocational
education by stating that "there is little evidence that vocational
education is either meeting the needs of students or of the
employers who are expected to hire them" (Freedberg, 1980).

Honig, California’s Superintendent of Instruction, indicated
that employers no longer want "people with specific skills" but are
now looking for "people who can read, write, and understand"
(Freedberg, 1989). In some schools, vocational classes are being
linked to those offered in community colleges with accompanying
rigorous standards. And, contended Honig, quality vocational
classes enrich academic work by "linking abstract concepts to
practical applications" (Freedberg, 1989).

As Freedberg reported, this view may be "receiving growing
support nationally,"” but many schools do not have the resources to
provide expensive, up-to-date equipment or even the staff to teach
technologically sophisticated courses. To bring about a change, the
National Center for Research in Vocational Education has been
established. This center has been created to help high schools
integrate vocational and academic subjects and make the other
necessary changes to enable vocational education to survive

(Freedberg, 1989).
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Alternative Schools

Alternative schools arose in the 1960s from a recognition that
public schools serve students with diverse abilities, interests, and
needs, and that the traditional public school often does not provide
adequately for all students. In the beginning, alternative schools
may have been less academically rigorous since many states at that
time eliminated or lowered statewide graduation requirements
(Magyar, 1986). Certainly, alternative schools have had a
reputation for requiring less of students in terms of academic
achievement.

lose relationships. According to Butchart (1986), however,

most alternative schools today follow a relatively traditional
curriculum. The difference, he explained, lies in the recognition
that one key to success with students at risk is "the quality of the
relationships”" (p. 11). Yagi (1986) agreed. He wrote:

Perhaps the single most important feature of the private

alternative school is not so much the curriculum, but the

special kind of relationship among staff members and especially

with disenchanted youths. Alternative school enrollees are

largely those who respond only to frequent and immediate

attention--attention that is consistent in time and quality,

attention that their homes or regular schools did not provide.

Staff members provide this attention in and out of the

classroom. (p. 4)
Yagi emphasized, too, the fact that alternative students do not lack
ability. He said that they are "disenchanted, not disabled" (p. 3).
Rather, most are fully capable of 1learning academic or other
subjects.

At the same time, Hinckley’s (1979) description of alternative

school students showed how these students are different from those
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who are achieving in the regular school program and why they are, in
fact, disabled in that program. According to Hinckley, students who
come into alternative programs are often defeated by the regular
school system. He wrote:
Students come into the program feeling helpless. They want to
escape from the reality of their helpless situations. They may

run away, get drunk, take drugs, or withdraw in an attempt to
forget some of the disillusioning experiences of their 1lives.

(p. 59)

These students, he explained, are emotionally dependent on
others and afraid to ask for help. Because they "lack a strong ego
structure,” they are afraid of failure. Finally, they need
immediate, concrete rewards.

Such students as Hinckley described need positive, nurturing
relationships as a prerequisite for learning. This may explain why
Enterprise High’s "basics" begin with the teacher-student relation-
ship. Benedict et al. (1987) wrote:

At Enterprise High, staff members are trained to suspend

Jjudgment, cultivate friendship, honestly share feelings, and

confront from a position of caring. Only when the teacher-

student relationship is characterized by trust can we expect

students to mature in positive ways. (pp. 76-77)

Hodges (cited in Dunn, 1981) agreed about the importance of
relationships and used varied techniques to build trust and
cohesiveness, an esprit de corps, among her students and staff. In
addition to the student newspaper, awards, Madison Prep T-shirts,
and a student-planned and organized environment, Hodges used
learning-style teaching strategies to meet students’ individual

learning needs.
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The importance of relationships was also reflected in answers
to questionnaires in  Docking’s (1967) study of an alternative
program in Pontiac, Michigan. Many student comments on these
questionnaires related to the quality of relationships (The teachers
really care, teachers are nice, teachers listen, and so on) or to
the climate resulting from the relationships (relaxed, comfortable,
not competitive, and so on).

nti n jes. Above and beyond the
relationships, however, teaching strategies seem to play a major
role in restoring students’ motivation and confidence in their
ability to learn. Butchart (1986) described some of the strategies
used in alternative schools that make a difference. Some of these
are peer tutoring, experiential learning, competency-based learning,
contract learning, interdisciplinary instruction, and field trips.
Interdisciplinary instruction has long been advocated by researchers
for regular school teachers, but it is seldom practiced. Even in
many team-teaching situations that are ideal for this, teachers
often stay within their specific disciplines. Butchart wrote of
alternative schools: "The primary curricular innovation is thematic
and interdisciplinary instruction, favored both because of a more
holistic approach to learning and because of the limited staff" (p.
12).

Thus, it seems that students at risk fail in the regular school
because of their own special needs and because the school fails to
provide adequately for them. Magyar (1986) explained that the

nature of the regular school environment causes failure. She
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discussed the school factors that contribute to dropping out. Some
of these are inadequate counseling, tracking practices, and lack of
variety of subjects, especially the lack of fine and performing arts
and vocational education.

If some students have special needs beyond those provided for
in special education classes, what are the elements of alternative
schools that best meet these special needs?

Wehlage (1986) and his associates have carried out extensive
research on programs and approaches for children at risk. They put
together a model that they believe best exemplifies a model school
dropout-prevention program. Wehlage described the model program
using four categories: administration and organization, teacher
culture, student culture, and curriculum.

Small size, autonomy. In designing a model program for at-risk
high school students, Wehlage, Rutter, and Turnbaugh (1986)
explained why small schools are better equipped to serve these
students. Small size, they pointed out, has a number of advantages.
Among them are:

1. It permits face-to-face relationships on a continuing basis
which is necessary if teachers are to communicate the sense
of caring which at-risk students feel is lacking in the
regular high school.

2. In small classrooms, teachers can both personalize and
individualize instruction and better monitor students’
progress.

3. Small size also facilitates continued communication among
faculty for planning and meeting about matters of mutual
concern.

4. Faculty are better able to create a clear identity for the

program, to administer it, and to be responsible for both
their program and individual students. (p. 72)
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The model school, Wehlage believed, should be a "separate
alternative school or a school-within-a-school." In addition to
being small, from 25 to 100 students, the school should ensure that
teachers have autonomy. Ownership of the program, of its successes
and failures, needs to be theirs along with accountability.

Shared belijefs and values. Teachers should share beliefs and
values that guide decisions. They must believe that at-risk
students can learn, and they must be caring and interested in their
students as individuals. They must work well with other teachers
and be able to work as a team.

The student culture is one in which students become committed
to a set of standards and rules. The program must work to foster
pride and a belief that behavior can be changed.

Differential curriculum. Alternative schools or classrooms are
also essential because some researchers have found that the
curriculum for students at risk needs to be different from the
usual high school curriculum. Wehlage (1986) stated, "More of the
same will not result in success for these youths" (p. 220). The
curriculum elements that have been found to be most effective are
"individualization, personalization, clear objectives, prompt
feedback, concrete evidence of accomplishments, and an ACTIVE role
for the student in learning” (Wehlage, 1986, p. 220).

Instruction in basic skills is important, but expectations will
need to be flexible as students will be working at many different
levels. Experiential learning involving real work and contact with

responsible working adults is important. Group projects such as
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house construction are also successful options. At-risk students

need help in learning to work with others in a team situation.

Other features. Butchart’s (1986) study of alternative schools

nationwide confirmed Wehlage’s conclusions. In describing the

elements he found to be essential to successful alternative schools,

Butchart discussed the following as keys to success:

1.

Size: Virtually all the literature has cited size as a
crucial element. Class size is small, allowing individual-
jzation of instruction and close relationships between
teachers and students. School size--the number of students
and teachers--is also small, reducing the bureaucratization
and impersonality of most urban and consolidated high
schools, and facilitating closer relationships between a
student and his peers, the faculty, and the activities of
the institution.

Choice: Both teachers and students have opted for the
program. This seems to create special commitments to the
program on the part of both groups.

Autonomy: Teachers design the program and choose teaching
strategies. They "create cohesive programs with well-
defined goals” that they have chosen. The resulting owner-
ship and empowerment add to commitment and responsiveness
to students, who respond in kind. The result is frequent
student reports of caring teachers and a learning environ-
ment that is demanding but supportive.

Positive school climate: All of the above foster a posi-
tive school climate in which students are actively engaged
in learning. Structures created encourage student partici-
pation and altered roles for the staff, adding to their
commitment, involvement, and sense of ownership and affili-
ation.

Varied learning opportunities: Small classes and low stu-
dent loads allow for maximum use of experiential learning,
learning by doing; of individualized, self-paced learning;
and of small-group learning. The element of choice carries
over into teacher and student choice of curriculum and
instructional mode. Classroom vitality is maintained
through small classes devoted to dialogue and 1learning
through doing. (pp. 13-15)

The examples in the following section illustrate the

effectiveness of alternative schools in preventing dropouts. Since
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this is so, why are these alternatives not provided in all school
districts? First, most administrators seem to believe that
alternative schools cost more per student than regular schools. In
fact, they sometimes do. But Butchart (1986) found that, despite
extremely low teacher/student ratios in alternative schools, "62
percent reported per-pupil costs equal to or less than the average
cost in the host district" (p. 18). For example, the Alternative
Learning Project in Providence, Rhode Island, costs $1,100 per
student compared with $1,800 per student in the regular school
(Butchart, 1986).

