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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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1.1
Dropout Recovery Trends
A nationwide effort focused on improved
dropout prevention has resulted in significant
improvements in high school graduation rates,
but myriad challenges continue to push students
to leave school before graduation. Now, increased
recognition of the high economic, social and
personal costs associated with not having a high
school diploma have driven a renewed focus on the
importance of dropout recovery. Initiatives on the
part of states and school districts to recover and
serve students who dropped out, however, have
often shown that districts do not have the capacity
or resources to recover and effectively serve such
students with effective programs.
There is general understanding and agreement
regarding the characteristics and features of
an effective dropout recovery program. This
understanding has been refined with the increased
availability of better data and more sophisticated
research regarding dropout recovery programs,
transcending the anecdotal information that was
previously available.
There is also a growing recognition that the
ultimate goal of dropout recovery cannot be limited
to getting a high school diploma. The changing
economy and the outsourcing of low-skill jobs
necessitate the acquisition of post-secondary
education and employment skills. This recognition

has expanded the scope and partnering structure
of many dropout recovery programs, which are now
offering not only a high school diploma but also
employment skills, certifications, and college credits.

1.2
Overview
Although the percentage of students who have
dropped out of school, using the status/prevalence
rate, has decreased significantly since 2000,
when it stood at 10.9 percent, the dropout crisis
continues to plague public schools in the United
States (McFarland, 2020). As of 2018, about 1 in 20
students was still failing to earn a diploma (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020). The status
dropout rate refers to the percentage of individuals
in a given age range who are not in school (public
or private) and have not earned a high school
diploma or an alternative credential. The rate is
calculated using Current Population Survey data
with supplemental information from the American
Community Survey (ACS).
Reports additionally indicate:
• More than four million individuals, ages 18 to 24,
have left school without earning a high school
diploma (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020).
• The dropout rate widely varies by ethnicity.
The status dropout rate for Asian students (1.9
percent) was lower than the rates for their peers
who were White (4.2 percent), of Two or more
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races (5.2 percent), Black (6.4 percent), Hispanic
(8.0 percent), Pacific Islander (8.1 percent), and
American Indian/Alaska Native (9.5 percent)
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020).
•D
 ropout rates also vary by gender, with more
males dropping out than females (6.2 vs. 4.4
percent) and within most racial/ethnic groups. In
2018, status dropout rates were higher for males
than for females among those who were White (4.8
vs. 3.6 percent), Black (7.8 vs. 4.9 percent), Hispanic
(9.6 vs. 6.3 percent), Asian (2.3 vs. 1.6 percent), and
two or more races (5.9 vs. 4.4 percent). (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020.)
•T
 he dropout rate also considerably varies by
family income. In 2010, the dropout rate of
students in lowest-quarter income families was
more than five times greater than the rate of their
peers from the highest-quarter income families
(13.8 and 2.5 percent, respectively). In 2016, it was
nearly four times greater (9.7 and 2.6 percent,
respectively) (IES NCES Digest of Education
Statistics, 2018; Chapman, 2010).
•T
 he distribution of years of school completed by
students who dropped out shifted between 2010
to 2016, as more students completed at least
nine years of school before dropping out. In 2010,
32.3 percent of students who dropped out did so
after completing nine or fewer years of school,
22.5 percent had completed 10 years of school,
and 45.2 percent had completed 11 or 12 years.
In 2016, 28.4 percent of students who dropped
out did so after completing nine or fewer years of
school, 21.9 percent had completed 10 years, and
49.7 percent had completed 11 or 12 years (IES
NCES Digest of Education Statistics, 2018).

•S
 tatus dropout rates in the United States varied
by geographic region. In 2014, the rates for 16- to
24-year-olds in the Northeast (5.3 percent) and
Midwest (5.4 percent) were lower than the rate
for their counterparts in the South (7.6 percent).
The status dropout rate for those in the West (6.8
percent) was not measurably different from the
rate for those in any other region (U.S. Department
of Education, 2018).
• About 40 percent of students who leave school
before earning a diploma come from single-parent
homes, and about 75 percent have someone in
their household with at least a high school diploma
(Scott, 2015).
While a great deal of research has historically
been available on dropout prevention, research
on dropout recovery programs tends to be
newer and, until recently, mostly has relied on
anecdotal data. Research, however, has pointed
to certain strategies and activities that have been
demonstrated to have a positive effect on the
recovery and persistence of students who have
previously dropped out of high school.
These strategies and activities are described
individually in this report, and generally fall under
three broad concepts: Flexibility, Accountability and
Support. The following charts summarize specific
strategies used by successful dropout recovery and
re-entry programs and the approaches taken by
Graduation Alliance to incorporate each strategy
into its program.

flexibility + accountability + support
Certain strategies and activities are emphasized again and again as having had a positive effect on
the recovery and persistence of students who had dropped out of high school. These strategies
generally fall under three broad concepts: flexibility, accountability and support.
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Flexibility: Serving this highly vulnerable and highly variable population of students requires the
ability to address challenges quickly, effectively, and in ways that are inherently motivational.

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE PROGRAMS

THE GRADUATION ALLIANCE APPROACH

Recruitment through Multiple Channels:
Programs must use multiple strategies for
identifying and recruiting this demographically
diverse and often-mobile population of students.

Graduation Alliance handles recruitment from
start to finish, using multiple methods to locate
and recruit as many disengaged students as
possible including phone calls, text messages,
mailed letters, emails, community visits, and
Spanish-speaking recruiters.

Tailored Program Options: Students drop out
for a variety of reasons; successful programs
identify the specific challenges associated with the
dropout event and present a program customized
to resolve each set of challenges.

Intake procedures identify specific reasons for
dropping out. Program staff tailor interventions
and supports based on these reasons and adapt
the program in a timely manner as academic
and personal challenges occur.

Anywhere, Anytime Learning: Students who
have disengaged tend not to be able to return to a
regular school and require learning solutions that
work within their schedules.

Graduation Alliance’s technology-rich
environment includes a laptop with programprovided 4G wireless internet service and
connectivity to licensed teachers, personal
academic coaches, and 24/7 tutors. This
provides both high-quality instruction and
comprehensive support at a place and time
convenient for students who cannot or will not
return to a traditional facility-based program.

Accelerated Learning: Students who have left
school before graduation may be daunted by
the number of credits required to receive a high
school diploma; enabling them to recoup credits
more quickly than a traditional school year can be
highly motivational.

Course credits are strictly based on academic
performance and effort; students work yearround and there is no limit to how many credits
a student can earn.
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Accountability: Every aspect of the dropout recovery program — from staff, to process, to
curriculum — must aspire to be of the highest quality possible by maintaining accountability
for outcomes as well as processes.
CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE PROGRAMS

THE GRADUATION ALLIANCE APPROACH

High Standards: Students are held to the same
high standards as students in regular schools, are
aware of these standards and the consequences
of not meeting them, and are held to consistent,
clear consequences when standards are not met.

Academic and behavioral expectations are
clearly spelled out, and students must agree to
them before they can be enrolled. Each student
receives a personal learning plan that sets a
manageable pace toward graduation, progress
toward which students and their supporters
can view in real-time through their dashboard.
Progress is regularly monitored, and intervention
occurs in a timely manner. Students must
complete two courses per month, which exceeds
the pace of credit accrual for most students in
most districts. Students must also complete the
same requirements as other students in the
sponsoring district, including passing state endof-course or graduation exams where applicable.

High-Quality Instructional Materials:
Curriculum and instruction is standards-based,
student-centered, and grounded in experiences
related to students’ lives.

All courses are teacher-led and aligned to state
standards. Criteria for developing and selecting
courses are based on high standards and best
practice in instructional design, pedagogy, and
content area to facilitate student learning and
engagement. The curriculum instructional design
is informed by research-based principles and
best practices as well as the Quality Matters
K-12 Online and Blended Learning Rubric. The
instructional program and materials are regularly
reviewed by the Northwest Accreditation
Commission, a division of AdvancEd/Cognia.

Frequent Assessment and Remediation:
Students’ academic progress is assessed
frequently, but more importantly, specific
interventions are implemented in a timely
manner when students’ academic success
is in jeopardy.

Teachers provide feedback and actively facilitate
learning, which promotes critical thinking within
a learning community model. Student progress is
instantly accessible to students and all members
of their support team through the online
environment. Clear procedures for academic
intervention are articulated and implemented at
every level.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE PROGRAMS

THE GRADUATION ALLIANCE APPROACH

High-Quality, Well-Trained Staff: Instructional
staff demonstrates expertise in their content
areas. Staff also receive ongoing training in
effective curriculum and instruction, addressing
the special needs of the dropout population.

Graduation Alliance hires highly qualified,
credentialed instructors, advocates, and
academic coaches who are held accountable for
student success. In addition to comprehensive
initial training, teams meet weekly for
professional development.

Continuous Program Improvement: Programs
must engage in routine, comprehensive program
evaluation activities using high-quality data
in order to make program adjustments and
modifications.

Departmental and inter-departmental teams
review student performance data regularly to
make minor course corrections. Graduation
Alliance’s management team and board use a
variety of metrics to set priorities and implement
any substantive changes needed.

Maintenance of Quality: Programs provide
consistent quality in the services they offer
irrespective of available funding or number of
students requesting services.

Most of the costs associated with the program
are tied to the student. In addition, the use
of technology facilitates the accommodation
of increasing numbers of students without
sacrificing program rigor or quality.

Graduation Alliance l Effective Dropout Recovery Strategies and The Graduation Alliance Approach

5

Support: The dropout population often faces overwhelming academic and social obstacles.
Successful programs build and maintain intensive support networks to address both areas of
student need.

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE PROGRAMS

THE GRADUATION ALLIANCE APPROACH

Adults Who Care: Students receive ongoing
personal support from instructional staff and
mentors/coaches who truly believe in them and
have a keen interest in their success.

All staff members are screened to ensure an
inherent motivation to help at-risk students
succeed. Staff members are encouraged to
frequently communicate their pride and concern
for students, and celebrate both immediate and
long-term student successes.

Case Management Approach: Each student
receives tailored interventions that address their
social and academic needs; follow up is frequent.

Staff members work from students’ intake
interviews to craft customized academic
plans and social supports. Staff members
review academic performance routinely and
communicate with students frequently. Staff also
communicate with each other about potential
social and academic challenges and work
together to develop solutions for the student.

Parental Support: Programs build capacity for
parents to become engaged in and support their
children’s educational progress.

