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Don’t Call Them Dropouts

Understanding the Experiences of Young People
Who Leave High School Before Graduation

The Situation

* Approximately one-fifth of young people
who begin 9th grade do not complete high
school on time ,if ever.

* Young people who don’t finish high school
have few avenues for sharing their stories
with adults, school professionals,
community leaders, and policymakers.
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Why the research was conducted

* The goal of this report was to raise up the
voices of young people who have not
graduated from high school so that we all gain
a deeper understanding of the challenges and
choices they face.
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Critical Questions

* What do young people say about why they leave high
school before graduating? What circumstances
surrounded the decision to leave?

* What were students’ lives like when they left school,
and what effects has that decision had on them and on
their families?

* Why do young people say they came back to school?

* What opportunities do young people have to re-engage
after leaving school, and what barriers do they
encounter along the way?
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Four Primary Findings

* Both disengaging from and re-engaging with school
result from clusters of factors.

* Young people who stop going to school are likely to
be navigating home, school, or neighborhood
environments that they experience as toxic.

e Connectedness to others is a high priority for young
people who interrupted their high school education

* Non graduates Bounce Back, and Need More
Support to “Reach Up”
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@ Multiple Factors Lead to Leaving School

* In 11 out of 16 cities, group interview
participants said financial uncertainty or
money was among the circumstances that
influenced their decision to leave school.

* Others include connections to parents, peers,
and professionals; to stable places, including
housing; and to school policies that make
sense for their lives.
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© Multiple Factors Lead to Leaving School

* Approximately 1 in 7 of the interrupted
enrollment respondents reported being bored,
disengaged while at school, and failing.
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Accumulation of risk factors

* Frequent moves (house to house/ school to
school), foster care or homeless

* Parent in jail

* School policies, mentioned in 12 out of the 16
communities, emerged as another factor in
how interview participants approached
school.
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Unexpected Emphases

* Family member health issues

* Unhealthy intimate relationships, gang
memberships

* Lack of shared communication with adults

¢ School policies that impeded their efforts to
stay engaged
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@ Non graduates Are Growing Up in Toxic
Environments

* Exposure to toxic environments can lead to toxic
stress.

Toxic stress has been found to have substantial,
detrimental effects on the brain architecture of
young children, the health and wellness of
children and youth, and the ability of children and
youth to effectively cope with future stressful
events.
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Non graduates Are Growing Up in Toxic
Environments

« Family violence and abuse
* School safety

* Neighborhood violence

* Family health challenges

* Unsupportive or unresponsive school
policies.
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Interrupted Enrollment Risk Factors
Reported by Respondents
* 87% = Homelessness
* 79% = Incarcerated Parent
* 50% = Moving Homes
* 50% = Changing Schools
¢ 11% = Foster Care

Giving extra support to students in these
circumstances could build on their strengths in ways
that help them stay in or return to school.
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©® Connectedness to others Matter
( risk and protective factor)

* Across all 16 group interview cities, young
people mention support and guidance from
adults as a factor that influences their
decisions about school. “Absent family” and
“adults in school” (versus adults generally)
came up in 14 of the 16 group interview cities.
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Connectedness to others Matter
( risk and protective factor)

* Parents left young people “against their will” in
10 of the cities due to incarceration.

* Survey data confirms that this situation has a
strong impact on school completion; when
comparing interrupted-enrollment with
continuous-enrollment respondents, parental
incarceration was associated with a 79% greater
likelihood of leaving school.
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Connectedness to others Matter

( risk and protective factor)

Non graduates interviewed reported fulfilling the
their desire for caring relationships in their lives with
actions that provided them with a sense of
connection and support.
The choices that the interview participants made
were often negative — joining gangs, selling drugs,
or bringing a weapon to school. However, at that
time and place, these choices made sense because
they filled crucial needs.
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Connectedness to others Matter
( risk and protective factor)

¢ Across all 16 group interview cities, young people

mention support and guidance from adults as a
factor that influences their decisions about
school. “Absent family” and “adults in school”
(versus adults generally) came up in 14 of the 16
group interview cities.

* For the most part, the young people felt they

were without anyone to set them on a path to
success.
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@ Non graduates Bounce Back, and Need More
Support to Reach Up

e 41% of survey respondents who reengaged cite
“someone encouraged me.”

¢ Those who reported that they had a teacher who
cared about them were 45% less likely to leave school.

¢ Participating in after school activities, and thus having
the support of youth development workers, was
related to a 67% lower likelihood of leaving school,
consistent with previous research on the benefits of
afterschool activity participation.
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Non graduates Bounce Back, and Need More
Support to Reach Up

Despite their many strengths, the young
people we interviewed could not reach
beyond immediate needs without additional
support from both caring adults and
connected institutions in their communities.
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Non graduates Bounce Back, and Need More
Support to Reach Up

All but 36% of the interrupted enrollment survey
respondents had completed high school; 18% had
completed at least some post-secondary
education.

Almost half were employed either full — or part-
time. Of those who were not employed, 23%
were in school. In the context of the adverse life
events evident in the quantitative and qualitative
data, these achievements demonstrate enormous
strength and resilience.
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Conclusions

Students who leave school before graduating
are stronger than popular opinion and
current research literature describe. These
strengths could, with the right supports,
allow them to stay in school; and these
abilities do, ultimately, help many to re-
engage
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Conclusions

* Students who leave school before graduating
are often struggling with overwhelming life
circumstances that push school attendance
far down their priority lists.
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Conclusions

* Young people who leave high school need
fewer easy exits from the classroom and
more easy on-ramps back into education.

* Young people who leave high school
emphasize how much peers, parents, and
other adults matter.

* Everyone in a young person’s life and
community can do something to help.

Discussion: Your Turn

* Next we will discuss the recommendations
provided by the authors of this report.
— Read the recommendation

— Think about some examples of how this
recommendation might be carried out in your
school

— Share two examples with the group
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Recommendations

* Take time to understand the circumstances
affecting young people who have already
stopped attending school or who have
recently re-engaged after interrupting their
education

— Suggestions:

R

Recommendations

* Create a cadre of community navigators to
help students stay in school.
— Suggestions:
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Recommendation #

* Surround the highest-need young people
with extra supports.

— Suggestions:
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Recommendations

* Place young people in central roles in
designing and implementing solutions that
will work for their peers.

— Suggestions:
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Concluding Remarks

While this study illuminates the family, social, and
financial pressures that may cause a young person
to stop school, this study also emphasizes the
resilience and determination shared by these
students as they work to overcome extraordinarily
difficult life circumstances.

¢ Their persistence in the face of many setbacks
should encourage us that, if we continue to listen
to their voices and work to put the right supports in
place, we can help even more young people stay in
school and on track to a successful future and help
those who have left school return to graduate.
®
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National Technical Assistance Center on Transition

Thank You
Contact
Email: Ibost8@uncc.edu

Visit our website : www.transitionta.org
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