Although staff/student ratios are 1low, alternative schools
typically do not provide elaborate physical education or art
programs, although these activities are often part of the
curriculum. Expensive equipment is also less often found in these
schools. When vocational education is provided, costs rise
(Butchart, 1986), but in some cases, students can make use of area
skills centers or vocational programs housed in other facilities.
The private alternative schools described by Yagi (1986) generally
required additional funds, which came from foundations, business and
industry, special education funding, and, in one case, tuition.
These programs appeared to make use of more expensive equipment for
vocational and instructional purposes.

Finally, despite the evidence presented by this research, many
educators believe that alternative schools are not the solution to
the dropout problem. They believe that traditional schools should
meet the needs of all students. At Jefferson Junior High School in
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Pontiac, Michigan, many elements common to alternative schools are
evident. Teachers and administrators at this school, 1ike those at
alternative schools, believe that all students can succeed and
continually seek new ways of making this possible. Shared values,
strong school spirit, clear guidelines, frequent positive feedback,
extra tutoring, mentor relationships, and extensive parent and
community involvement characterize this traditional school. Thus,
it would seem that more research is needed to determine whether
other traditional schools can create the same conditions for success
that are found in the best alternative schools.

Summary. Although much research is still needed on the
relative effectiveness of different program models, Hahn (1987)
stressed that educators know enough now to initiate more options for
at-risk students. Administrators and teachers can use the
information available to assess their schools’ efforts at serving

children at risk and to plan ways to increase and/or modify these

efforts. Peck’s (1987) Handbook for Meeting the Needs of High Risk
Students contains suggestions for programs, parent and community

involvement, attendance strategies, identification procedures, and
so on. This and other resources are now available. Many of these
may soon be available, too, through the Michigan Department of
Education’s clearinghouse for children at risk, which has collected
information on successful programs and practices used in Michigan

and throughout the nation.
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In another segment of the literature review, persons involved
with specific school programs reported on their successes and
failures. The following programs incorporate features and
strategies described in the previous section and have produced
impressive results. The three programs described below constitute a
small sampling of the variety of alternative schools that have been
created throughout the country. All were able to show substantial
results in retention and achievement. Improvement in student
attitudes and social skills, although not documented in the
published articles, appeared evident. Although all of the
alternatives share certain characteristics, such as small size;
close, caring relationships between staff and students; student-
centered and varied teaching strategies; and experiential learning,
each is different from the others.

Madison Prep. The first alternative school, Madison Prep, is
an example of a small (21 students, 3 staff) alternative school in
New York City (Dunn, 1981). Hodges took $600 of her own money,
rented basement space provided by a community board, recruited a
teaching aide and a social worker, and created Madison Prep. Hodges
recruited students by asking her principal to gather the "twenty
worst youngsters" at Junior High School 22 (Dunn, 1981, p. 386). To
begin building ownership and cohesiveness, Hodges enlisted students’
efforts in cleaning and decorating "their" school. The students

transformed a "dark, dungeon-like basement" into a cheerful learning
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environment by painting a mural, helping custodians install
1ighting, and arranging donated furniture (Dunn, 1981, p. 386).

Using learning-style research, Hodges diagnosed each student’s
learning style and geared assignments to learning preferences. The
school had an integrating theme--aerospace--chosen by the students,
but instruction was completely individualized. Close relationships
developed between the staff and students and among the students.
Awards were given for achievement. Madison Prep T-shirts, photos,
group sessions, and other activities fostered an "esprit de corps"
essential to the success of the project.

Although many students could not pass the New York State
writing exam the first year, 80% passed this difficult test after
the second year. The Regents’ Exam is designed for college-bound
students. According to a former New York State graduate, the
passing rate on this exam for students statewide is about 50%. All
students at Madison Prep improved in attendance, attitude, and
academic progress. Not one student dropped out.

r igh. Other alternative schools and programs have
also proven highly successful. Enterprise High, an alternative
program model created in 1982 in Macomb County, Michigan, initially
served 50 students with a staff of five and now has expanded to four
program sites serving approximately 200 students (Benedict et al.,
1987). The program includes many of the features described by
Wehlage and Butchart--emphasis on experiential learning through
engagement in business ventures; teaching of basic skills through

practice related to practical projects; extensive work on
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staff-student relationships, specifically with respect to building
trust; and work on learning to work in groups. Also, since students
now attend Enterprise High four days a week, the program further
provides one day each week for staff to work together on curriculum
and instruction development.

The basic features of Enterprise High that the staff consider
to be the foundation of its success are as follows (Benedict et al.,
1987, p. 78):

I. Teacher-Student Relationship

Trust--through unconditional positive regard
II. Curriculum Content
A. Enterprise--how to earn a living
B. Simulation--how to manage life
C. Embedded basic academic skills--from the whole to parts
D. Embedded group problem solving--all problems are group
problems
III. Structure
A. Points-based credits--reinforce curricular engagement
by allowing the students enough time for mastery
B. Democratic share of authority to staff and students--
people "buy into" solutions of problems they help
resolve

IV. Professional development

Weekly collaborative staff development--staff and students
grow through problem solving with colleagues

In addition to these four curriculum components, the emphasis
on trust is considered to be the program’s "most basic component."
The personal relationship between the student and teacher is
considered to be the foundation on which all other activity rests.
Students are made to feel safe so that they can risk failure. They
are helped to care about others and to feel pride in the
contribution they can make to the group.

Four out of five former dropouts complete the year’s program at

Enterprise High. Upon returning to the regular high school,



75

approximately two-thirds graduate. The $4,000 cost per student is
only slightly higher than the average cost per student in the
regular high school. Keeping in mind that these are students who
had already dropped out of school, many of whom were further
handicapped by substance-abuse problems in addition to low self-
esteem and low skills, the results show that such a program can make
a substantial difference.

Project Intercept. Madison Prep and Enterprise High are two
excellent alternative programs. A third, Project Intercept in
Ossining, New York, is a school-within-a-school program (Maurer,
1982). It provides alternative classes within the high school and
involves families of children at risk.

Project Intercept, a program for 92 students in two alternative
programs, consists of one alternative class for 30 students with two
teachers and a second section for 65 students who had been
identified as discipline problems. The emphasis in this program is
on four major strategies: (a) teacher/staff inservice training, (b)
alternative academic programs for high-risk potential dropouts, (c)
training students in social and interpersonal skills, and (d) family
intervention training.

The goals of this program are not only to reduce the dropout
rate at Ossining High School, but also to "increase the competence
of teachers in classroom management, discipline, and instructional
techniques, and to develop more appropriate interpersonal behaviors
and more positive self-concepts among students identified as high-

risk potential dropouts" (Maurer, 1982).
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Teacher training has involved 50% of the total faculty, all
volunteers. Teachers are helped to develop skill in 17 specific
teaching competencies believed to be effective in increasing student
achievement and improving student behavior.

The family intervention component includes visits to the homes
of students who did not improve in the alternative programs. Family
counseling and instruction in effective discipline procedures help
parents support the school program goals. Churches and community
agencies provide support for parent training workshops.

The overall school dropout rate decreased from 6.04% in 1977 to
3.3% in 1980. More important, however, students in the experimental
program dropped out at a rate of 3%, whereas similar students at
risk in a control group dropped out at a rate of 32%. Absenteeism
in treatment groups decreased by 16%, whereas absenteeism for
students in control groups increased by 42%.

Program evaluators believed that involving a high percentage of
the teachers in the school in the training and the interrelatedness
of the four major elements of the plan contributed to the program’s
success. Again, however, it is important to note that this report
of the project was made three years after the initiation of the
program. The effectiveness of programs for children at risk is best
judged after the program has been in progress for more than one year
and, preferably, three years. The Ossining program, which has been
properly evaluated, was accepted for inclusion in the National
Diffusion Network (1988), a collection of programs proven to be

successful according to stringent criteria.
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Summary. In summary, many different dropout programs are
currently under way throughout the nation, but the efforts being
made have not been sufficient to reduce the dropout rate nationwide.
Although improvement can clearly be seen in individual districts
such as those described above, some dropout programs prove
ineffective while others simply fail to keep pace with the rising
trend of dropping out or are discontinued for lack of funds.

In the largest cities, especially, the number of students
leaving school before graduation has risen to catastrophic
proportions. In the districts where educators are working hard to
provide services for at-risk students, students continue dropping
out. Even though dropout programs are enormously cost effective in
terms of saving society high expenditures in the long run, means of
adequately financing dropout-prevention programs have not yet been
found. Yet the literature review for this section substantiated
Hahn’s (1987) contention that, in fact, enough is known about

dropouts.

Recommendations From the Literature
Michigan Recommendations
Over the past two years, numerous recommendations have been
made by Michigan Department of Education officials. In 1987,
Runkel, former state superintendent, proposed to the legislature a
comprehensive plan for dropout prevention and remediation, including
21 low-cost recommendations to be carried out by the Department and

six funded programs totaling $12.9 million (see Appendix E). Most
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of the funded programs have been put into operation. Very few of
the low-cost recommendations appear to have been implemented.