Parents and guardians are provided online access
to their student’s academic records through
a designated FERPA-compliant private portal.
Parents can receive home visits, if such visits are
deemed necessary to a student’s success.

Life Planning: Students’ aspirations are validated
and supported through careful planning and
frequent, productive follow-up.

Each student is provided access to, and receives
counseling for, a suite of college and careerplanning services that align interests and
aptitudes with post-secondary plans. Students
are assisted in identifying post-secondary
educational opportunities, completing
applications, applying for scholarships, and
preparing for employment.

One-On-One Instruction: Students are not
simply seats in a class; frequent opportunities for
one-on-one academic support are available.

Graduation Alliance provides myriad academic
resources, including personalized academic
support through each student’s academic coach,
and 24/7 access to one-on-one tutoring.
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2
THE COST OF DROPPING OUT
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D

ropping out of high school has longterm negative economic and social
consequences. Students who leave school
before graduation often find themselves
at a significant disadvantage, marginalized, and
on the fringes of society. Individuals without a
high school diploma are more likely than high
school graduates to have lower incomes; pay less
in taxes; be periodically unemployed, especially
during economic downturns; be on government
healthcare and welfare programs; and be in
and out of the prison system. Dropping out also
negatively impacts the country’s ability to compete
in an increasingly global economy.

1
Economic Cost
The cost of dropping out of high school has long
been described in terms of the personal earning
power of students who drop out versus those
who graduate from high school (Rumberger, 1987).
Completing high school is considered a desirable
educational outcome both for the individual and
society. Personal income impacts the national
economy in myriad ways, expressed as lost
economic opportunities, fiscal costs from foregone
tax revenues, and public costs associated with
crime, public health services, and welfare (Levin,
2012). Several studies have offered a number of
staggering statistics to describe the long-term,
devastating economic impact the current dropout
rate can have in the short and long term.
For example:
• Under current economic conditions, livingwage jobs that require less than a high school
education have been almost completely
eliminated. As the required skill level continues
to rise, individuals who do not have a high school
diploma are at a great disadvantage (Alliance for
Excellent Education, 2018). Some two-thirds of
jobs now require at least some post-secondary
education (Carnevale, 2014).

•T
 he lifetime cost of not earning a high school
diploma has been estimated at $258,240 per
individual. The cost to society in foregone tax
revenues, higher crime, healthcare, and welfare
costs is estimated at $755,900 (Levin, 2012).
• Individuals without a diploma earn about $9,200 a
year less than high school graduates and $33,500
a year less than college graduates. Individuals
without a diploma are almost three times more
likely to be unemployed than college graduates.
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018.)
•A
 bout a third of those who have dropped out of
school are working full-time. These individuals are
disproportionally male (64 percent vs. 54 percent
of those not working), Hispanic (41 percent vs.
29 percent), do not live with a parent (34 percent
vs. 21 percent), and are more likely to have
discontinued their education before even starting
high school (24 percent vs. 17 percent). About 25
percent are first-generation immigrants. They live
in larger households, with less educated adults,
and have a harder time accessing support relative
to individuals of similar economic circumstances,
with lower rates of government assistance.
(American Community Survey, 2008-2012).
• Individuals with less than a high school education
have the highest unemployment rate at 5.4
percent, compared with 3.7 percent of high school
graduates, 3.3 percent of those with some college
education but no degree, and 2.2 percent of
those with a bachelor’s degree. The weekly usual
median earnings of individuals with less than high
school education are $592 compared with $746
of those who graduated from high school and
$1,248 for those with a bachelor’s degree.
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020.)
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•A
 s the United States was pulling out of the 20072009 recession, the unemployment rate for
individuals without a high school diploma stood at
14.3 percent compared with 9.6 percent for high
school graduates, 8.2 percent for those with some
college, and 4.3 percent for those with a bachelor
or more advanced degrees (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2011).
• Women who dropped out of high school earn
only about 65 percent of the income of their
counterparts who have graduated; male
individuals who have dropped out earn slightly
less than 70 percent (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2009).
•A
 nnually, those who have dropped out of school
pay about 58 percent less in federal and state
income taxes; assuming a dropout cohort of
600,000 eighteen-year-olds, this equates to a
yearly loss of $36 billion (Rouse, 2007).
• Individuals without a high school diploma are
more likely to rely on social programs such as
welfare throughout their lives (Woods, 1995). A
study of families receiving federal Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families found that half of
all single-mother TANF recipients had dropped
out of high school, positing that if all welfare
recipients had completed high school, the annual
savings to these programs would approach
$2 billion (Waldfogel, et. al., 2007).

• Individuals without a high school diploma in the
United States live an average of 9.2 fewer years
than high school graduates. Those who have
dropped out of high school also have higher rates
of cardiovascular illnesses, diabetes, and other
ailments, and require an average of $35,000 in
annual health-care costs, compared with $15,000
for college graduates (Alliance for Excellence
Education, 2011).
•P
 ublic health insurance spending is nearly 30
percent more for those who have dropped out
of high school than for high school graduates
(Muennig, 2007). If the dropout rate decreases by
50 percent nationally, Medicaid would save $7.3
billion annually. Other benefits associated with
an increase in the number of people with a high
school diploma would be improved productivity
and better health, resulting in $12 billion in heart
disease savings, $11.9 billion in obesity-related
savings, $6.4 billion in alcoholism-related savings,
and $8.9 billion in smoking-related savings (Alliance
for Excellent Education, 2018).
•A
 growing income gap may aggravate dropout
rates, as low-income youth who view middleclass life as out of reach may already be deciding
to invest less in their own economic futures
(Kearney, 2016).
•T
 he long-term anticipated economic costs
associated with students who have not or will
not earn a high school diploma from 2011 to
2021 is about $1.5 trillion. (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2011).

YEARLY LOSS OF

$36 BILLION

Annually, those who have dropped out of school pay
about 58 percent less in federal and state income taxes
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2
Societal Costs
Economic instability can exacerbate health and
social stress, have a negative impact on families
and, by extension, their communities (Rennie
Center, 2012). Because low socioeconomic status
is so closely linked with a variety of negative
social outcomes, the dropout crisis is one of social
importance. For example, research has found that:
•S
 tudents who have dropped out of school are
more likely to engage in ongoing high-risk behavior
than their graduate counterparts, creating a
self-replicating pattern, such as teen pregnancy,
delinquency, crime, violence, substance abuse, etc.
(Woods, 1995; Hansell, 2016).
• Incarceration rates among people between the
ages of 16 and 24 who have dropped out of school
may be 63 times higher than among college
graduates (Sun, 2009).

• Increased educational attainment could impact
the nation’s murder rate by 30 percent and
nonviolent crimes by up to 20 percent (Lochner,
2004). If the high school graduation rate among
males was to increase by just five percent, the
U.S. could save $18.5 billion in annual crime
costs. Such an increase would be associated with
a decrease of 60,000 assaults, 37,000 cases of
larceny, 31,000 car thefts, and 17,000 burglaries.
This rate of high school graduation increase
would prevent 1,300 murders, more than 3,800
rapes, and 1,500 robberies (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2018).
•T
 he direct state and local government gains per
each high school graduate, manifested in earning,
health, crime, welfare and productivity in 2014 in
Florida was estimated at $57,000-$63,000. The
fiscal impact on federal spending in the state
was estimated at $59,000-$89,000, with the full
fiscal gain per high school graduate culminating in
$116,000-$152,000 (Belfield, 2014).

•A
 bout 67 percent of state prison inmates, 56
percent of federal prison inmates, and 69 percent
of local jail inmates left school before earning a
diploma (Alliance for Education Excellence, 2018).
It costs, on average, $28,323 a year to house an
inmate; more than twice than it costs to educate a
student (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2018).

63 TIMES HIGHER
Incarceration rates among people between the ages of 16 and
24 who have dropped out of school may be 63 times higher
than among college graduates
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3
DROPOUT RISK FACTORS
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U

niversally, literature on dropout
prevention and recovery cites the
complexity of dropout risk factors as a
major barrier in effective intervention.
Put simply, no two students may drop out for the
same set of reasons, and the effective recovery of
the student is highly dependent on the provision
of a program tailored to each student’s unique
situation, addressing both academic and social
factors (Princiotta, 2009; Lee, 2003.)
Recent studies show that some of the most
powerful motivators for dropping out include
a student’s socioeconomic status; having a
learning or physical disability; academic struggles
manifesting in a lack of credits and poor grades;
and self-identified factors such as a lack of interest
in a class, a lack of challenge, a lack of engagement
with school, alienation from peers and adults, a
lack of parent involvement in education, a lack of
interest on the part of teachers, and the feeling
of not fitting into the school or classroom (Lynch,
2015 ; NCES, 2015; Martinez, 2015; Burrus and
Roberts, 2012).
Together, these research efforts confirm that
dropping out of school is not a sudden event but
rather a long process of disengagement coupled
with triggering events such as behavioral episodes,
teen pregnancy, personal or family illness, or
changes in a family’s economic plight (NGA Center
for Best Practices, 2011). Pregnancy is considered
the prime reason for dropping out among female
students (Shuger, 2012; Hansell, 2016). Nationally,
34 percent of students who become pregnant drop
out; this percentage is even higher for minorities
(Perper, 2010; Hansell, 2016). Dropout rates among
students with learning or physical disabilities range
from 25 to 36 percent (Snyder, 2019).

