
Transforming Pathways for Youth with Disabilities

Dropout to Graduation 
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Introduction – Transforming PathwaysDropping out of school has been a prominent national issue for the last two decades.School completion has become a high-stakes concern for both schools and districts.Close to 30% of students who enter High School this year will not graduate in four years and half of all African American and Latino students will not graduate in 4 years We know that students with disabilities are at an even greater risk of dropping out of school as compared to their peers.  About 28% of all students with disabilities drop out of school each year. What we know In order speak definitively about solutions we must first put dropout in context. We know from literature and research that school dropout is not an isolated event,  and that it follows a predictable pathway that begins as early as elementary school. There are warning signs and critical points along the way for students that with foresight and proper programs and supports can have alterable outcomes. Let’s discuss the pathway more closely in the following presentation. 



Predictable Pathway

In Context

• One high school 
student  drops out 
every 26 seconds

• On average, youth 
with disabilities drop 
out at significantly 
higher rates than 
youth without 
disabilities

• Youth with learning 
disabilities and 
emotional 
disturbances are at 
greater risk of 
dropping out of 
school as compared 
to their peers

Dropout 
of School

Stay in 
School
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Predictable Pathway of High School DropoutDropping out is never an obvious choice, neither is it an isolated event. Research tells us that high school dropout follows a predictable pathway that often begins in elementary school with: students showing signs of aggression toward their teachers attendance issues in the third gradeperformance issues throughout the elementary years resulting in repeated retentions in grades K-4th.Some prominent indicators of dropping out of school in the Middle and High School years involve:behavioral issues, failure of core subjects, poor attendance and repeated retentionsMoving into high school it would seem that a primary indicator of dropout would stem from performance problems occurring in the ninth grade culminating in failure to attain sufficient credits in grades 11 and 12 that results in dropout.In the next slides we’ll view these predictors more in-depth.



What’s Astounding

Elementary Years

• Difference exist 
between graduates 
and dropouts as 
early as Kindergarten

• Researchers have 
identified signs of 
leaving as early as 
first grade

• Early signs of 
Aggression may 
suggest problems 
later on
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What’s  AstoundingAs early as grade K, differences exist between graduates and dropouts. Dropouts appear to exhibit differential capabilities in comparison with graduates as early as kindergarten (e.g., academic deficits, absenteeism at critical stages, and academic retention). What’s astounding is that early signs of aggression by students in the elementary years may suggest problems later on. Researchers have identified signs of leaving and being able to predict dropout as early as first grade through those students who rated highly aggressive by their first grade teachersElevated dropout rates reported among children who were rated as highly aggressive by their1st grade teachers (Ensminger & Slusarcick, 1992).



Moving to Third Grade

Elementary Years

• Dropouts can be 
distinguished from 
graduates with a 
66% accuracy using 
attendance rates 
alone
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Moving To Third Grade Even more startling is that dropouts can be distinguished from graduates with 66% accuracy by the third grade using attendance rates.



Effects of Retention 

Elementary Years

• Students held back as 
early as K– 4th grade 
are five times more 
likely to dropout

Warning

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Effects of Retention – Elementary YearsIt comes as no surprise that students who repeated a grade as early as Kindergarten thru 4th grade were 5 times more likely to drop out of school*Retention is a clear warning sign that a student is having difficulty and that it is time to intervene. Even intervention as early as preschool when risk indicators occur can have promising outcomes.3. *Kaufman & Bradby, 1992).



Middle School Predictors

Middle School Years

Predictors of Dropout

• Poor Attendance

• Poor Behavior

• Failing Math

• Failing English
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Middle School PredictorsIdentification of dropouts can be accomplished with reasonable accuracy based on review of school performance (behavior, attendance, academics) during the elementary years (Barrington & Hendricks, 1989) .Unfortunately, some students will dropout as early as middle school. The four strongest predictors for students which determine dropout  by the end of sixth grade are:1. Poor attendance2. Poor behavior3. Failing Math4. Failing English4. Belfonz on time graduation(*Befanz & Herzog, 2005:2006)



School Attendance

Middle School Years

• Students must be 
present and engaged 
in order to learn

• Only 14% of 
students who attend 
school regularly will 
graduate on time 
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Poor AttendanceStudents have to be present and engaged in order to learn. That is why the discovery that thousands of our youngest students are academically at-risk because of extended absences when they first embark upon their school careers is as remarkable as it is consequential.Sixth graders who do not attend school regularly, are setting the stage for dropping out later on in their school careers. Only 14% of students who do not attend school regularly will graduate on time or graduate a year later. 