Following Runkel’s report, the Ad Hoc Committee on Dropout
Prevention was formed, and this committee outlined six objectives
(see Appendix F) to be completed by the end of 1988. This
committee, under the direction of Dr. Cain, Assistant Superintendent
for School and Community Affairs, has completed about half of the
six objectives. Because Department of Education personnel have many
other responsibilities and are often short-handed, not all of the
objectives could be completed as planned.

Additional recommendations for dropout prevention in Michigan
have been made by researchers (Adult Literacy Task Force, 1988,
Appendix G; Michigan, 1988) and the Michigan Interagency Committee
on the Black Child, 1986 (Appendix H). All1 of these groups have
recommended the creation of a task force or policy board to
establish goals and oversee their completion, the provision of
direct services to school districts, and more public information
effort to elicit community support for programs.

Most recently, Bemis, the new state superintendent, set forth a
five-point plan for dropout prevention (George, 1989). The five
points were:

1. Establish teams to help communities coordinate dropout
prevention efforts.

Appoint Deputy Superintendent Markle to direct all dropout
prevention programs in the state Department of Education.
Ask the U.S. Department of Education to recalculate Michi-
gan’s dropout/graduation rate.

Ask the Legislature to require all state school districts
to report dropout/graduation rates.

L) w N
. ) .
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5. Create an annual report on efforts to improve Michigan’s
schools. (p. 3A)

Bemis’s appointment of Dr. Markle as director of dropout-prevention
programs was intended to improve coordination of the state’s
dropout-prevention efforts. According to Bemis, there are 18
programs and 29 Department of Education staff members working on
dropout prevention, representing an annual expenditure of $118.7

million at the state level.
George (1989) pointed out that "only one point of the plan
. . provides new direct assistance for districts coping with the
dropout problem" (p. 12A). In personal interviews, Bemis stated
that no further direct assistance to local districts is planned at
present, but a comprehensive dropout-prevention plan is to be
developed and announced within the next year. Jacobus, president of
the State Board of Education, said that "more recommendations may be

coming" (George, 1989, p. 12A).

Other Recommendations

Recommendations from the research literature reflected the
experiences of educators described in this chapter. The urban
superintendents’ six "best bets" are as follows:

Intervene early.

Create a positive school climate.

Set high expectations.

Select and develop strong teachers.

Provide a broad range of instructional programs.

Initiate collaborative efforts. (Dealing With Dropouts,
1987, p. 7)

DN ELEWN —

The Superintendents Network explained that, although teachers should

set high expectations, these must also be realistic and students at
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risk should be given adequate support to meet them. Teachers should
be competent in subject matter and sensitive to the needs of at-risk
students.

The Institute for Educational Leadership (Hahn, 1987) provided
additional recommendations. Some of these are:

1. The Current Population Survey (CPS) definition should be
used in schools implementing dropout-prevention programs.
2. School districts should commit to providing significant
resources and assuring most equitable expenditures through-
out their systems to improve failing schools.
3. Students at risk should be identified early.
4. Direct and consistent approaches in the early grades should
be used to reduce the negative effects of grade retention.
5. Management information systems, which link the three levels
of school as well as programs in the out-of-school environ-
ment are essential elements of a comprehensive dropout-
prevention strategy.
6. Maintaining communication between counselors, teachers, and
administrators at every level of the system is important.
7. The truancy office should be restructured to stimulate
greater linkage between schools, students’ homes, and the
community.  The truant officer should serve as "case
manager" for truant youth.
8. Community-based organizations should work in neighborhood
schools on dropout prevention.
9. Remediation intervention strategies should be widely imple-
mented in both school and nonschool community settings.
10. Parents should be involved with the schools in developing
effective parental-involvement programs.
11. Every district should appoint a Dropout Prevention Coordi-
nator responsible for overseeing and coordinating all
dropout-prevention efforts.

Fredisdorf (1987), in summarizing policy recommendations that
resulted from his study of all Wisconsin school districts, stressed
the importance of collaboration. He wrote:

Technical assistance provided by DPI, Cooperative Educational
Service Agencies, and by other agencies to local districts
should focus on promoting efforts to serve children at risk
that harness outside resources and more closely involve
parents, community members, community agencies, and business
people. (pp. 117-118)
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The Institute for Educational Leadership (cited in Hahn, 1987)
suggested that community organizations that work with at-risk
students might be brought into the schools, with case managers
monitoring referrals of students to these agencies. Among the
"outside" resources schools should be using more, according to all
researchers, are parents. Parental involvement, stated the
Institute, is essential to an effective dropout program, yet parents
are often ignored when programs are being designed (Hahn, 1987).

Other recommendations frequently made by researchers are:

1. The need for more research on programs available and commu-
nication among planners. (Kladifko, 1975)

Studies that demonstrate how to implement some program
components such as collaboration.

More implementation of programs using current knowledge;
funding for this implementation.

More publicity on the economic and social factors related
to dropouts compared with the costs of prevention and

remediation.
5. Funding for children-at-risk programs.

& wWwN

Summary

This chapter included a discussion of dropout rates and the
problems caused by dropouts, definitions, characteristics of and
identification procedures for dropouts and children at risk,
dropout-prevention program models and features, and examples of
dropout-prevention programs. Recommendations from the literature in
Michigan and nationwide were presented.

In this review of literature, the complexity of the problem was

illustrated. As stated in Dropouts in America:

To reclaim the most severely damaged youngsters requires a
long, costly, multidimensional response. Recovery from a
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tragic childhood cannot happen instantly. Successful treatment

may require psychological and social services, family support,

individualized learning of basic skills at the student’s pace,

a measured and patient exposure to work, and ongoing social and

vocational counseling while the youngster is on the job. (pp.

60-61)

Alternative programs have been initiated that have been shown
to be successful. Programs embedded within the regular school
program have helped many students who do not require alternative
programs. But at-risk students will not be saved by limited,
piecemeal planning. Researchers have stressed that the schools
cannot bear the burden of this effort alone. This is a social and
economic problem that will be solved only by a total community

effort.



CHAPTER 111
DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Introduction
A description of the design and methodology provided in this

chapter includes research questions, instrumentation, data
collection, and procedures of analysis. The purpose of this study
was (a) to gather useful descriptive information and data about the
efforts Michigan K-12 public school districts were making to serve
children at risk, (b) to determine in what areas they would most
like to be providing more programs, (c) to assess the inhibiting
factors that they saw as creating the major obstacles in solving the
dropout problem, and (d) to gather data concerning information or
assistance local districts need from the Michigan Department of
Education.

It was hoped that this information would prove useful to
planners at the Michigan Department of Education who had been asked
by the Superintendent and the State Board of Education to make
recommendations to the Board and to take action to reduce the large
number of students in Michigan K-12 public schools who were dropping
out of school before graduation. It was also hoped that through the
creation of a Children at Risk Resource Manual, including data from
this study and the narrative descriptions of effective children-at-

risk programs in Michigan, individual districts would be assisted in

83
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setting priorities and planning more effective strategies for

preventing students from dropping out.

Research Questions

Introduction

Following current research on dropouts, certain issues were
considered relevant to a study of the current status of dropouts in
Michigan. Questions relating to size, expenditure per pupil,
programs offered, and dropout rates were included in the study.
Using state data, districts were categorized according to size,
expenditure per pupil, and dropout rate. Comparisons were made
among school districts of different types, and analyses were done
relating to programs and options provided by different types of
school districts. Comparisons were also made between programs
currently provided and those that school districts in different
categories would like to provide. Inhibiting factors were examined.
Finally, program descriptions guided the researcher in deciding upon
the best approach for follow-up interviews with contact persons

completing the questionnaire.

Closed-Ended Questions
Research questions examined in this study were:

I. Questions relating to all 526 Michigan public school dis-
tricts:

A. What programs or approaches are Michigan K-12 public
school districts currently providing in an effort to
reduce dropout rates among children at risk?

B. What programs or approaches would Michigan K-12 public
school districts most 1ike to offer?
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IV.
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C. What inhibiting factors are being experienced by the
526 Michigan K-12 public school districts?

D. In which program options are the greatest discrepancies
found between current efforts and desired efforts
toward meeting the needs of children at risk among
Michigan K-12 public school districts?

Questions relating to districts with high dropout rates as
compared to those with low dropout rates:

A. What differences exist in current efforts between Mich-
igan K-12 public school districts with high dropout
rates and districts with low dropout rates?

B. What differences exist in desired efforts between Mich-
igan K-12 public school districts with high dropout
rates and districts with low dropout rates?

C. What differences exist in inhibiting factors related to
meeting the needs of children at risk between Michigan
K-12 public school districts with high dropout rates
and districts with Tow dropout rates?

Questions relating to school districts in categories
according to size and expenditure per pupil:

A. Do school districts in various size categories differ
with respect to:

1. current efforts?
2. desired efforts?
3. 1inhibiting factors?

B. Do school districts in various expenditure-per-pupil
categories differ with respect to:

1. current efforts?
2. desired efforts?
3. 1inhibiting factors?

Questions relating to relationships between the variables
size, expenditure per pupil, and dropout rate:

A. Do smaller school districts in Michigan have Tlower
dropout rates than larger schools?

B. Do districts with larger expenditures per pupil have
lower dropout rates?
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The procedures for data collection and the choice of variables
for analysis were designed for the purpose of attempting to answer

these questions.