A conventional belief that students who leave
school before earning a diploma are mostly
from low economic backgrounds with a history
of academic failure persists despite decades
of research demonstrating otherwise. For
example, using data from the 1998-2000 National
Educational Longitudinal Study, one research
study found that 40 percent of students in the
lowest socioeconomic group will drop out, but
so will 10 percent of students from the highest
two socioeconomic groups (Almeida, 2006). Still,
according to recent research, students from low
income families are 2.4 times more likely to drop
out than students from middle-income families
and more than 10 times more likely than students
from high income families (Lynch, 2015). Further,
according to the seminal report, The Silent
Epidemic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts,
academic failure was only the fifth reason most
frequently given for dropping out and was true
for less than one-third of the dropout population
(Bridgeland, 2006).
Significant dropout risk factors can be classified
into four domains: individual, family, school and
community (Hammond, 2007) or more broadly into
two general categories: School/Academic Factors
and Personal/Social Factors. The following table
illustrates some of the most commonly cited risk
factors in each category.
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COMMON DROPOUT RISK FACTORS
SCHOOL-RELATED FACTORS

PERSONAL/SOCIAL FACTORS

• Loss of interest/low engagement in school/lack

• The need to work, support family (America’s

of motivation (America’s Promise Alliance, 2015;

Promise Alliance, 2015; Scott, 2015; Verma, 2015;

Verma, 2015; NCES, 2015; Burrus, 2012; Hammond,

NCES, 2015; Vallett, 2011; Martin, 2006; Hammond,

2007; Bridgeland, 2006; Woods, 1995, Philadelphia

2007; Woods, 1995)

Youth Network, 2006)
• Too much academic pressure (Verma, 2015; NCES,
2015; Burrus and Roberts, 2012)
• Lack of credits/poor academic performance

• Pregnancy/childcare/caregiving (America’s
Promise Alliance, 2015; Hammond, 2007;
Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006)
• Delinquency/Legal issues (Verma, 2015;

(Burrus, 2012; NCES, 2015; Vallett, 2011; Bridgeland,

Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006; National

2006; Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006; New York

League of Cities, 2007; Harris, 2006

City Department of Education, 2006)
• Significant absenteeism (Burrus, 2012;
Bridgeland, 2006)
• Grade Retention (America’s Promise Alliance, 2015)
• Interaction with peers who did not value school,
who dropped out (NCES, 2015; Bridgeland, 2006)
• Too much freedom/too few rules (Bridgeland, 2006)
• Academic failure (America’s Promise Alliance 2015;
Verma, 2015; Bridgeland, 2006; Woods, 1995)
• Low expectations on the part of adults
(Burrus, 2012; Hammond, 2007)

• Learning disability or emotional disturbance
(Hammond, 2007)
• Physical, mental health, medical issues (America’s
Promise Alliance, 2015; Vallett, 2011)
• Substance abuse issues (America’s Promise
Alliance, 2015; Vallett 2011; Woods, 1995)
• L ack of family support (America’s Promise Alliance,
2015; Burrus, 2012; Vallett, 2011; Woods, 1995)
• Low education level of parents (Hammond, 2007)
• L ack of family engagement in education
(Hammond, 2007)

• Not fitting in (Verma, 2015)

• High family mobility (Hammond, 2007)

• Suspended or expelled (NCES, 2015)

• Siblings who dropped out (Hammond, 2007)

• Language deficiencies (Steinberg, 2004;

• Unstable living arrangements (Vellett, 2011)

Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006; Martin, 2006)
• The feeling that no one at school cares (America’s
Promise Alliance, 2015; Martinez, 2015; Burrus,
2012; Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006)
• Fearing for safety/bullying (America’s Promise
Alliance, 2015; Verma, 2015; Philadelphia Youth

• Foster care (Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006;
National League of Cities, 2007)
• Migrancy (Cranston-Gingras, 2003)
• Gang membership (America’s Promise Alliance,
2015; Hammond, 2007)

Network, 2006)
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Complicating the process of identifying specific
dropout risk factors and targeting them for
intervention, individual factors are often part of
larger, complex cause-effect chains. For example,
a student may lose interest in school, causing
them to engage with a negative peer group,
leading to the abuse of drugs and alcohol, causing
a significant absenteeism problem. While early
intervention and effective remediation of these risk
factors is critical, it is just as important to consider
all of the confounding factors and to assess the
originating risk factor or factors (Stern, 1986).

Research addressing the likelihood of postdropout re-engagement has been focused on
demographics, length of being out of school, and
grade level at drop out. Female students are more
likely to return to school than male students, while
white students are more likely to return than
Black and Hispanic students (Martinez, 2015). The
probability of disengaged students returning to
school also varied with the length of time they
were out of school. As the duration of being out
of school increased, the likelihood of returning to
school decreased (Martinez, 2015).

Female students are more likely to return
to school than male students, while white
students are more likely to return than
Black and Hispanic students.
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4
BARRIERS TO DROPOUT RECOVERY
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T

here is a promising trend in dropout reenrollment. A majority of students who
drop out of school express a desire to
get a high school diploma or alternative
credentials. According to a 2009 America’s Promise
Alliance report, nearly one-third of those ages
18 through 24 who dropped out were not in the
labor force or re-enrolled in an education program
(Balfanz, 2009); about two-thirds of individuals who
leave high school without a diploma eventually
acquire a diploma or a GED (Schaffhauser, 2016).

• Employment and other time conflicts

While a great deal of research exists relative to
the factors that cause a student to drop out,
there is scant research on what motivates them to
return to school. Personal barriers students face
in re-enrolling are rarely addressed in reports on
dropout recovery, however, one report (Wilkins,
2011) lists the following personal barriers to reenrollment:

•S
 taffing and time constraints on the part of
traditional programs to identify, contact and
encourage students to re-enroll

• Student poverty and cost of program

•L
 ack or insufficient funding to serve and support
recovered students

•P
 ersonal problems such as unstable relationships,
drug abuse, mental health issues
• Low motivation and perseverance skills
• Lack of confidence and support networks
• Unfamiliarity with the culture of education
• Low literacy levels
• Lack of vehicle or public transportation
• Child care responsibilities

•L
 ack of awareness of the dropout recovery
program
There is a lack of a systemic approach to dropout
recovery, as manifested in system and program
barriers to enrolling individuals in dropout recovery
programs. According to the NGA Center for Best
Practices (2011) these include:
•D
 ifficulties in identifying and locating students
who have left before earning a diploma

•L
 imitations, such as lack of space and staff, for
service and support
•A
 bsence of non-traditional dropout recovery
programs

Public education reforms seeking to reduce
the dropout rate have long been focused on
dropout prevention and not on dropout recovery.
Consequently, dropout recovery programs are not
yet common. Dropout recovery is characterized by
fragmentation, long-term underinvestment, and
lack of appropriate visibility and prioritization from
policy discussions and decisions (Rennie Center,
2012).

Public education reforms
seeking to reduce the
dropout rate have long
been focused on dropout
prevention and not on
dropout recovery.
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5
SUCCESSFUL STR ATEGIES
IN DROPOUT RECOVERY
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R

esearch on the aspects of dropout recovery
that are critical to actual student success
has also been limited, although that has
begun to change in recent years. Since
data on individuals who enter dropout recovery
programs is not routinely collected, there is little
longitudinal tracking of and systematic information
on which type of programs are most effective
for graduating students with a diploma. There
is also little evidence as to the extent to which
the skills and credentials these students have
acquired are associated with post-completion
outcomes. Instead, most of the literature is limited
to describing the type of program and providing
information on the credentials and related
experiences offered (Wilkins, 2011). For example,
Pennsylvania’s successful dropout recovery
program models (Operation Restart, 2008) have
the following characteristics:
•O
 ffer academic supports in math and literacy
to increase students’ skills to an age-appropriate
level
•O
 ffer a rigorous and relevant academic program,
involving real-world content and employment
skills for current occupations
•H
 ave connections to post-secondary education
and workplace training
• Include opportunities for rapid credit recovery
and accumulation, including getting competencybased secondary and post-secondary credits

•A
 re implemented in traditional and nontraditional settings, hours, and through a range of
technologies to meet the diverse needs of these
specific students
•P
 rovide a comprehensive set of individualized
and flexible support services including access to
caring adult mentors and counselors
Over the past decade, however, there has
been growing recognition that successful
re-engagement of students who dropped out of
school requires cross-system collaboration among
community-based organizations, higher education,
employment and public health (Hansell, 2016).
This has led to growing interest and collaboration
on the part of states, school districts, community
colleges and non-profit and community-based
organizations in dropout recovery (Wilkins,
2011). Still, only a small segment of the literature
addresses dropout recovery.
A majority of dropout recovery research still
tends to be based on anecdotal — rather than
scientific — evidence of effectiveness. In addition,
most dropout recovery research tends to focus
on overall success, and does not delineate, for
example, specific strategies within a particular
successful program that may or may not have
had a significant impact on the program’s overall
success. However, there has been a growing
recognition, through research and practice, of
the critical elements of an effective dropout
recovery program.

The analysis of dropout recovery
research and the review of state
dropout recovery strategies reveal
specific activities and strategies
associated with successful
programs that are highlighted
again and again.
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The analysis of dropout recovery research and
the review of state dropout recovery strategies
reveal specific activities and strategies associated
with successful programs that are highlighted
again and again. For example, the Texas Dropout
Recovery Pilot Program that took place between
2008 and 2011 included 45 grantee programs. The
programs were highly student-focused programs,
meeting individual student needs; instructional and
support services were delivered in a variety of ways
including direct instruction, online instruction,
test preparation, tutoring and mentoring; support
services were provided including child care,
counseling, transportation; and the programs
offered flexibility regarding hours, locations,
and length of time for completing program
(Arroyo, 2011).
Furthermore, a few studies have emerged that
have been able to pinpoint, using statistical
modeling methodology, the contribution of
individual strategies to the overall success of the
program and quantitatively differentiate degrees
of program success, thereby identifying the topperforming programs. The evaluation of the
Texas Dropout Recovery Pilot Program that took
place between 2008 and 2011 is among the more
statistically robust studies (Arroyo, 2011).
The activities and strategies associated with
dropout recovery programs generally fall under
five broad categories: Program Management and
Administration; Identification and Recruitment;
Academic; Post-Secondary Advancement and
Support; and Coaching/Mentoring.

1
Program Management and
Administration
While research indicates that there are a number
of successful practices associated with the
management and administration of dropout
recovery programs, this area also represents the
greatest challenge. Developing and administering
an effective dropout recovery program is highly
challenging. The challenges include motivating
students who struggled in traditional classrooms,
customizing the program to meet a variety of
learner needs, offering greater flexibility, and giving
administrators and teachers the methods and tools
they need to redesign the learning environment.
One survey of recovered students, for example,
defined an effective dropout recovery program as
having the following attributes: helping students
keep from falling behind because of being absent
or struggling academically; having a curriculum
that focuses on what they need to learn; integrating
their life experiences into the learning process;
and having access to one-on-one help and support
(CuroGens Learning, 2017).
Most of the available research in this area
addresses challenges relating to program funding,
location, staff, and program monitoring/evaluation.

