UNDERLYING CAUSES OF HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT 

This paper provides a brief overview of the major underlying causes of high school dropout and its consequences.  The subject is directly related to two benchmarks being addressed by many of Georgia’s county collaboratives:  “Increase the percentage of students who graduate from school on time” and “Reduce the percentage of students absent 10 days or more from school annually.”  The hope is that by understanding the underlying root causes of high school dropout – and its key components  - a collaborative can examine relevant data for their local community and develop a comprehensive strategy that produces results.

What Are the Characteristics of Students Who Drop Out?_______________

Socioeconomic Background.  National data show that students from low-income families are 2.4 times more likely to drop out of school than are children from middle-income families, and 10.5 times more likely than students from high-income families. (3)

Disabilities.  Students with disabilities are also more likely to drop out.  The National Transition Study estimates that as many as 36.4% of disabled youth drop out of school before completing a diploma or certificate. (4)

Race-ethnicity.  Hispanics and African Americans are at greater risk of dropping out than whites, with Hispanics at a greater risk of dropping out than either white or African American students. Nearly 40% of Hispanics who drop out do so before the eighth grade. (1, 2)

Academic Factors.  National research also indicates that academic factors are clearly related to dropping out.  Students who receive poor grades, who repeat a grade, or who are overage for their class are more likely to drop out.  (2)

Absenteeism. Students who have poor attendance for reasons other than illness are also more likely to drop out. Clearly, students who miss school fall behind their peers in the classroom.  This, in turn, leads to low self-esteem and increases the likelihood that at-risk students will drop out of school. (2) 

Occupational Aspirations.  Young people’s perceptions of the economic opportunities available to them also play a role in their decision to drop out or stay in school. Dropouts often have lower occupational aspirations than their peers.  (2, 4)

Six Predictive Factors.  The following individual-level factors are all strongly predictive of dropping out of high school:

· Grade retention (being held back to repeat a grade)

· Poor academic performance

· Moves during high school

· High absenteeism

· Misbehavior

· The student’s feeling that no adult in the school cares about his or her welfare. (4)

What Reasons Do Young People Give for Dropping Out?________________

According to a National Longitudinal Study conducted by the U.S. Department of Education Statistics (3), here is a summary of the key reasons why 8th to 10th grade students dropped out:

School related:

· Did not like school (51%)

· Could not get along with teachers (35.0%)

· Was failing school (39.9%)

Job related:

· Couldn’t work and go to school at the same time (14.1%)

· Had to get a job (15.3%)

· Found a job (15.3%)

Family related:

· Was pregnant (51.0%)

· Became parent (13.6%)

· Got married (13.1%) 

What are the Consequences of Dropping Out of School?________________

In recent years, advances in technology have fueled the demand for a highly skilled labor force, transforming a high school education into a minimum requirement for entry into the labor market.

Because high school completion has become a basic prerequisite for many entry-level jobs, as well as higher education, the economic consequences of leaving high school without a diploma are severe. (1)

Earnings Potential. On average, dropouts are more likely to be unemployed than high school graduates and to earn less money when they eventually secure work. Employed dropouts in a variety of studies reported working at unskilled jobs or at low-paying service occupations offering little opportunity for upward mobility. (1,2)  Dropping out and severely impairing a young person’s job prospects and earnings potential, in turn, causes other secondary, indirect problems:

· Public Assistance. High school dropouts are also more likely to receive public assistance than high school graduates who do not go on to college. In fact, one national study noted that dropouts comprise nearly half of the heads of households on welfare. (1,2)

· Single Parents. This increased reliance on public assistance is likely due, at least in part, to the fact that young women who drop out of school are more likely to have children at younger ages and more likely to be single parents than high school graduates. (1)

· Prisons. The individual stresses and frustrations associated with dropping out have social implications as well: dropouts make up a disproportionate percentage of the nation’s prisons and death row inmates.  One research study pointed out that 82% of America’s prisoners are high school dropouts. (1,3)

____________________________________________________________________________

Resources for Underlying Causes and Consequences: 

1. U.S Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Washington, D.C.,  Dropout Rates in the United States: 1998 (http:www.ed.gov/stats.htm) 

2. U.S. Department of Education, The Educational Resources Information Clearinghouse (ERIC), Identifying Potential Dropouts, ERIC Digest; School Dropouts, ERIC Digest #109; and Student Truancy, ERIC Digest #125 (http://ed.gov.databases/ERIC_Digests/ed)

3. National Dropout Prevention Center and Network, Clemson, S.C. (http://www.dropoutprevention.org)

4. Vermont Agency of Human Services, What Works:  Keeping Youth in School in Your Community, 1999 (www.ahs.state.vt.us)

Resources for Promising Practices:  

· The Georgia Academy (www.promisingpractices.net) 

· National Dropout Prevention Center and Network (http://www.dropoutpreventon.org)
· U.S. Dept. of Education, Washington, D.C., Office of Research and Improvement (http://www.ed.gov/offices/OERI/research)

· Vermont Agency of Human Services, What Works:  Keeping Youth in School in Your Community, 1999 (www.ahs.state.vt.us)

· Search Institute, Minneapolis, MN (www.search-institute.org)
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