Instrumentation

Introduction

To obtain data for answering the basic research questions,
information was secured from two basic sources, the Michigan
Department of Education and the individual Michigan K-12 public
school districts. Statistical data relating to school size,
expenditure per pupil, and dropout rate were obtained from state
records. Details of the efforts, needs, and problems of each
Michigan K-12 public school district were obtained from them by

questionnaire and interview.

State Statistics

Organizational performance data taken from the Michigan
Department of Education for the 1985-1986 school year (the latest
year for which complete data were available) include (a) reports
from the Office of Research and Information, Michigan Department of
Education, which provided the data on dropout rates and size of
district; and (b) Bulletin 1014, published by the Michigan State
Board of Education (1986), which provided information on expenditure
per pupil.

Questionnaire Format and Design
The survey instrument (Appendix C), based on one used by

Fredisdorf (1987) in Wisconsin, was designed to provide information
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about what school districts are currently doing to help at-risk
students, what they would 1ike to be doing, and perceived inhibiting
factors. The basic design of the Fredisdorf questionnaire was used,
with modifications to be discussed later. Fredisdorf granted
permission to use the questionnaire and to make the necessary
changes in his instrument.

Respondents were asked about the number and variety of programs
or approaches that existed in responding school districts.
Information was sought concerning levels of efforts, needs, and
inhibiting factors. The questionnaire had five basic components:

1. The first part was an introductory section, in which demo-
graphic data were requested.

2. The second and largest part contained 30 items and used a
six-point Likert scale to elicit information on existing programs or
approaches and the perceived level of effort for each. In addition,
for each program, the district was asked to indicate its desired
level of effort.

3. Using the same six-point Likert scale, the third section
included a request for information concerning the degree to which 15
inhibiting factors existed in each district.

4. Part four contained two open-ended questions.

5. In part five, respondents were asked to provide a narrative
report describing programs currently being provided for children at
risk in their districts.

Section 1: Introduction. In the introduction, respondents

were asked to give the name and address of the district; their own
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name, phone number, title, and address; and their district/school

code.

They were also asked to indicate whether they desired a copy

of the survey results.

Section 2: Existing programs--current and desired efforts. In

this section, 30 types of at-risk programs/options were listed.

These were:

A. Identification and MOnitoring/Attendance

1.
2.

[ N3 w

Early identification of children at risk.

Systematic planning and evaluation procedures to ensure
that educational progress of children at risk is monitored
and documented.

A pupil accounting system to monitor attendance and inform
parents daily about absences.

A designated school attendance officer in your district.
Innovative enforcement of school attendance policies.

A board-approved district attendance policy.

B. Curriculum Options

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

14.

15.
16.

Remedial instruction in reading/math.

Alcohol and drug abuse program(s).

Individualized instruction.

School-age-parent program.

Suicide-prevention program.

Alternative high school.

Alternative classroom(s)/day, after-school, or evening
classes/programs.

Integrated, multidimensional program for dropout preven-
tion/remediation.

A districtwide curriculum planning committee.

A districtwide developmental guidance and counseling pro-
gram.

C. Vocational Options

17.

18.
19,
20.
21.

Comprehensive vocational education program(s) designed to
prepare students for employment.

Job Training Partnership Act Program.

Job Placement Program(s).

Work Experience Program (e.g., cooperative education).
Community-based career education program.
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D. Community Outreach/Involvement

22. Systematic procedures for communication between school
staff and parents.

23. Community education awareness programs to generate support
for the importance of school attendance and achievement.

24. Education programs for parents of children at risk.

25. A school/community/business children-at-risk advisory com-
mittee to plan and recommend programs for children at risk.

26. Joint school/business or school/community partnership pro-
gram(s) serving children at risk.

E. Staff Development/Program Development

27. Local staff development programs to enable school staff to
work more effectively with children at risk.

28. A designated children at risk district leader responsible
for coordinating children-at-risk programs.

29. Technical assistance from the Michigan Department of Educa-
tion in training school personnel, developing model pro-
grams, and providing materials and curriculum.

30. State and federal grants to your school district to develop
dropout-prevention programs.

These 30 program options and approaches used by schools were
grouped into five categories:

Identification and Monitoring/Attendance
Curriculum Options

Vocational Options

Community Outreach/Involvement

Staff Development/Program Development

NNEWN =

Respondents were asked whether programs or approaches existed
in their school districts. If programs or approaches existed,
respondents were asked to indicate the current level of effort and
desired level of effort. If the program or approach did not exist,
respondents were asked only to indicate the desired level of effort.
A six-point Likert scale was used to determine current and desired
level of effort of programs.

Section 3: Inhibiting factors. Inhibiting factors are those

obstacles that educators must overcome in meeting the needs of
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children at risk. The factors included in this survey, which were
also identified by Fredisdorf (1987) in Wisconsin, were:

1. Insufficient assessment and evaluation tools for early and
accurate identification of children at risk.

2. Ineffective truancy enforcement laws.

3. Ineffective prosecution of truants and parents.

4. Insufficient funding available to hire additional adminis-
trators, teachers, and/or aides to work with children at
risk.

5. Difficulties related to establishing school/family 1link-
ages.

6. Low teacher expectations of children at risk.

7. Low parental expectations of children at risk.

8. Unstable family situations among children at risk.

9. Lack of parental interest or support for school efforts

regarding children at risk.

10. Lack of support from local law enforcement.

11. Lack of curriculum options for children at risk.

12. Inappropriate instructional techniques for children at
risk, considering their level of interest/ability (remedial
or gifted programs).

13. Lack of systematic coordination among school/community/
business/industry programs and resources.

14. Lack of cooperation with health and social service provid-
ers.

15. Teacher "burnout" from working with children at risk.

With respect to inhibiting factors, respondents were asked only
to indicate the degree to which each factor existed in the respond-
ent’s district. A six-point Likert scale was used for assessing the
degree to which 15 inhibiting factors existed in each district.

Section 4: Open-ended questions. The survey included the

following two open-ended questions:

1. What circumstances unique to your school district or dis-
trict population do you think affect the dropout rate?

2. What information or assistance would you like to receive
from the Michigan Department of Education?

The purpose of asking the first question was to gather

information about socioeconomic or other factors that respondents
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thought made a significant difference in their particular situation.
The second question was asked to determine whether districts
welcomed assistance from the Michigan Department of Education and,
if so, what kind of assistance they valued most highly. This would
serve as an additional informal needs assessment for the Michigan
Department of Education.

ction §: r r . In the last section of the
survey questionnaire, respondents were asked to provide narrative
descriptions of effective programs currently operating in their
district. They were asked to include the following information:
The title of the program.
The target audience.
A brief description of the program.
Evaluation information.
Requirements for participation.
Costs.

Funding sources.
Name and phone number of a contact person.

O~NOYONEBWN —

The purpose of gathering this information was to gain
additional knowledge about local programs so that this information
could be disseminated to all of Michigan’s K-12 public school
districts. Narrative descriptions were not used in conducting the
analysis of the survey, but they were useful in selecting districts

for interviews.

nnajr n
As indicated, several changes were made in the questionnaire
used in the Fredisdorf (1987) study. The survey used in Wisconsin

was shortened slightly for the purposes of this project, and program
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categories were changed. Because it was thought that a shorter
survey might yield a better response, 22 programs from the Wisconsin
questionnaire were not included in this study. The remaining 30
specific programs listed on this questionnaire are the same as those
on the Wisconsin questionnaire, but program categories were changed.
Fredisdorf used three broad categories: General Programs/
Approaches, Specific Programs/Approaches, and Organizational and/or
Managerial Programs/Approaches. The five categories used in this
study were chosen so that several other options--attendance,
vocational education, community involvement, and staff and program
development--could be looked at separately and compared. No changes
were made in the list of inhibiting factors.

In the analysis design, modifications from the Wisconsin study
were also made. Instead of categorizing schools by size, type
(urban, suburban, and rural), and dropout rate, in this study,
schools were grouped by size, expenditure per pupil, and dropout
rate. It is difficult to obtain information in Michigan on
geographical location needed to classify each as urban, suburban, or
rural. However, information on dropout rate and expenditure per
pupil was available and was thought to be useful. The results of
research done for the literature review pointed to the possibility
of a correlation between financial resources and dropout rate.

A11 of these changes were discussed with Fredisdorf, who gave
his permission to use the Wisconsin survey and to make the above-

mentioned changes.
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Field Testing

Because Fredisdorf did extensive work in Wisconsin in preparing
the survey, including work with a panel of 12 experts on children-
at-risk programming and two preliminary field tests, extensive
consultation with educators in Michigan was not done. A single
field test involving six schools of different sizes was carried out
primarily to ensure that the questionnaire was clearly understood by
school practitioners and to ascertain whether additional programs or
approaches should be added. A final review of the questionnaire was
conducted by the Detroit Office of the Michigan Department of
Education to ensure that the instrument was properly formatted and

designed for data-entry purposes.

