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Background
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By just about any measure, Evergreen Public Schools’ efforts to help more students earn a high school diploma 
had been a tremendous success. 

In just five years, the graduation rate at the 26,000-student district in southern Washington had risen from about 
83 to more than 93 percent — making it one of the fastest gaining districts in the nation.

“We were able to do that even at the same time the graduation requirements increased,” said Bill Oman, the 
district’s senior director of secondary education. “And, sure, a lot of people would look at that and say ‘that’s 
phenomenal.’”

But even with an on-time graduation rate about 15 percent higher than the state average, Evergreen’s leadership 
team didn’t feel content. Oman said that’s because the district still hadn’t reached its “big, audacious goal” of 
ensuring every student in the district had an individual, reasonable and realizable path to graduation. 

“93 percent sounds good until you turn it the other way around,” Oman said. “That’s still 7 percent of our 
students, and if we think about what that means, it’s close to 150 students, year after year. And what’s our 
obligation to them? What’s our obligation to our community? When you ask those questions, the answer is 
pretty clear. 93 percent isn’t good enough.” 



Evergreen’s rapid grad-rate improvements had come 
as a result of a simple-to-say but hard-to-deliver 
philosophy.

“You’ve got to have options for every student,” 
said Heather Fowler, the principal of the district’s 
alternative school, Legacy High School, which has 
experienced vastly improved on-time graduation 
rates in recent years. 

Indeed, Evergreen school leaders were working 
hard to make sure they had lots of options. There 
was a rapidly improving alternative campus, a 
sophisticated credit recovery initiative, a successful 
GED program, a summer academy, both full-time 
and hybrid online learning opportunities, and 
an interdisciplinary team tracking each student’s 
progress to keep an eye out for potential problems 
and proactive solutions. 

But even as the net was tightening — with fewer and 
fewer students slipping by without being given the 
option to move to another graduation pathway — 
Fowler said there was one group where grad-rate 
improvements weren’t being realized.

“For the ones who were either pushed out or had 
walked out of their high school, we weren’t taking 
any actions to get them re-engaged, even though 
we did have some options like the GED and online 
programs that might have been a good fit for those 
students,” Fowler said. 

When Fowler, Oman and a small team from the 

district began reaching out to disengaged students, 
they were pleased to see how eager those former 
students were to return. “Sometimes they just don’t 
know how to come back,” Fowler said. “Sometimes 
they just needed to be asked.”

But the team also quickly learned how hard it was to 
even locate many of the students.

“We just started making phone calls and doing 
whatever we could to see if we could get back in 
touch with them,” Oman said. “Then we’d go out and 
meet them where they work, or at a coffee shop, or 
wherever it was convenient for them — but, to be 
honest, it really was slow-going.”

And for a district like Evergreen — a place where 
school leaders had grown used to bold goals driving 
rapid successes — that wasn’t enough. 

The Challenge 

“We just started making phone calls and doing whatever we 
could to see if we could get back in touch with them,” Oman 
said. “Then we’d go out and meet them where they work, or 
at a coffee shop, or wherever it was convenient for them — 
but, to be honest, it really was slow-going.”
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The Solution 
Evergreen’s leaders had seen first-hand that it was 
possible to re-engage students who had left before 
graduation, but they had also recognized that it was 
arduous and time-consuming work.

What’s more, as Fowler took stock of the stories she 
was hearing from former students, she recognized 
that even the most flexible of the district’s diverse 
slate of programs might not be enough for students 
who had been out of school for a while. 

 

What Evergreen needed was a team that specialized 
in both the time-intensive work of relocating 
students and the people-intensive business of 
providing those students the wrap-around support 
they need to get back on the path to graduation.

“We talked to a lot of people,” Oman said. “Of course, 
when you’re in administration, you get contacted 
all the time by organizations who say they have 
the best program for this group of students or the 
right solution for that group if students, so it’s really 

a matter of wading through the different options 
that are out there until you find one that you are 
comfortable with.” 

Since Graduation Alliance had been working with 
over 60 districts in Washington many for more 
than a decade, it quickly rose to the top of the list 
of partners to consider. Even still, district leaders 
wanted to be as certain as possible that Graduation 
Alliance was the right fit for the district and the 
students who were being targeted for services. 