Funding
Graduation Alliance’s cost model bases fees
on student enrollment, virtually eliminating
unanticipated funding changes and ensuring that a
consistent and comprehensive suite of services is
available to districts of any size. By basing its cost
structure on a predictable benchmark, Graduation
Alliance is able to offer districts a complete
program with little financial risk.
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Program Location & Technology
The location of programs outside of traditional
school walls is beneficial for several reasons. First,
when simply getting to school is a challenge for
students (e.g., in rural areas or when traditional
school hours conflict with work requirements),
having “anytime, anywhere” access to academic
instruction can be an effective solution (Harris,
2006; Woods, 1995). In addition, often school
capacity can be a stumbling block for effective
alternative education programs — implementing
instruction off campus can allow programs to
accommodate more students (Hoye, 2005).
Locating programs outside of the school can
also help students overcome strong negative
associations they may have with the high school
experience (Stern, 1986; Deyé, 2011). For example,
services offered in an Oregon school district
purposely located the program off campus because
students were unwilling to attend workshops or
receive services in the high school — even if such
services did not require their full-time attendance
at the school (Knepper, 1998).
In more recent years, community colleges and state
agencies have partnered with education service
providers to establish and administer dropout
recovery programs, especially to serve older adults
without a high school diploma. A growing range of
reentry options and locations is currently available
to students who dropped out. Some of these
options are located outside the traditional public

school and may include online programs, night
programs, adult education programs, alternative
programs for youth with specific needs, community
colleges, programs offering both a diploma and
vocational preparation, dual enrollment high
school/college programs, and programs combining
the earning of a diploma with paid work experience
(Wilkins, 2011).
Research suggests that the use of technology is an
effective strategy for re-engaging students without
having them return to the physical school location.
Technology tends to be inherently motivational to
students — it is a “youth friendly” option (Harris,
2006). Students at risk of dropping out and those
who dropped out have inconsistent learning styles
or their learning does not follow the linear learning
path used in traditional programs, therefore, they
do not fully benefit from a traditional curriculum
and learning environment. A technology-based
curriculum that adapts to the student’s learning
style, existing level of knowledge, and cognitive
pace promotes retention, and enhances and
accelerates learning. It also reinforces a positive
attitude to learning (CuroGens Learning, 2017).
Technology affords remote access to instruction
and communication — a benefit that is particularly
important to students who have negative
perceptions of or simply feel out of place in
traditional high schools, (Cranston-Gingras, 2003;
American Youth Policy Forum, 2006). In addition
to the flexibility that technology provides it allows

Research suggests that
the use of technology is an
effective strategy for
re-engaging students
without having them
return to the physical
school location.
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avoidance of age restriction rules that do not allow
re-entry (Wilkins, 2011). Technology also provides
an important and flexible option for students who
are work-bound or home-bound, for example due
to parenting responsibilities (Philadelphia Youth
Network, 2006). Finally, technology represents an
effective way to stay in touch with students who
may be highly mobile — such as migrant students
(Cranston-Gingras, 2003; Choy, 2018).
One of the hallmarks of Graduation Alliance’s
approach to dropout recovery is its use of
technology to deliver both instruction and support
via a laptop that includes program-provided 4G
wireless connectivity. Thus, students have access
to “anytime/anywhere learning,” and can complete
courses at a pace and schedule that works within
their lives. In addition, Graduation Alliance students
have access via email, phone, instant messenger,
and the program’s learning management system to
instructors, academic coaches, and local advocates,
as well as 24/7 tutoring.

Program Staff
Research also indicates that the qualifications
and attitudes of staff providing dropout recovery
services and instruction are critical for the
retention of students in the program. The reengagement of a student who has dropped out is
a complex and challenging process but is crucial to
their success in the program (Stout, 2009). Having a
strong and committed staff is a core building stone
of a successful dropout recovery program (Arroyo,
2011). In particular, staff must:
• Be equipped, at both the teacher and
administrator level, with pedagogical methods
and tools to redesign the learning environment to
meet student needs (CuroGens Learning, 2017)
• Have sound advanced academic credentials,
certifications and prior experience working with
dropout recovery programs (Arroyo, 2011)

•P
 articipate by choice in the program. Programs
that constitute a “dumping ground” for
unqualified, unmotivated staff can further
alienate students from the educational setting
(Aron, 2006; Woods, 1995)
•P
 lay a role in designing the program they are
implementing to increase educator buy-in
(Aron, 2006)
•C
 omprise teachers who assume the caring and
supportive roles of mentors and coaches, thus
creating a non-threatening learning environment
(Martin, 2006)
•M
 aintain a low teacher-student ratio to facilitate
student engagement and interactions (Lembeck,
2013)
•R
 eceive ongoing, high-quality professional
development — both in instructional pedagogy
and in dropout recovery and at-risk youth issues
(Arroyo, 2011; Aron, 2006; NCYCDE, 2006;
Harris, 2006)
•R
 eceive frequent formal and information
feedback and evaluation to ensure continued
growth and effectiveness (Woods, 1995)
•C
 ontinuously monitor students’ academic
performance and progress, and respond in a
timely manner to students’ needs to ensure that
students stay on track. (Martinez, 2015)
•G
 raduation Alliance emphasizes both
professional qualifications and temperament in
all staff members who work with students. Its
comprehensive staff interview process focuses
on identifying positive motivations for working
with the dropout population. Those who hire
for positions at Graduation Alliance look for
experiences or activities that corroborate these
motivations. For example, staff members may
have dropped out of school themselves or
have specific motivations to reach highly at-risk
students. Staff members may also have a keen
interest and involvement in community and
charity activities.
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In addition to careful screening to ensure that staff
members have the desire necessary to work with
this highly at-risk population, each Graduation
Alliance staff member must demonstrate
professional qualifications and must participate in
regular formal and informal staff development. For
example, staff members:
•R
 eceive in-depth orientation training focusing on
their specific areas of student support
•P
 articipate in staff meetings at least monthly
•T
 ake part in periodic review/discussions of “best
practice” in dropout recovery
Graduation Alliance also emphasizes that clear,
consistent, open, and timely performance feedback
is critical to improving the quality of its staff
and the program, and, ultimately, to improving
student outcomes and parent/student satisfaction.
Instructional coaches conduct a comprehensive
review of each teacher’s student feedback, grading
and engagement. Further, the Graduation Alliance
principal conducts a formative performance
review with each instructor every six months,
and an official, summative performance review
is conducted once each year. Academic coaches
and local advocates receive formal performance
evaluations yearly. In addition, all staff members
are evaluated based on student performance.

Program Monitoring and Evaluation
In light of the dearth of data on dropout recovery
and the limited, and largely informal monitoring
and evaluation of dropout recovery programs,
states have become increasingly aware of the
need to formally address dropout recovery as an
essential part of dropout prevention. States like
Texas require districts with high dropout rates to
develop an annual dropout recovery plan as part
of their dropout prevention plan. The plan, based
on a needs assessment, must include a MOU with a
public junior college to provide a dropout recovery
program for the district’s students. The needs
assessment asks the district to specify its process
for recovering students who have dropped out, an
annual evaluation of its dropout recovery program,
and the monitoring and evaluation systems it has
in place to ensure adherence to the procedures
outlined in its plan at the campus level (Texas
Education Authority, 2018).
Effective programs use comprehensive data to
assess students’ status and overall program
effectiveness at regular intervals and to make
course corrections as needed. Yet, many schools
and districts lack the resources to engage in the
level and intensity of data collection and analysis
needed to make well-informed program decisions
(Aron, 2006). Often, dropout recovery and other
“second chance” programs are held up to much
less scrutiny than regular school programs.

Research also indicates
that the qualifications and
attitudes of staff providing
dropout recovery services
and instruction are critical
for the retention of
students in the program.
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Yet, some researchers argue, programs serving
students who have dropped out or are at risk of
dropping out must be held to at least the same
standard of data collection and close monitoring as
regular school programs (Hoye, 2005). As data are
not systematically collected on recovered students
while in the program and following program
completion, there is little information to identify
effective strategies and programs or determine the
extent to which acquired skills and credentials have
led to positive outcomes (Wilkins, 2011).
Recent state trends are reversing this pattern.
For example, Ohio’s Department of Education
requires that its dropout and recovery programs
with students 16 to 22 years old, mostly served
through community schools, test students and
measure their academic progress to ensure they
meet the same requirements as students in
traditional public schools (Ohio Dropout Prevention
and Recovery). In 2017, the Ohio Superintendent’s
Workgroup on Dropout Prevention and Recovery
recommended that policies should “maintain high
expectations for students… and include a focus
on both workforce and college readiness” and that
schools should be held accountable, in addition to
academic performance metrics, to metrics aligned
with student engagement, such as persistence
in attendance, course progress, progress toward
academic credits, and industry certifications and
credentials.
In other cases, schools and districts may
simply lack “good” data. Their data may be
limited to student academic performance and
broad demographic information. However, as
previously stated, students drop out for a host of
interconnected reasons, and failing to consider
data about the “whole child” can dilute a program’s
effectiveness (National League of Cities, 2007).
Graduation Alliance uses a comprehensive data
collection system that incorporates data on a
variety of student factors. During the Enrollment
Phase, recruiters record data specific to students’
reasons for dropping out of school, available

family supports, and special circumstances (e.g.,
teen pregnancy/parenting, foster care, substance
abuse, migrancy, etc.). These data are used to craft
a tailored program providing specific supports
to the student, and to inform general program
implementation decisions. As a student progresses
through the academic portion of the program,
academic performance data (including time on
task) is available at any time. In addition, students
are held to district diploma standards, including
state assessments, and student performance in
relation to these standards is an important part
of any review of individual student and overall
program effectiveness.
Graduation Alliance’s academic management team
meets weekly to review feedback from academic
coaches, local advocates, instructors, and district
partners. Additionally, managers facilitate weekly
meetings with the student recruitment team and
program managers to ensure communication
and feedback is flowing between the two groups.
Every six to eight weeks, the Graduation Alliance
executive team provides to the Board of Directors
data on recruitment and retention, credit
attainment, program spending, among other
metrics. These data are also used to make minor
program adjustments.

2
Student Identification and Recruitment
One significant challenge to identifying and
tracking disengaged students is a lack of
information on who has dropped out, and their
post-dropping out location. Schools and districts
often contend with outdated or inaccurate contact
information, challenges associated with segments
of the dropout population that may be particularly
difficult to locate, and the negative associations
these students and their families may have with
school (NGA, 2011). For these and other reasons,
in many cases even effective dropout recovery
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programs fail to recruit enough students to fill the
available slots (Bloom, 2010).