Interviews

In addition to the written questionnaire, interview questions
were developed to obtain more information about educators’
perceptions regarding current program efforts, desired efforts, and
problems related to dropout prevention. Questions were constructed
by the researcher after studying the literature on dropout
prevention and remediation and the questionnaires received from
schools around the state. After the original list of 20 questions
had been field tested, three were selected as most relevant and
appropriate for the 30- to 60-minute period generally allotted for
interviews. These questions were:

1. What programs or approaches are you currently using which
you believe to be most effective?

2. What one program or approach would you must like to add?
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3. What inhibiting factor do you feel creates the greatest
?:;t:gge for you, and what would best help you in overcom-

Although these questions appear to duplicate questions asked on

the written survey, it was thought that a discussion of the issues
involved would provide an opportunity for respondents to expand on
and clarify information already provided and might bring out
information about possible approaches not included on the

questionnaire.

Summary

Data obtained from the three sources described above--Michigan
Department of Education statistical documents, the survey
questionnaire, and interviews--provided quantitative and qualitative
information about children-at-risk programming in Michigan. Based
on these data, it was hoped that comparisons could be made between
districts and conclusions drawn about what districts are doing, what
they would like to do, and the obstacles they face in meeting the

needs of children at risk.

Data Collection
Introduction
Data collection proceeded over a period of months. The data
were collected in two phases. The first phase was done by the
researcher, working under the auspices of the Michigan Department of
Education. The final phase, involving interviews, was done at a

Tater time.
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Michigan Department of Education
Statjstical Data

Statistics gathered on dropout rates and school district size
were reported by local school districts to the Office of Research
and Information and published in the Michigan Department of
Education’s statistical report for the year 1985-1986. The size of
districts was based on the "total adjustment members" in the
district, as reported by the schools. Statistics on expenditure per
pupil were reported by districts and published in the 1985-1986
Bulletin 1014 on Michigan K-12 school districts (Michigan State
Board of Education, 1986).

u i -Col ion Proc

The first step in the data-gathering process was to send the
questionnaire to the superintendent of each of the 526 Michigan K-12
public school districts. Next, a mail follow-up was sent to
districts failing to respond to the first request. Finally, phone
calls were made to each district whose questionnaire was still
unreturned.

The purpose of surveying all members of the population was to
obtain the most accurate measure possible of efforts to serve
children at risk. The researcher conducted the mailing of the
surveys and follow-up letters and made all phone calls. In support
of the study, the state authorized the study and provided advice,
paid printing and mailing costs, furnished the names and addresses
of all superintendents, and allowed the researcher to use their

WATTS Tline.
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Initial mailing. A packet of survey materials was sent to each
K-12 public school district in mid-April 1988. Each packet
contained (a) a cover letter to the superintendent (Appendix A), (b)
a cover letter to the district’s children-at-risk contact person
(Appendix B), and (c) a survey questionnaire (Appendix C). In the
cover letter, the purpose of the study was explained, and
superintendents receiving the packet were asked to nominate a person
in their district as Children-At-Risk Contact Person and to send the
packet on to that person. The cover letter to the contact person
explained the purpose of the study and provided a definition of
children at risk. The definition used was the same as that used in
the Wisconsin study. The purpose of providing this definition was
to establish the proper context for completing the survey.

Follow-up mailing. On May 20, follow-up letters were sent to

superintendents in districts that had not responded to the original
mailing. Copies of the original 1letters and the survey
questionnaire were included with the follow-up letter.
hon low-up. On June 1, follow-up phone calls were
begun. These calls to 151 districts continued for two and one-half
months because contact persons were often difficult to reach due to
vacation schedules and many hours were required for phone calls.
Numerous phone calls were also made to respondents who had
filled out only part of the questionnaire or whose answers were
inconsistent. Although it was not possible to obtain complete and

consistent data for every questionnaire, many were completed or
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corrected through these phone calls. Ultimately, 94.7% of the
districts surveyed did respond. The rate of response for the study

was as follows:

April 118 or 22.4%
May 257 or 48.9%
June 75 or 14.3%
July 33 0or 6.2%
August 15 or 2.9%
Total 498 or 94.7%
jonn -Col

Initially, a goal was set for a 100% return in collecting data
for the questionnaire. Between April 15 and August 15, 94.7% of the
questionnaires were collected according to the following schedule
and in the following manner:

1. On April 14, 1988, the researcher, in cooperation with the
Detroit Office of the Michigan Department of Education, sent out the
Children-At-Risk survey to all local school districts in Michigan.
Respondents were asked to complete the survey and return it to the
Detroit Office by May 18.

2. Follow-up phone calls were made by the researcher after
April 13 as needed to districts that had returned the survey but had
not completed it correctly.

3. On May 20, follow-up letters were sent by the researcher to
all schools that did not return a completed survey.

4. Follow-up phone calls were made by the researcher after

June 1 to all schools that had not returned a completed survey.
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5. From March 1989 to May 1989, the researcher conducted
interviews with respondents to determine what additional information
could be learned in this manner about what schools are doing to
serve at-risk students and about what educators in Michigan believe

works for these students.

Interviews

After the questionnaires were analyzed, the three interview
questions were finalized. Interviews were conducted with educators
in 15 different school districts to add to information obtained
through the questionnaires.

i f viewees. Interviewees were chosen on the
basis of several criteria. First, districts were chosen based on
geographical location. Five respondents were selected from urban
districts, five from rural districts, and five from suburban
districts. Although geographical location was not a variable used
in analyzing the results of the questionnaire, it was thought that
distributing respondents in this manner would provide balance and an
opportunity to obtain the views of educators working in different
kinds of situations. Some interviewees were chosen because their
districts appeared to be making significant efforts at preventing
dropouts and were successful in maintaining a low dropout rate. One
interviewee was chosen because his district seemed to have an
unusually high dropout rate despite very high expenditures per
pupil. Most rural and suburban districts selected had low dropout

rates, while urban districts had high dropout rates.
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Interview procedures. Once districts were selected, a

preliminary letter was sent to the contact person of each district,
describing the study and explaining the purpose of the interview.
These letters were followed by a phone call to each contact person
to obtain permission for the interview and, if permission was
granted, to set a time for the interview. All contact persons who
were telephoned generously agreed to be interviewed. Letters were
then sent to contact persons, explaining in greater detail the
nature and purpose of the study. Some early results of the study
were also included, along with a list of the interview questions to
be asked.

Interviews took place in March, April, and May 1989. Twelve of
the 15 interviews were conducted in the school districts, while
three interviews were done on the telephone because the districts
were a considerable distance away. Two alternative schools were

visited.

Summary

In this section, the data-collection process was described.
Data were obtained from three different sources: (a) Michigan
Department of Education statistical data on school size, expenditure
per pupil, and dropout rate; (b) survey questionnaire data; and (c)
interviews. The information gathered represents a substantial
investment of time on the part of respondents from individual

districts who participated in the study. Interviewees all gave one
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hour or more to interviews in addition to completing the written

questionnaire.

Data Analysis

The survey was designed to examine efforts by schools to serve
at-risk students. Following current research on dropouts,
relationships were believed to exist among size, expenditure per
pupil, programs offered, and dropout rates. Statistical data
relating to school size, expenditure per pupil, and dropout rate
were obtained from Michigan Department of Education documents.
School districts were divided into categories, depending on their
size, expenditure per pupil, and dropout rates. In the statistical
analysis, comparisons were made among school districts of different
categories, and analyses were done relating to programs and options

provided by districts in different categories.

Closed-Ended Questions
Analyses that were used in answering each of the research
questions included frequencies and percentages, t-tests, analyses of
variance (ANOVA), and chi-square analysis, as described below.
an 1 1 distr

A. What programs or approaches are Michigan K-12 public
school districts currently providing in an effort to

reduce dropout rates among children at risk?

B. What programs or approaches would Michigan K-12 public
school districts most 1ike to offer?

C. What inhibiting factors are being experienced by the
526 Michigan K-12 public school districts?
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The major question of the study involved finding out what
efforts are currently being made by K-12 local school districts in
Michigan on dropout prevention and remediation. One yes/no option
was used to get an idea of whether or not the school district
provided the option. Two six-point Likert scales were used to
measure both the current and the desired emphasis each district
placed on each option or approach. The 30 programs or approaches
included on the questionnaire are shown in Table 3.1. In addition,
programs were divided into the following five categories:
Identification and Monitoring/Attendance
Curriculum Options
Vocational Options

Community Outreach/Involvement
Staff Development/Program Development

oQ0 o

Table 3.1.--Dropout-prevention programs and approaches.

A. Identification and Monitoring/Attendance

1. Early identification of children at risk.

2. Systematic planning and evaluation procedures to ensure
that educational progress of children at risk is monitored
and documented.

A pupil accounting system to monitor attendance and inform
parents DAILY about absences.

A designated school attendance officer in your district.
Innovative enforcement of school attendance policies.

A board-approved district attendance policy.

[ N3 w
o o o .

B. Curriculum Options

7. Remedial instruction in reading/math.
8. Alcohol and drug abuse program(s).

9. Individualized instruction.

10. School-age parent program.

11. Suicide-prevention program.

12. Alternative high school.
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Table 3.1.--Continued.

B. Curriculum Options (cont’d)

13.
14.

15.
16.

Alternative classroom(s)/day, after-school, or evening
classes/programs.

Integrated, multi-dimensional program for dropout preven-
tion/remediation.

A districtwide curriculum planning committee.

A districtwide developmental guidance and counseling
program.

C. Vocational Options

17.

18.
19.
20.
21.

Comprehensive vocational educational program(s) designed
to prepare students for employment.

Job Training Partnership Act Programs.