“Evergreen has a history of taking bold action for 
our students,” said Mike Merlino, who has served the 
district since 2000 and became superintendent in 
2019. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t think carefully 
and do our research conscientiously. In this case, 
we were about to make some pretty significant 
commitments to students. We were about to tell 
them ‘we have a pathway for you.’ That’s a serious 
thing to say.” 

In early 2019, re-engagement counselors from 
Graduation Alliance began working to locate former 
Evergreen students.

Because the district had done its homework, Oman 
said he was feeling optimistic. He was nonetheless 
taken aback when he received a progress report 
about two weeks after the program’s initiation.

“At that point, already, about 60 former students 
from our community had raised their hands to say 
they wanted to be a part of that opportunity,” he 
said. “And I’d never contemplated numbers like that. 
In my mind, at first, this was a tremendous success. 
And then, when I thought about it another way, I 
felt sad, because here we had all these students 
out there who were really eager to return. So this 
program was really overdue.”
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“At 20 years old, they weren’t going 
to go back to any of the campus-
based options,” Fowler said. “A 
lot of these students had full-time 
jobs. A lot of them had families. 
And they also had a lot of the same 
challenges they had when they 
had left school in the first place. So 
even though it was working really 
well to reach out and say ‘I’ve seen 
your transcripts, this is all you 
need, and here is a way to do it,’ 
those options weren’t always the 
right fit given the circumstances.”
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The Results 
The first few graduates of Evergreen’s Graduation 
Alliance program were those for whom Evergreen’s 
policy of creating many pathways to graduation had 
very nearly paid off. 

Samantha, for instance, had been just three classes 
shy of graduating when she left Legacy High School. 
Jacob was even closer: He needed just two classes. 
And as for Scott? He only needed one.

“It can be frustrating to think about how close some 
students were,” Fowler said. “At the same time, you 
have to recognize that they all needed something 
they weren’t getting, for whatever reason, and when 
we were able to give it to them, they were finally able 
to reach that goal.”

Samantha was working full time and could only do 
school late at night, so her Graduation Alliance local 
advocate, Jessica Lee, adjusted her schedule so that 
she would be available for a call or video chat when 
Samantha needed her.

“For a lot of students — especially those with jobs and 
families — midnight or 1 a.m. or even later than that 
is the only time they can work on school,” Lee said. 
“If they find themselves struggling then, it doesn’t 
do them any good if they can’t get support until 
daytime.” 

Health issues had pushed Jacob out of school, and he 
was still struggling with those same obstacles when a 
re-engagement counselor reached out to him.

“What Jacob really needed was a way to do classes 
when he was in the hospital, and the ability to take 
a break from those classes when he was too sick to 
do the work,” Graduation Alliance re-engagement 
counselor Katie explained. “When I told him we could 
get him a laptop computer and online courses that 
were flexible, he was really excited to get started.”

Scott was excited, too, but since leaving school he 
had been taking temporary jobs out of state. As soon 
as he was back in Washington, he enrolled in the 
single art class he needed to earn his diploma. Soon, 
he was a high school graduate.

Not every student was on their “last mile,” though. 
Dejah, for instance, had left Legacy in her sophomore 
year, after struggling with major depression. 

“The schools, my teachers, everyone — they had 
honestly tried hard to help me, but I’d been through 
so much and it was so hard,”  Dejah recalled. “But 
when I heard about this new option, I said, ‘OK, I really 
do think I’ve got this.’”
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Dejah said she quickly learned that even with the flexibility that the program offered, she couldn’t do it alone. 
“The teachers and my local advocate were really supportive,” she said. “I felt proud of myself and I think it really 
helped me with my depression to know that I wasn’t a lost cause — that I really could be successful in school.”

By the end of 2019, sixteen students who had previously dropped out had earned a high school diploma. By the 
end of 2020, the number of re-engaged graduates had risen to 67.

About 100 additional students are currently enrolled in the Evergreen Graduation Alliance program. 

  

“These are students who didn’t have a path, and we found them one, and of course that feels good,” Merlino 
said. “But the way we look at things at Evergreen, we’re not done. We’ve added one option and it’s working, but 
what do we need to do next? That’s the question we’re always going to ask and, until we have an answer for 
every student, we won’t be done.” 