Recruitment through Multiple Channels
Research indicates that effective programs tend to
recruit students through multiple channels. Letting
disengaged students know about the different
options available to them for getting a high school
diploma has been the core of a city-wide initiative
that Minneapolis implemented in September 2010,
with the purpose of reaching 2,000 middle and high
school students who dropped out. The large-scale
“We Want You Back” campaign involved adult and
teen volunteers who went door-to-door canvassing
and sending text messages (Minneapolis “We Want
You Back” Initiative, 2010). Delaware County in
Pennsylvania organized a “Summit for Community
Action – Re-Engaging Delaware County’s High
School Dropouts” in October 2010 bringing
together all stakeholders, including youth, families,
educators, service providers, and businesses
to address the high dropout rate in the county
and discuss best practices and strategies for
re-engaging students. The summit emphasized
the economic benefits to the students and to
the county for re-engaging 3,700 disengaged
students. It also estimated a savings to the county
of $2.4 million a year and more than $35 million
in additional tax revenue (Re-Engaging Delaware
County Dropouts, 2010). Programs have used
information strategies including advertising in
newspapers, radio, cable TV, and hosting resource
fairs (Wilkins, 2011).
In recruiting disengaged students, research
indicates that having a good “referral system”
that might involve, for example, peer-to-peer
outreach or outreach through community-based
organizations, is critical (Hoye, 2005; Harris 2006).
In addition, communication content and methods
should be geared toward attracting young people
(Harris, 2006; Bloom, 2010). The most effective
Texas dropout recovery programs that participated
in a 2008-2011 pilot, in terms of the number of

students who earned a high school diploma,
recruited aggressively using multi-pronged
strategies including having recruiters on staff,
allowing students to enter the program at any
time, and overcoming any implementation barriers
(Arroyo, 2011).
A dropout recovery program in a Texas school
district utilizes a “leaver team” that takes
immediate action to track students who withdrew
or dropped out. The leaver teams consist of the
principal, assistance principals, counselors, special
education coordinator, attendance clerk, and staff
from central office. The leaver team meets every 10
days to review student withdrawal data. The team
receives lists of students who did not finish school
and team members go out into the community
to find the students and contact them to inform
them about dropout recovery programs the district
offers. According to counselors, about half of the
disengaged students ultimately re-enroll (Martinez,
2015).
For highly mobile populations (such as
migrant students or students in foster care),
the identification and recruitment process is
particularly challenging and requires a great deal of
staff and time (Cranston-Gingras 2003; Philadelphia
Youth Network, 2006). One successful program
that focused on recruiting migrant students
employed a full-time outreach specialist as well
as several “on-the-ground” recruiters. Recruiters
relied heavily on migrant agencies and other
community organizations to reach this highly
mobile population (Cranston-Gingras, 2003).
Recruitment of out-of-school youth not only has to
offer a range of options but must have the ability
to offer access to these options immediately in
order to keep recovered students interested in reenrolling. Making re-enrollment an easy process is
imperative. For instance, identifying and locating
disengaged students can be facilitated by having
an open entry/exit policy, establishing enrollment
centers, or extending school hours to allow for
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a flexible schedule and year-round learning
(Steinberg, 2004). One study of programs assisting
students in transition from high school also
suggested that providing tangible and intangible
incentives for joining a program may be a highly
effective recruitment tool. This may include a
financial or material incentive or the opportunity to
provide community service (Bloom, 2010).
The Boston Public Schools’ Re-engagement Center
(REC) found that re-engaging out-of-school youth in
going back to school is time-sensitive and, if access
to options is not immediately available, motivation
to enter a program wanes. Students’ interest and
motivation to enroll is typically short-lived and
must be addressed within this window. To address
this challenge, the Boston Re-engagement Center
offers educational options that allow immediate
access and engagement (Rennie Center, 2012).
Similarly, Philadelphia’s Re-Engagement Center,
founded in 2008, provides one-stop information
and placement services to students ages 15 to 21
and their families. The center provides transitional
support to high school diploma programs and
connects students to resources such as childcare
and employment. The center has served more than
10,000 students between 2008 and 2012 (Rennie
Center, 2012).
Graduation Alliance implements a consistent,
clearly articulated, and comprehensive process
for handling recruitment of students from start
to finish. Each student enrollment specialist
receives thorough training on effective recruitment
strategies, and uses scripts customized to each
phase of the recruitment process to ensure
accuracy and consistency. Using a contact list of
eligible students provided by the district, student
enrollment team members begin with a series of
phone calls to students and/or their families.
Additional recruitment strategies include:
•U
 se of a robust contact strategy to reach
prospective students with various channels which

include phone, text, email, and social media.
•L
 etters and postcards sent by Graduation Alliance
on behalf of the school district.
•M
 eetings with community resource centers to
introduce the program and ask for referrals.
•P
 ostcards left with school district and community
resource center staff to hand out to students and
their families.
Graduation Alliance staff also emphasizes a very
short timeframe between initial recruitment and
follow-up. For students who are pre-approved by
the district, enrollment counselors immediately
complete the registration process and schedule
students to meet with their local advocate. During
this strong start meetup, the local advocate will
complete enrollment, assign a laptop, and help the
student to begin working on courses.
Students who are not on the “pre-approved list”
are often referred to Graduation Alliance. These
students require district eligibility verification,
which typically only takes between 24 and 48
hours. Once the district has approved the student,
Graduation Alliance staff follows up with the
student.

Tailored Options
As previously stated, the reasons for dropping
out are numerous and complex, involving both
academic, economic, and social issues. Thus, in
order to successfully recruit and retain students,
dropout recovery programs must demonstrate
that they have flexible, individualized and
interactive approaches to learning (Legters, 2010)
and a variety of options and strategies available
to address the specific challenges and needs
of each student (Hansell, 2016; Martinez, 2015;
Arroyo Research Services, 2011; Rumberger, 1987;
Hoye, 2005; Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006;
National League of Cities, 2007). Small learning
communities, flexible scheduling such as offering
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evening hours, year-round education, self-paced
learning, and portfolio projects are possible
accommodations (Hansell, 2016; Wilkins, 2011;
Arroyo, 2011) along with the opportunity to earn
credit for work experience.
Overall, a more recent trend is the greater focus on
individualized and supportive learning experiences
with teachers and staff as mentors and advocates
(Rennie Center, 2012). In some cases, programs that
have demonstrated high levels of success allowed
students to proceed at their own pace (Arroyo,
2011) and create differentiated “tracks” within the
program based on the specific social needs of
students—such as teen parenting, homelessness,
drug abuse, mental health issues and nutrition
(Martin & Halperin, 2006). The Utah State Office
of Education, for example, allows diplomagranting adult education programs to count work
experience, professional licenses, skills training
certifications, and military experience toward
graduation requirements (Wilkins, 2011).
A Texas school district tailored its academic and
support services to offer an array of interventions
with support and constant monitoring that created
an academic pathway that best met students’
needs. These services ensured students had
various academic options that lead to graduation.
For students who were at risk of dropping out, as
well as those who had dropped out but had been
recovered, the district offered unique academic
options, leaver teams, and the development of an

individualized academic plan for each student. The
two dropout recovery centers, one for students 1421 and the second for students 17-25, had satellite
campuses throughout the district and offered
flexible schedules and hours of attendance, online
curriculum supplemented by direct instruction and
alternative offline materials, as well as intensive
individualized academic support from teachers
(Martinez, 2015).
The Texas Education Agency Dropout Recovery
Pilot Program (2008-2011) funded 45 dropout
recovery programs that were highly studentfocused and included schedules where students
could attend during the day, in the evening, or
pursue flexible hours. Students could advance
at their own pace and have a range of academic
support such as tutoring and mentoring; social
supports such as case management, child
care, parenting education; and job training.
The provision of social supports was essential
because a majority (70 percent) of the students
were economically disadvantaged (Arroyo, 2011).
The degree to which the program was tailored
to individual needs, regardless of the student’s
background characteristics, enhanced the
program’s effectiveness and successful outcomes,
as measured by the number of students who
completed a high school diploma. Programs that
produced the largest number of graduates were
also highly effective at working with students from
different backgrounds.

Promising dropout
recovery programs
address the unique needs
of these students and
share common practices
not found in traditional
schools.
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Promising dropout recovery programs address the
unique needs of these students and share common
practices not found in traditional schools. These
programs focus on students’ futures after high
school by partnering with youth employment and
workforce preparation programs and community
colleges. The academics these programs offer
are individualized and include year-round
learning, flexible schedules, open access and exit,
accelerated academics, and credit recovery. Their
support services are tailored to student needs
and involve case management. The programs
have extensive support and wraparound services
through partnership with community organizations
such as agencies, healthcare providers, and
community colleges (Rennie Center, 2012).
In New York City, a portfolio of options tailored
to students’ academic and social needs has
been particularly effective in re-engaging overage, under-credited youth—a significant portion
of NYC’s dropout population (New York City
Department of Education, 2006). And at an Austin,
Texas, dropout recovery program, an Impact
Team was assigned to tailor intervention programs
for all Austin campuses. Eighty percent of the
interventions resulted in improvements in
student discipline, attendance, and grades
(Chmelynski, 2006).
Personal choice is also a key ingredient in
motivating students to return to school, and
offering a variety of options and supports can help
students buy into the program. Students must feel
they have a choice in how they attain their high
school diploma. This requires the availability of
many options, and for students to think about what
they want for the future and what will work for
them in terms of attaining an education
(Hoye, 2005).
As previously described, the technology used to
deliver Graduation Alliance’s program affords
significant flexibility. Courses are broken into
manageable daily and weekly goals, and students

generally work through each course within
one month. However, as long as students are
maintaining the agreed-upon pace of monthly
course completion, they may work through more
challenging courses, or electives of interest, at
their own pace, based on a mutually agreed-upon
student learning plan developed with the help of
the student’s academic coach. These plans can be
modified based on life events or evolving interests.
In addition, the provision of a personal academic
coach and local advocate affords the highest level
of program customization.