Job Placement Program(s).

Work Experience Program (e.g., cooperative education).
Community-based career education program.

D. Community Outreach/Involvement

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.

Systematic procedures for communication between school
staff and parents.

Community education awareness programs to generate sup-
port for the importance of school attendance and achieve-
ment.

Education programs for parents of children at risk.

A school/community/business children-at-risk advisory com-
mittee to plan and recommend programs for children at risk.
Joint school/business or school/community partnership pro-
gram(s) serving children at risk.

E. Staff Development/Program Development

27.
28.
29.

30.

Local staff development programs to enable school staff to
work more effectively with children at risk.

A designated children at risk district leader responsible
for coordinating children-at-risk programs.

Technical assistance from the Michigan Department of Educa-
tion in training school personnel, developing model pro-
grams, and providing materials and curriculum.

State and federal grants to your school district to develop
dropout -prevention programs.
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Frequencies and percentages were compiled showing the number
and percentage of districts offering each of the program options
(Table 3.2). Mean scores and standard deviations relating to
current efforts made by districts were computed for each program
category and for each program option separately. Mean scores and
standard deviations were also computed relating to desired efforts
made by school districts for each program option separately and in
each program category. Finally, mean scores and standard deviations
were computed relating to inhibiting factors affecting school
districts in each category.

D. In which program options are the greatest discrepancies
found between current efforts and desired efforts
toward meeting the needs of children at risk among
Michigan K-12 public school districts?

T-tests on means for current and desired effort were examined
to determine in which programs the greatest discrepancies existed
between current and desired emphasis. These are the programs to
which districts may want to consider giving more attention. For
example, in the Wisconsin survey (Fredisdorf, 1987), it was found
that most school districts had few programs involving collaboration
with business and the community, but these were programs that
schools considered to be most important. A comparatively large
discrepancy was also found for staff development.

Looking at these discrepancies can help planners determine
whether funded programs are meeting targeted needs and whether some

funding might be better used in other areas. It can also help

individual districts plan for future needs.
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Table 3.2.--Children-At-Risk survey summary.

No. of % of
Item Districts Districts
Providing Providing?

Early identification 355 71.9
Systematic planning and evaluation 265 54.3
Daily attendance monitoring 347 70.0
District attendance officer 235 47.4
Attendance policy enforcement 303 62.3
Board-approved attendance policy 438 88.7
Remedial instruction: math/reading 470 95.1
Substance abuse program 435 88.4
Individualized instruction 358 73.2
School-age-parent program 177 36.6
Suicide prevention 183 37.4
Alternative high school 227 45.8
Alternative programs 292 59.0
Multidimensional programs 99 20.2
Districtwide curriculum planning committee 403 81.4
Districtwide counseling program 231 46.8
Comprehensive vocational program 435 89.0
Job Training Partnership Act programs 313 64.7
Job-placement program 333 68.7
Work experience 409 83.8
Community-based career education 213 44.1
Staff/parent communication 442 89.7
Community education awareness 254 51.9
At-risk parent education 139 28.4
At-risk advisory committee 47 9.6
Joint school/business partnerships 7 14.5
Staff development for at-risk 251 51.0
At-risk coordinator 76 16.3
Michigan Department of Education assistance 61 12.5
State/federal dropout-prevention grants 96 19.6
rison i s

and those with low dropout rates.

A. What differences exist in current efforts between Mich-
igan K-12 public school districts with high dropout
rates and districts with Tow dropout rates?
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B. What differences exist in desired efforts between Mich-
igan K-12 public school districts with high dropout
rates and districts with low dropout rates?

T-tests were used to examine the differences between the mean
scores on current effort and desired effort relating to programs in
high-dropout districts and those in low-dropout districts. T-tests
were done by program category and by individual program. Spearman
correlation coefficients were also used to determine whether there
was a relationship between dropout rate and specific options.

Dropout rate was the rate reported for one year. Thus, a
district reporting a 6% dropout rate for the year 1985-1986 might
have had a dropout rate of 18% to 25% or more for a particular
cohort of students. High-dropout districts were defined as those
with a dropout rate of 5.1% or above (28.7% of the districts),
whereas low-dropout districts were those with a dropout rate of 2.1%
or below (about 26.7% of the districts). With a normal
distribution, this would eliminate approximately 38% of the
districts with a dropout rate closest to the mean. The actual
percentage of districts eliminated using this procedure was 42.6%.

The classification of districts was done somewhat arbitrarily.
Because the objective was to compare districts with distinctly
different dropout rates, it was decided that about one-fourth of the
lowest districts would be appropriate for the low-dropout-rate group
and about one-fourth of the highest districts should represent the
high-dropout-rate group. Also, it was thought that districts with a
dropout rate of 2.1% or below were doing very well in preventing

dropouts, whereas those with rates above 5% needed to improve.
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C. What differences exist in inhibiting factors related to
meeting the needs of children at risk between Michigan
K-12 public school districts with high dropout rates
and districts with low dropout rates?

T-tests were used to examine the differences between the mean
scores on inhibiting factors in the districts with high dropout
rates and those in districts with low dropout rates.

ion : C i istrict r i xpendi -

r 1, and dr

A. Do school districts in various size categories differ

with respect to:

1. current efforts?

2. desired efforts?

3. inhibiting factors?

B. Do school districts in various expenditure-per-pupil

categories differ with respect to:
1. current efforts?

2. desired efforts?

3. inhibiting factors?

To answer these questions, school districts were divided into
the following five categories according to size:

1. Districts with fewer than 1,000 students
2. Districts with 1,000 to 2,499 students
3. Districts with 2,500 to 9,999 students
4, Districts with 10,000 to 49,999 students
5. Districts with more than 49,999 students

Districts were divided into these size categories for several
reasons. First, the largest district, more than 50,000 students,
was considered to be different from other large districts and was
separated from them. Districts with 10,000 to 49,999 students were
in most instances urban districts. Those with fewer than 1,000

students were seen as most likely to demonstrate the benefits of



107

small size. Categories two and three were divided in an effort to
determine where the benefits of size diminish or stop.

Next, school districts were divided into the following three
categories according to expenditure per pupil:

1. Districts with expenditures per pupil of $1,992 to $2,800

2. Districts with expenditures per pupil between $2,801 and

3. B?Qza?cts with expenditures per pupil above $3,999

Districts were divided into expenditure per pupil categories
first by dividing the range by three. Then, because the top
category included too few districts, more were added and numbers
were rounded off. An effort was also made to ensure that "poor"
districts differed considerably from "rich" districts in their
expenditure per pupil.

ANOVA tests were done using mean scores for program categories
to examine the ways in which school districts in different size and
expenditure categories differed by program category in the programs
they used and preferred.

Chi-square tests were used in comparing schools in different
size and expenditure per pupil categories on specific program

options. ANOVAs were done to examine the inhibiting factors

district contact persons perceived as obstacles to further

improvement.
Section JV: Comparing districts in different categories
o size r r i d

A. Do smaller school districts in Michigan have Tlower
dropout rates than larger schools?



108

ANOVA was used to examine the way in which dropout rates
differed for schools in different size categories. School districts
were grouped into five categories by size (0-999, 1,000-2,499,
2,500-9,999, 10,000-49,999, and 49,999 and above). Chi-square tests
were also used in studying the relationship between these variables.

B. Do districts with larger expenditures per pupil have
Tower dropout rates?

ANOVA and chi-square were also used to examine the relationship
between financial support for students and dropout rates. Schools
were grouped into three categories according to their expenditure

per pupil ($1,992-$2,800, $2,801-$3,999, and $4,000 and above).

Open-Ende tion

Survey questions. Open-ended questions were asked on the
survey to gather respondents’ opinions about the children-at-risk
problem in their district and about what help they would like from
the Michigan Department of Education. The two open-ended questions
included on the survey were:

1. What circumstances unique to your school district or dis-
trict population do you think affect the dropout rate?

2. What information or assistance would you like to receive
from the Michigan Department of Education?

Interview questions. Interviews were conducted with educators
in various school districts to add to information obtained through
the questionnaires. The original questions designed for interviews
(Appendix D) proved in field testing to be too lengthy and detailed

for a half-hour to an hour interview session. Since most of the
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relevant information seemed to fit into the scope of three
questions, subsequent interviews focused on three topics. These
were:

1. What are you currently doing in your district that works
best for children at risk?

2. What are the most serious problems you face in attempting
to help children at risk?

3. If you could add one program or approach to what you are
currently doing, what would you choose to add?

Interviews were conducted to gather additional information
related to dropout-prevention programs in particular schools. For
the most part, these interviews were conducted with questionnaire
respondents, but some other educators were interviewed as well, to
obtain a broader point of view. Information gained from the
interviews was studied, and conclusions were written in narrative

form.

Summary

The purpose of this study was (a) to gather useful descriptive
information and data about the efforts Michigan K-12 public school
districts were making to serve children at risk, (b) to determine in
what areas they would most 1ike to be providing more programs, (c)
to assess the inhibiting factors that they saw as creating the major
obstacles in solving the dropout problem, and (d) to gather data
concerning information or assistance local districts need from the
Michigan Department of Education. This chapter included a
description of the design and methodology for this children-at-risk
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study, including research questions, instrumentation, data-

collection procedures, and schedule and procedures for analysis.



