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While an ever-expanding amount of research is available on the subject of dropout prevention, the 
subject of dropout recovery (specifically: bringing back to the educational fold high school-aged 
individuals who have disengaged from the pursuit of a diploma) has been little studied.i Even less 
scholarship has been conducted on the more specific question of how to persuade students to come back 
to school once they have left.
 
Yet recruitment is the essential first step to recovery, and a thorough understanding of best practices 
is vital to successful recovery initiatives. This report reviews the lessons and practices embedded in a 
diverse selection of research, particularly in the field of persuasion theory, and evaluates the Graduation 
Alliance model, now which has been initiated in nearly dozens of school 70 districts across the United 
States, to provide a social and pedagogical framework for re-engaging students in a way that provides 
these students with the inspirations, motivations, expectations and support they need to get to graduation day.

i.     Executive Summary
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Dropout recovery recruitment is, at its heart, a 
process of persuasion and thus subject to six well-
tested, research-based principles: reciprocation, 
social proof, commitment and consistency, liking, 
authority and scarcity.ii However, conventional 
persuasion theory assumes the object of the 
persuasion is available and amenable to receiving 
these approaches, and that is not always, or even 
often, the case when it comes to high school 
dropouts.iii Members of the dropout population 
can be difficult to locate, as they are more likely to 
be transient and less likely to have frequent and 
reliable access to technological resources generally 
used for communication, 
such as mobile telephones, 
Internet access and social 
networking. They are also 
more likely to be impeded by 
language barriers.iv

Complicating matters, 
dropouts often face 
compound challenges 
that have made school a lower priority in their 
lives than other obligations, including but not 
limited to work, parenting, personal safety, legal 
commitments and caring for sick family members.v 
Furthermore, many at-risk students believe, 
wrongly as research has well established, that they 
do not need a high school diploma because a GED 
will suffice. Wrongful perceptions about the ease of 
passing the alternative test and its actual economic 
value, then, can act as a siren’s song that not only 
draws students away from school but also can 
keep them from taking advantage of opportunities 
to re-enroll.vi For these reasons, the persuasive 
approach must begin with a demonstration that 
the paradigm has shifted — a communication of 
intention that is clear, concise and compelling. 

It’s also vital to note that the traditional model 
of persuasion assumes an end goal of “getting to 
yes.”vii That level of contract-making is inadequate 
for the recovery of students for whom the obstacles 
that first prevented academic success will continue 
unabated, and even shift and grow, during a path to 
graduation that can sometimes take years. Students 
who have dropped out once, after all, are more 
likely to do so again.viii It is thus not sufficient in 
the recruitment process to simply get to yes, but 
rather to get students to a place where they are 
prepared to say “yes” repeatedly, over time, even 
as life conspires to distract them from their goals. 

That necessitates honest and 
adequate disclosure of the 
challenges ahead, as well as 
a commitment, on both the 
part of the student and the 
program, to work together 
to overcome those obstacles 
until the graduation goal is 
reached. 

The 10 resulting principles that will be discussed 
in this paper — location, communication of 
intention, reciprocation, social proof, commitment 
and consistency, scarcity, liking, authority, 
communication of challenges and commitment 
to longevity — create a framework for getting 
students on the path from dropout to diploma 
holder.

This paper will explore the ways in which 
Graduation Alliance implements these principles 
in its programs, in which returning students are 
provided flexibility, via online classes, to earn 
credits toward their high school diplomas while 
supported by a network of social and educational 
professionals.