Bad Attitude Equals Bad News

Middle School Years

• Students with bad 
behavior records have 
a 17% chance of 
graduating on time

• Low or failing marks in 
discipline or behavior 
are primary indicators 
of dropouts.
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Bad School Attitude Equals Bad NewsThe school environment must support appropriate social behavior.  Behavior is functionally related to the instructional environment.     In middle grades, students generally show either poor academic performance OR lack of engagement, but not both at the same time. Low or failing marks in discipline or behavior including repeated suspensions or expulsions  are primary indicators of dropouts. Exposure to exclusionary discipline has been shown not to improve school outcomes, but in fact to be associated with higher rates of school dropout. Punishing problem behaviors (without a proactive support system) is associated with increases in (a) aggression, (b) vandalism, (c) truancy, and (d) dropping out. 5.  Students with bad behavior records have a 17% change of graduation on time



Failing English and Math

Middle School Years

• Sixth graders who 
fail English or Math 
have  a 10% chance 
of graduating on time 
or a 20% chance of 
graduating late
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Failing Math and EnglishSixth graders who do not attend school regularly, receive poor behavior marks, fail English or Math and have a:10% chance of graduating on timeor20% chance of graduating a year late.6. (Balfanz & Herzog, 2005; 2006)



Effects of Retention

Middle School Years

• Students who repeat 
middle school are 11 
times more likely to 
dropout

Critical
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Effects of RetentionBeing held back is a critical step in the wrong direction for middle school students about to enter into high school. Down the road,  the transition between middle school and high school becomes even more challenging and harder to catch up academically and fit in socially. This is definitely a turning point where intervention is necessary to give a student a chance to complete high school, the risk of not graduating is high at this stage. Students who repeated middle school grades are 11 times more likely to dropout than students who had not repeated A student who is retained two grades increases their risk of dropping out of high school by 90% (Roderick, 1995). 



Moving Into High School

High School Years

Predictors of Dropout

• 9th Grade Retention
• Too many absences
• Insufficient credits
• Failing core subjects
• Low scores on 
assessment tests

• Disengagement in 
school
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Moving Into High SchoolThe ninth grade is often the make it or break it year when students get on or off the right track for succeeding in High School.Not surprisingly, more students fail ninth grade than any other high school grade. Consequentially, a disproportionate number of students held back in 9th grade drop out (Herlihy, 2007) Source - Approaches to Drop Prevention: Heeding Early Warning Signs with Appropriate Interventions. www.betterhighschools.org



Ninth Grade the Make or Break Year

High School Years

• Students who fail the 
ninth grade more 
than once only have 
a 50/50 chance of 
graduation

Hot
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Ninth Grade the Make or Break YearWhich makes the number one predictor of dropping out of high school 9th grade retention. Creating what is known as the “Freshmore”, students who have repeated the ninth grade more than once and should be in the sophomore classStudents who enter ninth grade two or more grade levels behind their peers have only a 50/50 chance of being promoted to the tenth grade on timeThe biggest fall off for students is between ninth and tenth grade making this time a hot zone and a caution to students, teachers, advocates, service providers and parents that there is a problem and that dropping out of school altogether could occur.



A Discouraging Trend

High School Years

Emerging Trends in 
grades 11 and 12 that 
lead to dropping out

• Loss of credits
• Disciplinary action
• Low scores on High 
Stakes Testing
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A Discouraging TrendWhat’s even more discouraging, is an emerging trend of increased academic disengagement resulting in greater dropout rates among students in the 11th and 12 grades. A snowball effect of insufficient course accrual combined with the inability to pass assessment or graduation test lowers the probability of completing school on time.Loss of Credit in core subjects Algebra, English, History, ScienceDisciplinary problems such as: office referrals, in school suspensions suspension, expulsion,  Low scores on high stakes testing such as end of course tests,	 state assessment, graduation tests



Dropout

High School Years

Dropping out:

• Is complex

• Does not happen 
overnight

• Poses an even 
greater risk for 
students with 
disabilities

• Is predictable

• Does not have to be 
the final verdict for 
at-risk students.
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Dropping OutDropping out is complex- there is no one solution – the costs are substantialWe know that dropout does not occur overnight and that students with disabilities are at a higher risk of dropping out of school and falling through the cracks. The key is to identify and address risk factors as they occur in a students early school career. Dropping out does not have to be the final verdict for at risk students. It is never too late to recover a student who has exited school informally.  Case management type services should be provided and their re-entry should be celebrated. Students should be introduced to an alternative path, if it is there only option to positive post school outcomes.