CHAPTER IV

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to present the data gathered
about dropout-prevention efforts in Michigan K-12 public school
districts. The first set of research questions relates to all 526
Michigan K-12 public school districts--what programs they are
currently offering, what programs they would like to offer,
inhibiting factors, and discrepancies between current emphasis and
desired emphasis. Other questions concern comparisons among
districts grouped by size, expenditure per pupil, and dropout rate.
A1l information is based on self-report. Of 526 districts surveyed,
497 or 94.7% of the districts returned completed written
questionnaires. For individual items, the number of respondents
varied somewhat. All data gathered in programs are based on the
title of the program alone; no information was gathered about the

extent, quality, or effectiveness of programs based on objective

assessment.
Research Questions and Findings
nl: Al ichi -1
Public School Districts

This section includes questions about programming in all school

districts throughout the state. It contains baseline data on what

111



112

programs exist, what emphasis is currently being placed on these
programs in each district, and what programs districts would most
l1ike to emphasize. The degree of stress of 15 inhibiting factors
was studied. Finally, by examining desired emphasis and the
discrepancy between current and desired emphasis, an attempt was
made to determine what programs respondents perceived to be most
needed.

Programs offered--num . The first research
question was:

What programs or approaches are Michigan K-12 public school

districts currently providing in an effort to reduce dropout

rates among children at risk?

Answering this question required identifying programs or approaches
serving children at risk that respondents perceived to exist in
their districts. In Table 4.1 the number and percentage of all
Michigan K-12 districts that offered particular programs are
displayed. Specific approaches most often used were school-based
programs that benefit all students--communication between staff and
parents, board-approved attendance policies, daily attendance
monitoring, individualized instruction, and district curriculum
planning committees.

Other frequently used options--early at-risk identification,
remedial instruction, substance-abuse programs, and comprehensive
vocational education--serve children at risk more directly. Four
out of five of the vocational options listed on the questionnaire

were provided in more than half of the districts. More than
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two-thirds of the districts used the first 11 options shown in Table
4.1.

Table 4.1.--Programs offered by reporting districts.

Percent of
Program Option Number of Districts
Districts Responding

Michigan Dept. of Education tech. assist. 61 12.
At-risk advisory committee 47 9.

Remedial instruction 470 95.1
Communication between staff and parents 442 89.7
Comprehensive vocational education 438 89.0
Board-approved attendance policy 435 88.7
Substance-abuse programs 435 88.4
Work experience 409 83.8
District curriculum planning committee 403 81.4
Individualized instruction 358 73.2
Early at-risk identification 355 71.9
Daily attendance monitoring 347 70.0
Job placement 333 68.7
Job Training Partnership Act 313 64.7
Attendance policy enforcement 303 62.3
Other alternative programs 292 59.0
Systematic planning and evaluation 265 54.3
Community awareness education 254 51.9
Staff development re: children at risk 251 51.0
District attendance officer 235 47 .4
District counseling program 231 46.8
Alternative high school 227 45.8
Community-based career education 213 44 .1
Suicide prevention 183 37.4
School-age-parent program 177 36.6
At-risk parent education 139 28.4
Multidimensional program 99 20.2
State/federal grants: dropout prevention 96 19.6
Designated at-risk coordinator 76 15.3
Joint school/business partnership 1A 14.5

5

6
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Options least frequently offered included many of those
specifically designed for children at risk, such as school-age-
parent programs, at-risk parent education, alternative high schools,
and suicide prevention. These options usually are not funded by
state or federal governments. Options designed to improve long-
range planning were also offered by fewer districts. These
approaches included systematic planning and evaluation, staff
development re: children at risk, at-risk advisory committee,
multidimensional programs, and a designated at-risk coordinator.
Also, few options were used that enlist the help of the community--
joint school/business partnerships, community-based career
education, and at-risk parent education. Little aid in terms of
technical assistance or funding seems to be available because fewer
than 20% of the districts reported having these options.
Programs most frequently offered by all Michigan districts usually
served all the students rather than focusing on children at risk.
The approaches designed for a specific population are very often
those that are heavily funded by state and federal grants.
Substance-abuse programs and vocational education options are
examples of this.

rams st - e is. Means for
current emphasis for specific programs reinforced the conclusion
that programs most heavily emphasized are those that provide direct
school-based services to children at risk. Mean values ranged from
0.0 to 6.0, with the greatest possible emphasis being 6.0 and the

lowest emphasis 0.0. The importance of attendance was reflected in
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the heavy stress on these options as three of the four--board
policy, daily monitoring, and enforcement--were among the top ten
options in degree of current emphasis. Efforts to correct academic
deficiencies were reflected in the emphasis on remedial instruction
and individualized instruction. The importance of communication
with parents and early identification of children at risk were also
reinforced by the current emphasis placed on these options by
districts.

Comprehensive vocational education and substance abuse also
received strong emphasis, reflecting the recognition of need to
broaden the curriculum in meeting students’ needs. However, with
these two options, particularly, the reader is reminded that program
definitions were not provided. Comprehensive vocational education
for those in this field is defined as "a program of 15 or more wage
earning Office of Education Occupational Programs" (Michigan
Department of Education, 1978). Since only 45% of the districts
reported providing a comprehensive vocational education program in
1978, it is possible that respondents to this survey who were not
vocational education specialists used a less rigorous definition in
recording responses.

Also, with respect to substance abuse, Michigan has adopted for
use in all schools a Michigan Health Model, which includes a
substance-abuse curriculum for all levels. Individual districts
vary considerably in the extent to which they provide instruction or

activities beyond this model.
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Finally, the degree of current emphasis illustrates again the
lack of options such as counseling, systematic planning and
evaluation, approaches for parent and community involvement, and
funding. Multidimensional programs that have been recommended by
research received little emphasis. Districts reported very little
emphasis on Michigan Department of Education technical assistance.
Means for current emphasis for each approach are listed in Table
4.2.

Upon examining the same data for desired emphasis, it became
clear that educators thought that many options that would prove
effective in reducing the dropout rate were not being provided in
their districts or were being provided at an inadequate level. The
next section includes these data and conclusions.

Programs desired. The second research question in Section I
was:

What programs or approaches would Michigan K-12 public school
districts most like to offer?

Means for "desired emphasis" were examined to determine what
respondents perceived to be the most needed programs. This
information can be helpful in setting priorities for planning. As
might be expected, the desired emphasis for all 30 programs was
high. Although the range of means for current emphasis was 2.970,
the range of means for desired emphasis was only 1.599.

The desired emphasis for each program option is shown in Table
4.3. Programs that districts would most like to offer (desired

emphasis) were often the same as those they were currently offering
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(current emphasis). The higher the mean value, the greater the

desired emphasis. The highest possible mean was 6.0.

Table 4.2.--Current emphasis for specific program options.

Program Option Current Emphasis
Board-approved attendance policy 4.765
Remedial instruction 4.692
Daily attendance monitoring 4.345
District curriculum planning committee 4.273
Comprehensive vocational programs 4.268
Communication between staff/parents 4.246
Substance abuse 4.129
Attendance policy enforcement 3.983
Work experience programs 3.868
Early at-risk identification 3.653
Individualized instruction 3.598
Job placement 3.445
Job Training Partnership Act 3.430
Other alternative programs 3.330
District counseling programs 3.302
District attendance officer 2.258
Community awareness education 3.225
Systematic planning and evaluation 3.168
Alternative high school 3.123
Community-based career education 2.893
Suicide prevention 2.876
Staff development re: children at risk 2.852
School-age-parent program 2.671
Multidimensional programs 2.364
At-risk parent education 2.280
State/federal grants for dropout prevention 2.214
Designated at-risk coordinator 2.001
Joint school/business partnership 1.951
At-risk advisory committee 1.808
Michigan Dept. of Education tech. assistance 1.795




Table 4.3.--Programs most desired by reporting districts.
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Rank Program Option Mean
1 Remedial instruction: reading/math 5.430
2 Communication between staff and parents 5.271
3 Early at-risk identification 5.218
4 Board-approved attendance policy 5.212
5 Substance-abuse programs 5.206
6 District curriculum planning committee 5.245
7 Daily attendance monitoring 5.114
8 Systematic planning and evaluation 5.087
9 District counseling programs 5.083

10 Comprehensive vocational programs 5.072
N Attendance policy enforcement 4.808
12 Staff development re: children at risk 4.782
13 Individualized instruction 4.749
14 Community awareness education 4.718
15 At-risk parent education 4.636
16 Work experience programs 4,538
17 Job placement 4.414
18 State/federal dropout-prevention grants 4.360
19 Suicide prevention 4.347
20 Alternative high school 4.288
21 Other alternative programs 4.263
22 Job Training Partnership Act 4.186
23 District attendance officer 4.183
24 Multidimensional programs 4.133
25 Community-based career education 4.126
26 Designated at-risk coordinator 3.998
27 Michigan Dept. of Education tech. assistance 3.918
28 Joint school/business partnership 3.902
29 School-age-parent program 3.792
30 At-risk advisory committee 3.756

were being provided by 70% or more of the districts.

desired were largely school-based programs,

Of the top ten programs on the "desired emphasis" list, eight
Programs most

such as remedial

instruction and substance-abuse programs, which provide direct

services to all students.

placed third on this 1list,

However, early at-risk identification

reflecting concern about meeting the
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needs of these students. Also, some options that had a high
"desired emphasis" were not being offered by a high percentage of

districts (see Table 4.4).