ii.   Introduction

For these reasons, the 
persuasive approach 

must begin with a 
demonstration that the 
paradigm has shifted
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Among other attributes, successful dropout 
recovery programs offer high standards, 
high-quality instructional materials, frequent 
assessment, opportunities for accelerated learning, 
interaction with caring adults and student-specific 
case management.ix None of that matters, however, 
if students don’t show up. Indeed, one of the 
historic obstacles to initiating successful dropout 
recovery programs happens long before any social 
and pedagogical interventions can even begin: A 
study of early dropout prevention and recovery 
programs in California, for instance, found that 
many were ineffective not for a lack of adequate 
educational strategies, but because dropouts simply 
did not know about the program.x More than 20 
years later, a program intended to recover and 
graduate thousands of students in Texas was facing 
the very same problem. It had fallen far short of 
its goal, primarily because of trouble tracking 
down dropouts.xi Programs that are successful 
in recruiting dropouts back to school tend to 
exploit multiple channels of communication, 
including peer-to-peer referrals, public relations 
and marketing, outreach specialists, letters and 
post cards, e-mail, telephone contact and the use of 
traditional and social media channels.xii 

At the same time, dropout recovery implementers 
must be cognizant that publicizing programs which 
might seem to offer an easier path to a diploma 
than the traditional brick-and-mortar route could 
have the unintended consequence of inciting some 
students to consider dropping out in order to 
pursue the alternative pathway.xiii In some cases, it 
is true that the recovery program could be a more 
appropriate fit for some at-risk students who are 
still engaged in a traditional school program, but 
as no dropout recovery program has been shown 
to be a “magic bullet” path to diplomas for all 
students, the benefits of publicity must be weighed 
against the potential consequences. 

In order to prevent its recovery initiatives from 
becoming beacons for students who would simply 
prefer to “try something different” en route to 
their diploma, Graduation Alliance stresses, as 
a principle of its student-focused marketing and 
re-enrollment efforts, the fact that the program 
is challenging. One Graduation Alliance flier, for 
instance, warns students outright that the program 
“will be hard” while promising to those who 
may genuinely be interested in getting back on a 
path to graduation that “we will be here by your 
side.” Furthermore, institutional controls prevent 
programmatic flight by dictating Graduation 
Alliance is not an option that active students 
can choose, but rather a limited service to which 
former students can be referred, and only under 
certain circumstances. 

However, in addition to simply creating more 
opportunities for dropouts to learn about a 
recovery initiative, exposure does offer one 
significant benefit: transforming the paradigm 
from one in which the words “drop out” invoke 
permanence to one in which dropouts recognize 
the possibility that their educational status is 
subject to change. One of the most popular 
embodiments of this concept is the so-called 
“dropout recovery walk.” Walks are generally 
high-profile events, often covered by the media, in 
which members of the community fan out across 
neighborhoods with lists of students who have 
dropped out and an open invitation to return.xiv

The paradigm-shifting power of such events 
— in which dropouts are not “lost causes” but 
“potential students” — should not be dismissed. 
These events are generally unsuccessful, though, 
in terms of bringing back large percentages of 
students, and those who do return often do not 
re-engage meaningfully in their educations. In 
Las Vegas, for instance, about 300 school and 

 iii.  Location
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community volunteers spread out across the city 
and its suburbs, looking for 289 at-risk seniors 
who dropped out of school in the fall of 2011. By 
the end of the effort, volunteers were able to get 
commitments from just 28 students, for a re-
enrollment rate of less than 10 percent. The rate 
of re-engagement was even lower. Just 22 of the 
students returned to school the following week 
and only 17 remained in school six months later.xv 

Despite the results, school 
leaders called the walks “an 
important first step” and the 
impact of their efforts on 
those 17 students certainly 
cannot be discounted.  

Nonetheless, the Las Vegas 
example demonstrates 
dropout walks can be a 
highly inefficient system. In 
three years of recruitment 
drives with dozens of 
districts across the United 
States, Graduation Alliance 
has experimented with 
multiple approaches and 
concluded that phone-based 
re-enrollment counselors can reach multiple 
students in the time it takes a dropout walker to 
reach one. In September of 2011, for instance, eight 
Graduation Alliance re-enrollment counselors 
successfully located and re-enrolled nearly 100 
dropouts in a single day, starting only with a 
list of names and phone numbers provided by a 
partnering district.