Keeping Students on the Graduation 
Path

Actions We Can Take

• Increase school 
attendance

• Teach Problem Solving 
and appropriate social 
skills

• Provide effective 
instruction to teach 
career and academic 
skills
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Keeping students on the graduation pathWe know from experience and research that students need constant, ongoing support to get back and stay on the graduation path. Parents also need information and supports to help their children stay on track and graduate. There is no “quick cure” or vaccination. Attendance, behavior and course-performance (the ABCs of dropout prevention) are the first symptoms of trouble that we are able to influence, and we should concentrate our first efforts there. Focus on : Increase school attendance - Students with challenging behaviors need pro-active comprehensive and consistent systems of support. Teach Problem Solving and appropriate social skillsProvide effective instruction to teach career and academic skills



Diagnostic Interventions

Actions We can Take

• Develop early warning 
systems

- Identify students at 
risk of dropping out.

- Identify incoming 
students  with 
histories of multiple 
risk indicators

• Monitor students sense 
of engagement

• Collect and document 
accurate information on 
student withdrawals
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Diagnostic InterventionsEstablish systems for routine monitoring of students who dropout and that help to identify individual students at risk of dropping out.Monitor the academic and social performance of  these students continually.Use longitudinal, student level data to get an accurate read on graduation and dropout rates.Review student level data to identify students at risk of dropping out.Use data to identify incoming students  who are at risk with histories of academic problems, truancy, behavior problems, and retentionMonitor students sense of engagement and belonging in school.Collect and document accurate information on student withdrawals.



Create a Supportive School Climate

Actions We Can Take

• High expectations for 
learning and support 
for all students

• Caring and supportive 
teachers

• Positive adult-adult 
relationships 
between/among 
teachers, staff, and 
administrators

• Students feel safe and 
are actively involved in 
co-curricula and extra-
curricula activities
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Create a Supportive School Climate:Create a supportive school climate for students  is a key practice in helping to prevent youth from dropping out of high school. A supportive school climate is one that: Sets high expectations for learning and support for all studentsFosters caring and supportive teachersEncourages positive adult relationships between/among teachers, staff, and students and administratorsAllows  students to feel safe and actively involved in co-curricula and extra-curricula activities



Assign Caring Adult Advocates

Actions We Can Take

Programs don’t change 
kids-relationships do. 
Every child needs one 
adult who’s irrationally 
committed to his or her 
future”

Bill Milliken (2007)- The Last 
Dropout
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Assign Caring Adult AdvocatesYouth need adults who care in order to be successful in school. Students who have ongoing relationships with adults feel a greater sense of school membership, attachment, and involvement.  Assign adult advocates to students at risk Purposefully match students with advocates Keep caseloads low Meet with youth at designated times Select adults who are committed to investing in the students’ personal and academic success Programs don’t change kids-relationships do. Every child needs one adult who’s irrationally committed to his or her future”Bill Milliken (2007)- The Last Dropout



Encourage Parental Involvement

Actions We Can Take
Encourage parental 
involvement by:

• Offering a wide variety 
of ways to participate

• Supporting family 
participation in any 
school or community 
opportunity 

• Accounting for cultural 
and individual 
differences 

• Enabling participation 
for all who want to 
contribute, regardless 
of skill level

• Providing support to 
improve participation 
skills. 
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Encourage Parental  InvolvementParents exert a powerful influence over whether their adolescent children finishes high school. Parent/Family Engagement is just as important as student engagement. The most accurate predictor of a student’s school achievement is the extent to which his/her family encourages learning.  Middle and high school students whose parents remain involved tend to: (a) have a positive attitude about school; (b) earn higher grades; (c) score higher on standardized tests; and (d) graduate from high school. Higher rates of school completion are associated with parents’ expectations that children will go on to postsecondary school and greater family involvement at school.On a practical level, “involvement” often means getting families to participate in an activity with their children at school or in the community. However, due to the wide range of barriers and individual differences, schools and communities should allow for and promote participation in various ways, at different levels of commitment, and at different frequencies. Encourage Parental involvement by:  Offering a wide variety of ways to participate  Supporting family participation in any school or community opportunity   Accounting for cultural and individual differences   Enabling participation for all who want to contribute, regardless of skill level  Providing support to improve participation skills. 



Graduate, Yes We Can!

Final Thoughts

• Intervene early and 
often

• Concentrate on first 
symptoms of 
dropping out

• Use proven Practices

• Consider graduation 
as the only acceptable 
outcome!!
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Graduate, Yes We CanIf we engage students on all levels with school and learning, monitor student performance, follow-up with students and families when warning signs of disengagement emerge, and focus on successful school completion for all students, it is possible to positively influence students toward the successful completion of high school. Final ThoughtsIntervene early and oftenConcentrate on first symptoms of dropping outUse proven Practices
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