Case Management
Recent empirical evidence makes it imperative for
dropout recovery programs to offer appropriate
support services to students. Such support may
include tutoring, career and college counseling, and
individual graduation plans that the student and
their academic coach should develop (Chappell,
2015). The coordination of these support services
enhances their delivery.
Research has also suggested that successful
programs must coordinate both academic and
social supports (Arroyo Research Services, 2011;
Woods, 1995; Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006;
American Youth Policy Forum, 2006; Brush, 2002;
Aron, 2006). Often, successful programs provide
a “case management” approach (Arroyo Research
Services, 2011) in which an individual or team is
assigned to identify current academic and social
barriers to graduation and to marshal appropriate
academic and social resources.
It has long been established that if a suitable
option is not available for a particular student, and
there is no one in charge of creating one, students
are less likely to enroll and persist in a dropout
recovery program (Stern, 1986). This is particularly
evident, as shown in recent analyses, in the case
of students with special needs. Results of recent
empirical studies support the establishment of
special student recovery programs that offer
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services that are especially tailored to the needs
of these students including services that will help
them obtain a high school diploma or equivalency
certification (Chappell, 2015).
The ability to serve youth well depends greatly
on the quality of the case management staff, and
high-quality, sustained professional development is
critical. For example, program staff interacting with
students should be trained to identify and access
local resources and social supports (Philadelphia
Youth Network, 2006; Aron, 2006). However, in
publicly funded programs it can be difficult to
retain trained staff (Harris, 2006; Berliner, 2009).
Graduation Alliance’s case management approach
features a comprehensive intake process resulting
in interventions tailored to each student’s
academic and social needs. During the intake
interview, staff members determine specific
academic and social needs, such as:
• Academic history
• Reasons for dropping out
•C
 urrent activities and time commitments (e.g.,
working, parenting, caring for a parent, etc.)
• Level of home support available
• Access to and comfort with technology
Enrollment counselors log student responses into
Graduation Alliance’s online system, the academic
coach creates a customized student learning plan,
and the local advocate works to address any social
needs the student may have. Both the student’s
academic coach and local advocate stay with the
student through successful completion of the
program, ensuring the highest level of follow-up.
Additional staff, including teachers, the Graduation
Alliance principal, and other student services
specialists provide ongoing support to the student
based on cues from the academic coach and local
advocate.
All Graduation Alliance staff members are
rigorously trained to provide academic and social

support to students. Training encompasses theory
and practice related to highly at-risk students,
the process of creating and monitoring student
programs, accessing community support services
and resources for students, developing effective
study habits, and implementing interventions
when needed. In addition to comprehensive initial
training in these areas, staff members attend
regularly scheduled meetings to discuss promising
and best practices in dropout recovery.

3
Academic Strategies
While academic failure is not the only factor that
causes a student to drop out, it is nonetheless an
important one. Research indicates that some of
the most effective academic strategies include
holding students to the same high standards
as their peers in traditional schools; providing
the opportunity to accrue missing credits very
quickly and at times convenient to the student,
and adapting the curriculum to the student’s
instructional level (Lembeck, 2013). This may
also include the provision of low-literacy support
(Hansell, 2016); providing high-quality curriculum
and instructional support; remediating English
language proficiency challenges; and incorporating
technology. A 2008-2011 Texas dropout recovery
pilot has shown that students with access to more
academic services were more likely to advance
grade levels and accrue more credits (Arroyo,
2011). This pilot also showed that the higher the
student’s last completed high school grade before
dropping out, and the larger the number of state
tests that student has passed while in high school,
the greater the likelihood of earning a high school
diploma.
Partnerships between community colleges and
other organizations allow dropout recovery
programs to not only offer credits toward a high
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school diploma but also provide opportunities for
those enrolled to gain employment skills, additional
employment experience and credentials through
affiliated job sites, and even enroll in dual high
school/college courses (Wilkins, 2011).

Academic Rigor
A significant amount of research indicates that
one of the key strategies in engaging/re-engaging
students is the provision of an academic program
based on very high standards and with strict codes
of conduct (Bridgeland, 2006; Lee, 2003; Woods,
1995; New York City Department of Education,
2006; Bloom, 2010). Research had shown that
consistently implemented codes of conduct are
related to successful recovery initiatives (Martin,
2006). This may be an effective strategy, in part,
because it helps to counteract the chaos that a
student may have experienced in their home life or
previous school experience (Bloom, 2010).
Further, it is critical that both teachers and
students are keenly aware of the standards and of
the consequences for failing to meet them (Aron,
2006; Martin, 2006). Some research indicates that
requiring students and/or their parents to sign
formal agreements to adhere to the standards—
for both academic performance and student
conduct— is an important step in ensuring the
student and parent buy-in into the program
(Chmelynski, 2006; Martin, 2006).

Traditionally, many dropout recovery programs
have focused on helping students attain a GED, as
opposed to a high school diploma. Yet, research
has found that this pathway may not be desirable
for students who have dropped out. In a study
of two GED-focused dropout recovery programs
in the Austin Independent School District, for
example, the majority of students who entered
the program dropped out of the program without
receiving either a high school diploma or a GED.
Researchers concluded that the estimated impact
of these programs on the district’s dropout
rate was nominal (Wilkinson, 1994). In addition,
students who earn a GED typically experience a
significantly lower rate of college enrollment and
persistence than their counterparts who receive
a high school diploma (Heckman, 2011; Almeida,
2006; Tyler, 2005). There is also a danger that, once
set on the GED attainment “track,” students may
be less likely to re-enroll in regular high school
classes and continue on a trajectory toward postsecondary education (Hoye, 2005).
The Graduation Alliance program is designed not
only to re-engage students who have left school,
but to help them persist toward a high school
diploma and beyond. Graduation Alliance holds
students to very high standards of both academic
performance and personal conduct. Upon
enrollment in the program, students and their
parents must read and sign the Student Honor
Code, terms of use, and a student contract. These

The Graduation Alliance
program is designed not
only to re-engage students
who have left school,
but to help them persist
toward a high school
diploma and beyond.
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documents clearly outline both students’ rights
and responsibilities and describe the process for
discipline based on failure to meet responsibilities.
Students are given a 30-day notice if they have
failed to make adequate monthly progress and are
thus at risk of being removed from the program.
They are provided counseling and planning to help
them get back on track to complete the requisite
courses. Student who do not make satisfactory
progress for two consecutive months will be
removed from the program. Students are eligible
to apply for re-entry, at which time, pursuant
to district agreements, the Graduation Alliance
principal may evaluate the student’s application,
meet with them personally, and help reset and
redefine student expectations.

Acceleration Opportunities
While there is a need to find a balance between
a student’s academic skills and pace (Lembeck,
2013), the ability to quickly accrue credits has been
emphasized as a key motivator for students who
enroll in dropout recovery programs. Many of
these students feel overwhelmed at the possibility
of having to repeat entire years of coursework in
order to graduate. Allowing students to accelerate
their learning can motivate them to re-enroll,
especially for those who are over-age (Hansell,
2016; Deyé, 2011). For example, Philadelphia’s
Accelerated Schools, which served more than
2,100 students in 2010, provided an accelerated
curriculum, individualized instruction, social
services and career development (Rennie Center,
2012). New York City schools found this strategy
particularly successful in recovering over-age,
under-credited youth (New York City Department
of Education, 2006).
In addition to making high school graduation seem
like a realistic possibility for students who have
dropped out, accelerated credit accrual provides
the significant flexibility that is critical in getting
these students back on track. Accelerated credit
accrual enables students with competing time
demands, such as work and parenting, to attend

school at their own pace with a schedule that
aligns to their daily lives (Wilkins, 2011; Brush,
2002; Chmelynski, 2006; Deyé, 2011; Woods, 1995;
Martin, 2006; Tyler, 2009). Among dropout recovery
options, reentry programs have a low per-student
cost (Wilkins, 2011).
The ability to recover credits quickly has been
recognized as a major incentive for students to
return to school (NGA Center for Best Practices,
2011). It is one of the most frequently cited
successful strategies but can pose challenges for
schools and districts. It may be challenging to
identify and locate the students who dropped out.
Student identification and recruitment may also
require the hiring of additional personnel. When
offering such programs within the walls of a school
or other physical location, space may be limited
and demand can exceed supply making it difficult
to accommodate students (NGA Center for Best
Practices, 2011).
In one study of previously disengaged students
returning to school in a California school district,
researchers found that while accelerated credit
recovery was an effective strategy in both
recruitment and persistence of students who have
previously dropped out, more students requested
enrollment in the district’s credit recovery program
than the district had the capacity to serve. Also,
the district may not have adequate funding, or be
able to offer a quality program for the recovered
dropout, and its technology may be unreliable
(NGA Center for Best Practices, 2011).
In addition, students may use multiple avenues to
accrue credits, such as high schools, colleges and
work-study programs. However, without a clearly
articulated and carefully monitored graduation
plan, these disparate efforts may not culminate
in the correct number and distribution of credits
needed to receive a high school diploma (Berliner,
2009). In a Texas district with an effective dropout
recovery program, individualized academic plans
keep students on track in credit recovery programs
focused on completing the credits. Without a
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plan, the likelihood of credit completion is low. An
individualized academic plan, developed jointly by
the counselor and student, not only identifies the
credits students need to complete but also the best
strategies for doing so, and the number of courses
the student can handle at one time. Teachers’ daily
monitoring of student progress was also critical,
as continuous monitoring of progress created
accountability for students. Continuous monitoring
also created a favorable experience for recovered
students, different from their experience in the
traditional high school (Martinez, 2015).
Graduation Alliance offers a variety of methods
for accelerating student progress beyond what
is possible in a fixed schedule classroom-based
format without compromising the rigor or the
courses or program. At its core, the program
provides access to high school credit classes
that will result in the attainment of a high school
diploma. At the requisite rate of course completion,
students complete work at a pace slightly faster
than students at a typical public school with a
9-month calendar. However, Graduation Alliance
students participate in the program 12 months a
year and many who request to accelerate credit
attainment are given permission and support as
they demonstrate a capacity to do so. In addition,
Graduation Alliance has the capacity to serve
any number of students who meet eligibility
requirements and wish to enroll in the program.
Upon request by a student, and approval by
Graduation Alliance and district staff, Graduation
Alliance offers some courses that allow students to
earn credit for life experiences, such as work-study
experience. Students who wish to participate in
these experiences must register and complete the
requirements of the associated course, including
logging time spent on the activity, providing
documentation of time spent, and meeting
the minimum contact/supervisory conditions
established in the course contract.
A Written Student Learning Plan is integrated into
the online coursework and course management

system used by Graduation Alliance. Each student
must have a completed learning plan prior to
enrollment. The academic coach works with the
student to create the plan, which includes all
information necessary to guide student learning,
including:
• A beginning and ending date
•A
 description of how weekly check-ins with the
mentor of record will occur
•A
 list of all courses the student will be taking
during the school year
•A
 list of all exams the student should take during
the school year
The plan is carefully monitored by the student’s
academic coach, and deviations or delays in
timely completion of the plan are remediated
immediately.