Upon authorization and in consultation with 
the districts it serves, Graduation Alliance 
supplements phone-based re-enrollment 
counseling with student-centered marketing, 
including post cards, letters, pamphlets, fliers and 
broadcast public service announcements. It also 
sends individual advocates out, on foot, in an 

attempt to locate students who are not able to be 
found by the phone-based counselors. Perhaps 
counterintuitively, social media has yet proven 
relatively ineffective as a tool for initial contact 
with dropped-out students. One Graduation 
Alliance re-enrollment pilot used Facebook and 
MySpace to seek out 50 individuals who were not 
able to be located via telephone. Although the 
effort did uncover information that was ultimately 

successful in taking 
some students off the 
list of potential re-
enrollees (those who had 
completed high school 
in other communities, 
obtained a GED, or 
become ineligible due 
to a move out of the 
district, for instance) 
recruiters only ultimately 
made contact with six 
of the students and just 
two re-enrolled. The low 
rate of success could be 
attributed to the “privacy 
paradox” that exists, 
particularly among 

American teenagers, who tend to provide lots of 
information about their lives freely on the Internet, 
but often feel harassed when that information is 
exploited, regardless of intent.xvi Again, the impact 
on those two students cannot be diminished, but 
for greatest efficiency and success, the phone-
based model has thus far worked the best. A list 
of 100 students in Washington State, run through 
the phone-based re-enrollment system, generates 
approximately 26 contacts and 23 re-enrollments. 

The significance of that final statistic cannot be 
overstated: Once located and contacted, 80 percent 
of eligible students will respond positively to 
the initial challenge of re-enrollment offered by 
Graduation Alliance.  
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In sales lingo, an “elevator pitch” — so named 
because it can be delivered in the time it takes 
someone to step onto and off of an elevator — is 
a succinct summation of what a company makes, 
does or sells. In recruiting dropouts back to 
school, it is important to have a pitch that similarly 
articulates the paradigm-shifting possibility of 
returning to school.

It is less important, initially, for dropouts to hear 
the reasons for coming back to school (i.e. better 
pay, employment opportunities, higher education). 
Research demonstrates that the overwhelming 
majority of dropouts, 81 percent, already have 
come to understand that graduating from high 
school is important to success in life.xvii What they 
need to hear is that it is possible: The Graduation 
Alliance “pitch” includes a concise explanation of 
a program that provides the flexibility needed by 
students who realize that any renewed attempt to 
complete high school would have to be balanced 
with parental responsibilities, one or more jobs, 
hospital visits or other obligations.xviii The pitch 
also explains the program’s multiple layers of 
support — including tutors, teachers, counselors, 
administrators, a personal academic coach, a 

local advocate, a supportive peer network and 
community supporters — demonstrated to help at-
risk students succeed.xix 

Finally, re-enrollment counselors explain to 
students that they will be held responsible for 
their learning — the first step in an accountability 
process in which students risk disenrollment if 
they do not take advantage of the opportunity 
and support structures they have been offered. 
Interested students are immediately put into 
contact with a personal academic coach, who 
reiterates the challenges and begins to work 
alongside the student to identify the obstacles to 
success and an educational path forward. Once 
established, the academic coach specifically asks 
the student to reiterate his or her commitment 
to the program — the first “hard yes” in a re-
engagement process that extends deep into the 
post-enrollment period. This period can take 
several months and, in an ideal situation, is 
indistinguishable from recruitment. In other 
words, a student should not be considered 
successfully recruited unless he or she also 
meaningfully re-engages.

iv.       Communication of Intention

Reciprocation is the simple and well-tested 
idea that people feel indebted to those who 
do something for them, whether tangible or 
intangible. It can be abused — for instance, where 
a quid pro quo is involved — but at its essence it is 
a simple part of the human experience: Individuals 
who get something want to give something in 
return.xx 
The natural inclination for a student who has 
been granted a second opportunity to earn a 
high school diploma is a feeling of gratitude and 

desire to reciprocate by demonstrating an effort 
commensurate with the perceived value of that 
opportunity. In the Graduation Alliance model, 
the offered intangibles — flexibility, support and 
a second chance — are coupled with at least one 
tangible: the long-term, no-cost loan of a 4G 
wireless-enabled laptop computer. The computer 
is an integral part of the flexibility model, which 
is designed to give students the ability to complete 
assignments anytime and anywhere via a learning 
management system designed specifically for at-

 v.     Reciprocation
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risk learners. As a corollary benefit, it also serves 
as a physical symbol of trust and confidence in 
students for whom a boost in self-esteem can be a 
significant factor in educational success.xxi 