Table 4.4.--Desired emphasis for specific program options.

Percent of
Program Option Desired Districts
Emphasis Offering

District counseling programs 5.083 46.8
Systematic planning and evaluation 5.087 54.3
Staff development 4.782 51.0
Community awareness education 4.718 51.9
At-risk parent education 4.646 28.4

nhibiting factors. The third research question in Section I
was:

What inhibiting factors are being experienced by the 526
Michigan K-12 public school districts?

Means relating to inhibiting factors for all Michigan K-12
public school districts indicated that the major obstacles to
serving children at risk were primarily problems with families and
lack of funds. Family problems were cited in three of the top five
inhibiting factors. Funding was the second most serious inhibiting
factor according to respondents. Failure of legal remedies for
keeping students in school (ineffective prosecution and ineffective
truancy laws) also appeared to be a problem in many districts.

Respondents also found establishing school/family links to be a
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serious problem. Coordination with the community-at-large, while a
concern, was considered to be less problematical. Concern about
teaching techniques and curriculum offerings was relatively low.
The inhibiting factors in order of strength are presented in Table

4.5.

Table 4.5.--Inhibiting factors as reported by respondents.

Rank Inhibiting Factor Strength
1 Unstable family situation 5.246
2 Insufficient funding 5.123
3 Lack of parental interest 4.818
4 Low parental expectations 4.458
5 Ineffective prosecution 4.079
6 Difficulty of establishing school/family links 3.785
7 Lack of school/business/comm. coordination 3.769
8 Ineffective truancy laws 3.761
9 Lack of curriculum options 3.545
10 Inappropriate instructional techniques 3.492
11 Low teacher expectations 3.413
12 Insufficient evaluation tools 3.260
13 Teacher burnout 3.091
14 Lack of law-enforcement support 2.842
15 Lack of social services cooperation 2.820

repanci ee i f n rren fort. The

fourth question in Section I was:
In which program options are the greatest discrepancies found
between current efforts and desired efforts toward meeting the
needs of children at risk among Michigan K-12 public school
districts?
T-tests were done to show differences between current emphasis
and desired emphasis. Discrepancies between means for "current

emphasis" and "desired emphasis" help to suggest programs where more
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work needs to be done. Discrepancies were significant for all
program categories. This was shown by the p-value of .000. By
category, vocational programs had the lowest discrepancy (1.03) of
any program group. Discrepancies for community outreach/involvement
and staff and program development were the largest, suggesting that
programs in these categories were most needed by all districts.
Discrepancies between current and desired emphasis by program

category are shown in Table 4.6.

Table 4.6.--Discrepancies between current and desired emphasis by
program category.

Current Desired Discrep- p-
Program Category Emphasis  Emphasis ancy Value
Vocational options 3.20 4.24 1.03 .000*
Identification and
monitoring 3.40 4.68 1.28 .000*
Curriculum options 2.98 4.37 1.38 .000*
Community outreach/
involvement 2.31 4.20 1.89 .000*
Staff and program
development 2.00 4.10 2.10 .000*

*Difference between means was significant at alpha < .05.

With respect to specific programs or approaches, programs with
the greatest discrepancies between means for current and desired
emphasis are shown in Tables 4.7 and 4.8. T-tests done on specific
program options showed that discrepancies were all significant at

the .000 level.
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Table 4.7.--Discrepancies between means for current and desired
emphasis: all school districts.

Current Desired Discrep- p-
Program Option Emphasis Emphasis ancy Value

Early at-risk identi-

fication 3.672 5.218 1.546 .000*
Systematic planning and

evaluation 3.190 5.089 1.897 .000*
Daily attendance moni-

toring 4.361 5.114 .753 .000*
District attendance

officer 3.280 4.183 .903 .000*
Attendance policy

enforcement 3.988 4.808 .820 .000*
Board-approved attend-

ance policy 4.778 5.212 .434 .000*
Remedial instruction:

reading/math 4.693 5.430 737 .000*
Substance-abuse programs 4.139 5.206 1.067 .000*
Individualized instruc-

tion 3.595 4.749 1.154 .000*
School-age-parent program 2.676 3.792 1.116 .000*
Suicide prevention 2.879 4.347 1.468 .000*
Alternative high school 3.122 4.288 1.166 .000*
Other alternative pro-

grams 3.336 4.263 .927 .000*
Multidimensional programs 2.369 4.133 1.773 .000*
District curriculum plan-

ning committee 4.270 5.245 .975 .000*
District counseling

program 3.308 5.083 1.775 .000*
Comprehensive vocational

program 4.268 5.072 .804 .000*
Job Training Partnership

Act 3.434 4.186 .734 .000*
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Table 4.7.--Continued.

Current Desired Discrep- p-
Program Option Emphasis  Emphasis ancy Value

Job placement program 3.450 4.414 .964 .000*
Work experience program 3.860 4.538 .678 .000*
Community-based career

education 2.902 4.126 1.224 .000*
Communication between

staff/parents 4,252 5.271 1.019 .000*
Community awareness

education 3.240 4.718 1.478 .000*
At-risk parent education 2.291 4.636 2.345 .000*
At-risk advisory committee 1.807 3.756 1.949 .000*
Joint school/business

partnership 1.960 3.902 1.942 .000*
Staff development re:

children at risk 2.659 4.782 1.923 .000*
Designated at-risk

coordinator 2.031 3.998 1.967 .000*
Michigan Department of

Education tech. assist. 1.794 3.918 2.124 .000*
State/federal dropout-

prevention grants 2.2 4.360 2.149 .000*

*Significant at alpha < .05.
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Table 4.8.--Ranking of discrepancies between means.

Discrep.

Rank Program Option Between
Means

1 At-risk parent education 2.345
2 State/federal grants for dropout prevention 2.149
3 Michigan Dept. of Education technical assist. 2.124
4 Designated at-risk coordinator 1.967
5 At-risk advisory committee 1.949
6 Joint school/business advisory committee 1.942
7 Staff development re: children at risk 1.923
8 Systematic planning and evaluation 1.897
9 District counseling programs 1.775
10 Multidimensional programs 1.773
11 Early at-risk identification 1.546
12 Community awareness education 1.478
13 Suicide prevention 1.468
14 Community-based career education 1.224
15 Alternative high school 1.166
16 Individualized instruction 1.154
17 School-age-parent program 1.116
18 Substance-abuse programs 1.067
19 Communication between staff/parents 1.019
20 District curriculum planning committee .975
21 Job placement program .964
22 Other alternative programs .927
23 District attendance officer .903
24 Attendance policy enforcement .820
25 Comprehensive vocational education .804
26 Daily attendance monitoring .753
27 Remedial instruction 737
28 Job Training Partnership Act .734
29 Work experience program .678
30 Board-approved attendance policy .434

Note: A1l discrepancies were significantly different at alpha <
.05, as shown in Table 4.4.
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Program options designed specifically for at-risk students
were most often those that had the largest discrepancies between
means for current and desired emphasis. Education for parents of
at-risk students showed the largest discrepancy between "what is"
and "what ought to be," followed by the need for state and federal
dropout-prevention grants and technical assistance from the Michigan
Department of Education. Discrepancies were also high for planning
and for people committed to helping children at risk: at-risk
coordinator, at-risk advisory committee, joint school/business
partnership, and systematic planning and evaluation. Staff
development, early at-risk identification, multidimensional
programs, and community awareness education were also seen as high
priorities based on discrepancies. Discrepancies were still
significant, but relatively low, for attendance options and most
vocational options.

Desired emphasis and discrepancies combined. Looking at
"desired emphasis" in combination with discrepancies helps to sort
out which programs were considered by Michigan school personnel to
be important to dropout prevention and, at the same time, were not
being offered at a desirable level. Means for desired emphasis and
discrepancies were combined in two ways. First, Table 4.9 shows the
ranking of programs derived by multiplying the means for desired
emphasis (with a weight of 1.5 to emphasize programs most desired)
by the means for discrepancies between current and desired emphasis.
This was done to place the greatest emphasis on programs respondents

considered to be most important to dropout prevention. The weight
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of "desired emphasis" was thus greater than that for discrepancies.
Table 4.10 shows the ranking of program options when means for
desired emphasis and discrepancies were multiplied, but each was
given equal weight. The "equal weight" method was used to determine
if the listing of "most needed" programs would be different when
"desired effort" and discrepancies were weighted equally. In both
instances, it is clear that nearly all "most needed" programs were
the same, and that these programs were most often in categories 4
and 5--community outreach/involvement and staff and program

development.

Table 4.9.--Programs most needed, based on desired emphasis (1.5)
multiplied by discrepancies between means.

1.5 Desired Emphasis

Program Option x Discrepancy

1. Systematic planning and evaluation 14.480
2. State/federal grants for dropout

prevention 14.054

3. Staff development re: children at risk 13.793

4. District counseling program 13.533
5. Michigan Department of Education

assistance 12.482

6. Early at-risk identification 12.100

7. At-risk coordinator 11.796

8. Joint school/business partnership 11.366

9. Multidimensional programs 10.991

10. At-risk advisory committee 10.980

11. At-risk parent <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>