Quality of Instruction
In addition to an academic program focused on
maintaining high standards, research suggests
that for students who have dropped out, providing
academic content that is meaningful, interesting,
and relevant is critical. Simply providing “more
of the same” instruction as students had before
dropping out is not effective. Specifically, learning
experiences are most beneficial and motivational
to recovered students when they are:
•M
 eaningful and applicable to a future career
(Lembeck, 2013)
•R
 elevant to students’ daily lives (Bridgeland, 2006)
•G
 rounded in “real-world” contexts (Bridgeland,
2006; Woods, 1995)
•R
 elated to experiences from the world of work
(Martin. 2006)
•P
 rocess oriented, not just content-oriented
(Woods, 1995)
•A
 ligned to individual student passions as a way to
motivate persistence (Hoye, 2005; Stern, 1986)
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It is important to ensure the instructional methods
and materials provided are standards-based—
particularly when students will also have to pass
graduation exams to earn their diplomas. Ensuring
instructional materials are standards-based may
be particularly important for students completing
the program within juvenile justice facilities
(Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006).
In addition to high-quality, motivational
instructional materials, students must also have
high quality certified teachers, access to oneon-one instruction, and frequent, personalized
feedback in order to stay engaged in the academic
content. Because many disengaged students
had been “lost in the shuffle” at their previous
schools, research indicates that a low student-toteacher ratio, use of small learning groups, and
other strategies that provide students faster and
more direct access to instructional support are
important to help students feel like their progress
matters (Martinez, 2015; Aron, 2006; Woods, 1995;
Steinberg, 2004).
Graduation Alliance ensures quality in its
curriculum and instruction through multiple
mechanisms. First, Graduation Alliance courses
implement research-based instructional design
and best practices for specific learning modalities.
Learning objectives, including both mastery of
principles and concepts and their application, are
clearly defined for each organizational unit.
Courses use teacher-curated content requiring
students to demonstrate both understanding of
facts and critical thinking. Content is presented
in instructionally effective, efficient, and
authentic ways; students have the opportunity to
demonstrate understanding of new material and
to apply the concepts to unique and authentic
situations, which promotes higher level critical
thinking and provides evidence of learning
outcomes. Ongoing research in best practices
of online course design and implementation
continuously informs the course design,
development, review, and revision process for
Graduation Alliance content.

Students also have access to third-party courses, in
addition to courses created by Graduation Alliance.
Third-party courses are evaluated against stringent
criteria, including:
•C
 lear, logical, easily accessible course organization
and structure
•C
 onsistently presented, well-articulated
lessons, including objectives, introduction and
presentation of concepts, guided practice,
application of concept, and assessment of
understanding
•A
 uthentic, challenging, and, where appropriate,
interdisciplinary approaches to learning
•A
 daptable, customizable pacing options
•A
 pplication of research-based eLearning design
principles
•P
 rovision of frequent opportunities for students
to interact with the concepts and knowledge
material, with other students, and with the
teacher, forming the overall learning community
•R
 eliable, appropriately used learning and
feedback tools
•C
 learly articulated student requirements, rules,
and expectations
•A
 udience-appropriate readability
•C
 ontent that has depth and richness, is accurate
and current, is engaging, incorporates interactive
simulations and multimedia presentations to
reinforce concepts; and reflects the multicultural
world in which students live
• Inclusion of web resources that are redundant
and stable, are directly related to the content
of the course, direct students to trustworthy
sources, and guide students through appropriate
use of the source
•C
 ompliance with ADA section 508 accessibility
requirements and best practices in online
learning.
Graduation Alliance’s core academic courses are
fully aligned to state standards. This ensures that
students receive the same high-quality instruction
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as their peers in traditional high schools and that
their mastery of course content will be evidenced in
their ability to pass state assessments. Standards
mappings are maintained with other Graduation
Alliance documentation related to courses.
Students enrolled in Graduation Alliance’s program
have significant access to instructional support,
both one-on-one and in small groups. For example:
• Instructors are required to conduct office hours/
tutorials a minimum of one hour per week
per course. They must also answer students’
individual questions via email or phone in a timely
manner and are responsible for facilitating and
monitoring student discussions within the online
classroom.
•E
 ach student has an academic coach who is
responsible for monitoring student academic
performance, addressing concerns, and
answering students’ academic questions via
email, phone, instant message, or text message
in a timely manner. Academic coaches monitor
student progress and performance daily and
coordinate proactive interventions when
students’ pace or progress starts falling off target.
•S
 tudents have 24/7, unlimited access to
academic tutors. At any time and within any
course, students can simply click a sidebar to be
transported to the tutoring site, so instructional
support is truly available at the point of need.

Assessment and Feedback
Holding students who have previously disengaged
from school to the same high academic standards
as their counterparts in traditional high schools is
important. However, researchers have long warned
that demanding increased academic performance
without providing appropriate student-centered
support is likely to result in a second dropout event
(Hoye, 2005; Stern, 1986). To reduce the likelihood
of academic failure, student academic performance
must be closely monitored, and a rigorous “early
warning system,” including frequent academic
assessment, and most importantly, timely and

sustained intervention, must be in place (Chappell,
2015; Bridgeland, 2006; Philadelphia Youth
Network, 2006). In addition to assessing students
frequent and remediating academic deficiencies,
some research also emphasizes the importance
of recognizing and rewarding student successes
(Woods, 1995; Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006).
Graduation Alliance focuses on frequent
assessment with timely follow up. For example:
•A
 n intake assessment of reading and
mathematics literacy to help determine grade
level, courses and necessary interventions.
•A
 ssessment opportunities are authentic and
mapped to the learning outcomes.
•O
 pportunities for pre-assessment are provided
(as appropriate).
•S
 elf-checks with automated feedback are used
frequently to help students and teachers gauge
student acquisition of course content.
•M
 ultiple approaches to assessment, including
objective and subjective quizzes and exams,
creative writing assignments, research papers,
and group projects, are included in each course,
creating an ideal balance of immediate feedback
and critical thinking opportunities specific for that
learning modality.
•F
 or courses developed or enhanced by
Graduation Alliance, course design is informed
by the Analysis, Design, Development,
Implementation, Evaluation (ADDIE) model for
instructional design and development. The ADDIE
model consists of the assessment of learner
needs; a comprehensive design plan produced by
the development team, including a subject-matter
expert, instructional designer, and multimedia
developers; development of high quality, relevant
instructional content, including multimedia and
simulations; implementation of the course in a
pilot environment; and an ongoing evaluation and
revision process.
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•C
 ourses are also informed by research-based
eLearning design principles and best practices
as well as the Quality Matters K-12 Online and
Blended Learning Rubric.
On a daily basis, Graduation Alliance’s staff
members track students’ pace (how quickly a
student moves through a course), progress (how
well a student performs on assessments), and
attendance (tracked through logins). Instructors,
academic coaches, and local advocates have access
to a “dashboard” with tabs for pace, progress, and
attendance.
At the first sign of a student missing or failing an
assignment, the intervention process begins. First,
Graduation Alliance staff determines the cause
of the student’s setback. For example, a student
struggling with pace is often struggling with a life
issue that is impacting the time they have available
to complete coursework. If this is the case, the local
advocate steps in to identify potential solutions
and connect the student with the appropriate
community resources. A student struggling with
progress typically requires an intervention from
the instructor, who may invite the student to a web
meeting to walk through the material and re-teach
a concept one-on-one, as needed. If a student is
struggling with attendance, this triggers contacts
from all staff members. In many cases, students
simply need to know that their absences are
noticed.

Confounding Academic Factors
Research also suggests that two confounding
academic factors—Limited English Proficiency
(LEP) and Special Education status—may play
a significant role in the decision to drop out of
school (Blackorby, 1996; Harvey, 2001; Zhang, 2006;
Kortering, 2009; Cornell, 1995).
It can be difficult to obtain accurate data on
students with disabilities enrolled in re-entry
programs that serve young adults up to the age
of 24 or 26 (Wilkins, 2011). While there is little
research on specific strategies for promoting

academic persistence in Special Education
students, some studies suggest that Special
Education students may benefit significantly from:
•G
 reater “self-determination” in their educational
experiences (Zhang, 2006; Kortering, 2009).
•A
 cademic content grounded in real-life situations,
incorporating a variety of interesting teaching
techniques (i.e., avoiding the traditional teacher/
lecturer model), and utilizing technology
(Kortering, 2009; Kortering, 1999).
Teachers who are genuinely interested and
demonstrably supportive of students’ needs are an
important ingredient in reaching Special Education
students (Kortering, 1999).
•T
 he creation of dropout recovery programs that
offer specialized services to address the needs
of students with disabilities and enable them
to obtain a high school diploma or equivalency
certifications (Chappell, 2015).
Graduation Alliance’s curriculum, instructional
content and practices emphasize the use of
engaging, motivational, technology-rich learning.
In addition, Graduation Alliance staff involves
students directly in the development of their
written student learning plans. An important
component of this planning process is the review
and coordination of a Special Education Student’s
Individualized Education Plans (IEP). Graduation
Alliance staff receives each student’s IEP from
the school district and works with the district and
the student to ensure an educational experience
that addresses the student’s academic needs and
future plans. Special Education students benefit
from routine, consistent communication with their
instructors, academic coaches, and local advocates.
Additionally, many Special Education students
benefit significantly from the very nature of
Graduation Alliance’s online classroom:
•E
 xpectations are clearly delineated in writing
•E
 ach course follows the same organizational
structure
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•S
 tudents can “pause,” “rewind,” and “repeat”
a lesson presentation as often as needed
•S
 tudents can take extra time on assignments
without the implicit peer pressure of students
around them finishing earlier
•S
 tudents have unlimited access to academic
tutors, 24x7x365
•S
 tudents can create their own learning
environment that is most conducive to their
learning needs. Students take a Learning
Style Inventory and discuss the results and
recommendations with their academic coach as
one of their first activities in the program.
Research has found that if an underlying English
language literacy problem exists, it must be
addressed prior to, or alongside, the student’s
academic deficiencies (Woods, 1995; Philadelphia
Youth Network, 2006). In one program, LEP support
and tutoring for the migrant population—alongside
academic instruction—was reported to be critical
to the program’s overall success (Cranston-Gingras,
2003).
Graduation Alliance works with the local district to
provide level-appropriate programming to English
Language Learners (ELL). Additionally, many of the
courses offered by Graduation Alliance include the
following ELL accommodations:
•V
 ideo lectures can be paused and replayed and
closed captions or text transcripts, allowing
students additional review time

•S
 taff members, including local advocates,
academic coaches, and teachers who are bilingual
(English/Spanish) are available to help students
translate and interpret reading assignments and
activity instructions, regardless of whether that
staff member has direct responsibility for the
student who is need of assistance
•N
 ote pages are provided with most lessons to
help students identify key concepts and terms
and teachers provide final exam study guides
•V
 ocabulary terms are glossed in-line

4
Post-Secondary Advancement
and Support
There is a growing recognition that the ultimate
goal of dropout recovery cannot be restricted
to helping students earn a high school diploma.
The changing economy and the outsourcing of
low skill jobs necessitate the acquisition of some
post-secondary education and employment skills.
This recognition has expanded the scope and
partnering structure of many dropout recovery
programs, as they are offering not only a high
school diploma but also employment skills and
certifications and college credits.