There are plenty of variables that affect whether a 
teenager will, in fact, respond to acts of generosity 
and altruism in kind. Research shows that 
adolescents are less likely to engage in reciprocal 
behavior than adults, though profound changes 
happen in the teenage brain between the ages of 
12 and 18 that underlie a significant shift from 

thinking about one’s self to thinking about others.
xxii As such, older students are somewhat more 
likely to reciprocate than younger students. 
Additionally, regardless of age, students generally 
will first respond to basic needs, (i.e. Maslow’s 
hierarchy) before they can attend to social or 
psychological obligations like reciprocity.xxiii But 
providing immediate opportunities for a student 
to reciprocate by completing coursework creates at 
least a temporary opportunity for success to be felt 
and, in turn, to be built upon.

Research demonstrates that individuals who 
are uncertain about how to respond in a certain 
situation often let their actions be guided by 
those around them, particularly those who are 
their peers.xxiv As discussed, students returning 
to school after a 
period of being 
away generally 
understand the 
importance of 
earning a diploma, 
but understanding 
a goal and 
believing that it is 
achievable are two 
different things. 
Peer modeling and 
support can help 
bridge the gap. 

It’s well established that students with peer groups 
that have an identity tied to school are more likely 
to remain in school. Notably, supportive peer 
groups can be particularly impactful to Hispanic 
studentsxxv who are overrepresented in the dropout 
population.xxvi

Within one week, and often much sooner, students 
recruited into Graduation Alliance programs are 
required to attend a “meet-up” where they will 
meet face-to-face with a local advocate, receive 
their program-issued laptop computer and meet 

other students 
who have faced 
many of the same 
life obstacles. 
In one example, 
Graduation 
Alliance began 
re-enrolling 
students into a 
program in central 
Washington state 
in the summer of 
2012. Fifteen were 
enrolled in the 

first 24 hours of the initiative and 12 were present 
for the first meet-up, which took place just one 
day after recruitment began. These meetings are 
required, as students cannot receive credit for a 
class until they take a final exam proctored by their 
advocate, and students are asked to both offer and 
accept help from fellow participants, stimulating 
teamwork and solidarity.

vi.      Social Proof
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From voting to recycling to medical regimens, 
individuals who make contracts to follow through 
on a commitment adhere to that commitment at 
statistically higher rates than those who do not.xxvii 

In general, research shows written commitments 
have a more powerful effect than verbal 
commitments, and public commitments, including 
those made before peer groups, can be especially 
effective.xxviii

In addition to the verbal commitment gained 
during the initial recruiting 
contact, all Graduation 
Alliance students during 
their first meet-up engage in 
a written exercise in which 
they develop a physical “I 
Will Graduate” calendar card, 
upon which they commit in 
writing to at least 20 hours 
of coursework per week. 
Additionally, as part of the orientation, students 
compose an essay in which they describe the 
obstacles that have prevented prior academic 
success, their goal for the future and the path they 
will take to get there. Although local advocates who 
facilitate Graduation Alliance “meet-ups” are given 
latitude to run the weekly meetings in response 
to student needs, some choose to include a public 
introduction and statement of commitment from 
new students.