Research indicates that helping
students envision a bright
future and take appropriate
steps toward that future is
an important component to
successfully recover students
who have dropped out.
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Research indicates that helping students envision
a bright future and take appropriate steps
toward that future is an important component to
successfully recover students who have dropped
out (Hansell, 2016; Knesting, 2008). A study of a
dropout recovery program in San Antonio ISD,
Texas, for instance, found that recovered student
were motivated by the thought of going to college
despite their difficult situations. After visiting
colleges, dropout recovery students reiterated
their motivation to stay in school to earn a diploma
(Martinez, 2015).
Some programs emphasize workforce skills
training, while others emphasize post-secondary
advancement. Many programs also incorporate
formal planning for the future. For example,
one of the common practices that promising
dropout recovery programs in Milwaukee,
Philadelphia, and Portland, Oregon, share is a
focus on students’ future beyond high school.
These programs partner with youth employment
and workforce preparation organizations as well
as with community colleges allowing them to
integrate college-level courses (Rennie Center,
2012). Pennsylvania’s successful dropout recovery
program models emphasize connections to postsecondary education and workplace training and
offer opportunities for rapid credit recovery and
accumulation, including getting competency-based
secondary and post-secondary credits (Operation
Restart, 2008).
Programs that focus on preparing students for
careers provide a variety of training and services.
Some programs help students work toward a
certificate in high-demand fields alongside regular
coursework (Martin, 2006). For example, in New
York City schools, community-based organizations
provide services such as job training, career
counseling, and job placement assistance (New
York City Department of Education, 2006).

Research has shown that many students who
have dropped out do pursue some form of postsecondary education. However, few persist long
enough to attain a degree (Almeida, 2006). Some
successful recovery programs work with local
universities and colleges to allow students to earn
college credit while completing high school work,
so that students enter college with the skills and
knowledge to make them “college ready” (Martin,
2006; Woods, 1995; Philadelphia Youth Network,
2006; Harris, 2006; American Youth Policy Forum,
2006). For example, the Gateways to College
program in Portland, Oregon, enrolls students in
combined high school and college courses after
one semester of intensive academic instruction. An
evaluation of the program found that more than 83
percent of students reached college-level reading
proficiency and 70 percent successfully completed
college preparation courses (Steinberg, 2004).
Some programs have found that while students
often believe they have a bright future, with
specific goals and aspirations, they have little sense
of the specific steps needed to help them reach
their goals (Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006).
Thus, programs often incorporate the development
of a “life plan” that identifies career or college
goals and specific steps needed to attain those
goals (Woods, 1995; Hoye, 2005; Cranston-Gingras,
2003).
Still, many students find that after they have
completed their high school education, the
transition to college or to the world of work is
not an easy one, and positive program effects
may diminish as students leave the structured
environment of the program and are set “adrift”
in the world of college or work (Bloom, 2010).
Consequently, some programs emphasize
additional support for post-program transition.
One successful program employed a full-time
“transition specialist.” In addition to helping
participants transition into post-secondary
opportunities, the staff followed up with students
to ensure that their plans were on track (CranstonGingras, 2003; Bloom, 2010).
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All students participating in Graduation Alliance’s
program are required to develop a career
exploration and planning process with the
assistance of their academic coaches. The plan
covers the student’s high school experience and
one year following graduation and is intended to
help students begin thinking about their future
and focusing on courses they need to best prepare
them for their career interests, whether those
interests lead to additional schooling or directly into
a vocation. This includes assessments that align
post-secondary goals with student aptitude and
interest, assistance in identifying colleges and trade
schools that can help a student meet those goals,
help with school and scholarship applications,
resume building workshops, job search and
placement assistance, and social media networks to
help connect graduates to educational and career
opportunities.
Because students enrolled in Graduation Alliance
are considered “diploma-seeking students” within
their public-school districts, they generally have
access to all of the district’s established career and
college counseling services, as well.

5
Coaching/Mentoring
Many research studies indicate that students’
social “disconnect” from schools cannot be
ignored in attempting to re-engage and sustain
student participation in academic work. Student
engagement is considered crucial to an effective
dropout recovery program because student
engagement leads to academic success and
program completion (Stout , 2009). Coaching/
mentoring appears to be an important component.
Research indicates that coaching/mentoring

must address a variety of student needs: social/
emotional, academic, and practical (Arroyo
Research Services, 2011; Aron, 2006; Woods, 1995;
Bloom, 2010).
Often, students have left school because of a social/
emotional disconnect. Many programs focus on
rebuilding students’ trust and sense of belonging
in school. Strategies to accomplish this may include
a focus on developing exceptional teacher/student
relationships (Lee, 2003; Martin, 2006; Knesting,
2008). Group mentoring can also be effective
because it may bond students to the program as
social bonds are formed (Stern, 1986; Steinberg,
2004; Martin, 2006; Hoye, 2005; Bloom, 2010).
Coaches and mentors are also important in
keeping students “on task” academically. This may
include simply knowing that a teacher believes in a
student’s ability to achieve. For example, in a study
of students who had dropped out and re-enrolled
in school, researchers found that a significant factor
influencing students’ persistence after re-enrolling
was the support the student received from teachers
who believed in them and wanted them to succeed
(Knesting, 2008).
In some cases, the role of coach/mentor expands
beyond the school walls to help students overcome
barriers in their personal lives. Frequently, this
includes helping students access social services,
such as clothing, shelter, childcare, substance
abuse support, etc. (Chmelynski, 2006; Hoye,
2005). Several programs also use a liaison to work
with local law enforcement for students who are
incarcerated or have a history of juvenile offenses,
or with foster care systems (National League of
Cities, 2007; Harris, 2006). However, school staff
may lack the time or expertise to provide access
to these services. Some programs partner with
community-based organizations to provide access
to social services (Chmelynski, 2006).
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Graduation Alliance provides students with a comprehensive support network encompassing and
supporting students’ academic and social needs. This support network is facilitated through the use of
technology and is summarized in the graphic below.

ACADEMIC SUPPORTS

SOCIAL SUPPORTS

• Academic Coaches

• Academic Coaches

• Certified Teachers

• Certified Teachers

• Tutors (24 x 7 access)

• Tutors (24 x 7 access)

• Student Services Specialists
• Program Principal

• Student Services Specialists
DROPOUT
RECOVERY
STUDENT

Upon intake, students are asked a series of
questions to determine the specific reasons they
had for dropping out, life circumstances that might
complicate their completion of high school, and the
support mechanisms they may have available in
their personal lives. Acting on this information, the
student’s academic coach creates a personalized
student learning plan that, upon successful
completion, will result in a high school diploma.
Simultaneously, the local advocate identifies
various supports needed to address the students’
challenging life circumstances. Additionally,
districts may choose to provide students with
Graduation Alliance’s ScholarCentric socialemotional learning assessments and interventions
to better understand and address non-cognitive
skill development.
While Graduation Alliance academic coaches and
local advocates represent the “front line” in terms

• Program Principal

of student coaching and monitoring, as students
progress through the program, staff at any level
may become involved in resolving a specific barrier
to students’ program completion. Communication
between staff members is critical, and often a
challenge or barrier requires input from multiple
staff members. For example:
• If a student drops out or is removed from the
program following a series of interventions, the
student’s academic coach and/or local advocate
may work with the student to apply for re-entry.
•S
 tudents applying for re-entry must complete a
set number of courses within the requisite course
completion time to be formally re-enrolled.
•A
 teacher may identify a potentially challenging
life issue as they are reviewing student work (e.g.,
if a student writes about a traumatic experience).
The teacher alerts the local advocate, who
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makes contact with the student to discuss the
occurrence, and if necessary, connect the student
with local support/counseling services to address
the emotional effects of the experience.

•A
 cademic coaches, acting as navigators, guide
students through the educational experience.
Academic coaches are responsible for
monitoring the early warning system, identifying
academic and social barriers, and coordinating
interventions.
•L
 ocal advocates are responsible for coordinating
social service interventions for students. As
members of the communities in which their
students reside, these advocates meet regularly
face-to-face with students, build relationships of
trust, and bring their knowledge of community
resources to bear in the identification and
mitigation of social barriers.

6
Fostering Parental Support
There is empirical evidence that family engagement
has a large and significant impact on dropout
rates. It has emerged as the most significant
factor affecting student academic performance
and behavior (Chappell, 2015). Research suggests
that students are more successful in returning to
and persisting in high school when parents are
involved—talking about school and emphasizing
their concern over school performance, watching
for risk factors and seeking help when needed, and
learning about the programs available to help their
children (Philadelphia Youth Network, 2006; Hoye,
2005). However, many disengaged students lack a
support system at home to help them stay focused
on and succeed in school (Hoye, 2005). Some
successful dropout recovery programs not only
provide direct mentoring support to students, but
also foster improved home support for students
by increasing communication with parents
(Bridgeland, 2006; Woods, 1995).
Graduation Alliance uses several approaches to
foster improved parental support of students.
Local advocates frequently invite parents to
weekly meetups and regularly contact parents
to discuss student progress. In areas with large
Latino populations, where students may be fluent
in English but their parents may not be, Graduation
Alliance seeks to hire bilingual local advocates to
build positive school-parent relationships and to
help parents become more involved in students’
academic activities. In addition, Graduation Alliance
provides access to student data for parents (where
allowed by FERPA) through the Parent Portal.
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6
CONCLUSION
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Graduation Alliance’s dropout recovery programs have demonstrated
efficacy and an alignment to identify best practices, with results that
number in many thousands of graduates across the nation.
There is no “magic” to this organization’s programs. The reason
Graduation Alliance has been able to produce such results is because
its programs are sustainable from a funding perspective, have strong
student identification and recruitment techniques, employ rigorous
but personalized programming, and offer robust support. As a
result, Graduation Alliance is a model best-practices organization for
employing effective dropout recovery strategies.
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