Individuals who have dedicated time to an effort 
are more likely to continue that effort, even at 
times in which they cannot see a personal benefit 
or the metaphorical light at the end of the tunnel, 
and indeed even in times when it seems the 
ultimate outcome of the effort could be negative.
xxix As such, early accomplishment over a sustained 
period is vital to long-term success. As in the case 

of reciprocation, there is a positive relationship 
between age and preference for consistency, with 
older individuals being more likely to prefer 
consistent activities, cognitions and people. At all 
ages, however, people tend to prefer consistency 
over inconsistency.xxx 

 
Students entering Graduation Alliance programs 
are subject to a transcript review that can take 
several days, a period of time in which district 
officials retrieve and provide the transcript to the 

student’s academic coach, who 
uses it to create a personalized 
learning plan that, if followed, 
will culminate in a high school 
diploma. During this period, 
students are immediately 
assigned to the Graduation 
Alliance orientation course, 
a one-quarter-credit elective 
that familiarizes the student 

with the learning management system, class 
structure and program rules, and provides 
opportunities for self-reflection and goal-setting. 
This course is immediately followed by another 
elective, “Success for Teens,” which educates 
students in study skills, schedule-keeping and 
other proficiencies they will need to complete the 
Graduation Alliance program. While not “easy” 
courses, per se, both classes are designed to provide 
opportunities for early success and generate an 
early pattern of consistency as students move into 
more difficult academic challenges. 

vii.     Commitment and Consistency 

Early accomplishment 
over a sustained period 

is vital to long-term 
success.
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Perhaps the most difficult principle of persuasion 
to apply when seeking to get dropouts to return 
and to re-engage in school is the notion of scarcity, 
which suggests that rarity, uncommonness 
and dwindling supply confers value and thus 
increases demand on a product.xxxi Of course, the 
obvious “product” being offered through dropout 
prevention programs is not, in fact, scarce, as the 
country’s public education system, for whatever 
its faults, gives nearly everyone a chance, though 
sometimes unequal, to earn a high school diploma, 
and the vast majority of students do manage to 
do so. The conventional perception is not one of 
scarcity either, particularly when GED programs, 
which are widely available and often seen as 
equivalent to a diploma, are factored into the 
“market.”

Graduation Alliance re-enrollment counselors 
confront this challenge by identifying the program 
not by its end result, a diploma, but rather by the 
totality of what is being offered, particularly the 
service’s flexibility and support. These are attributes 
that are not always associated with school, which 
at-risk students often consider to be rigid and 
indifferent to their needs.xxxii 

In most states, enrollment and funding regulations 
are also an engine of scarcity, as open enrollment 
periods can sometimes last just a few weeks. In 
these cases, re-enrollment counselors have found 
it is beneficial to divulge to potential students that 
the window of opportunity for enrollment is small, 
particularly in cases in which a student expresses 
some initial cautiousness about returning to school.  

Research shows people are most receptive toward 
overtures from those they know, like and admire. 
When people try to exert influence to achieve a 
desired effect, they are most successful when they 
employ a status transaction, presenting themselves 
as an example of an individual of higher status 
who can offer an opportunity to raise the status of 
others.xxxiii There is, however, an important caveat: 
The giver should exemplify a status higher than 
the receiver, but not to the point of inaccessibility. 
“We like people who are like us and are more 
willing to say yes to their requests,” Cialdini writes. 
This might be a contributing factor in the lack of 
success of many dropout recovery walks: Walkers 
are primarily teachers, social workers, principals, 
district administrators or others of a social status 
that can seem out-of-reach and out-of-touch to a 
young dropout.
 

The first line of recruitment when districts join 
Graduation Alliance, the phone-based call center, 
filters out many indicators of class and social 
standing that can be barriers to trust-building 
— providing a degree of protective space to the 
student being recruited similar to what social 
scientists use in sensitive situations to reduce the 
effect of negative stigmas and to increase trust.xxxiv 

Re-enrollment counselors are generally in their 
20s and many had their own struggles in school, 
a point of likeness that helps build connections 
with students who are not immediately drawn by 
the program’s goals alone. As some students, and 
a large number of parents, are more comfortable 
speaking in Spanish, Spanish-speaking counselors 
are available to explain the program and move 
students through the enrollment process. Having 
Spanish-speaking staff available for consultation 
can be particularly beneficial even in cases in 

viii.     Scarcity

 ix.  Liking
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which students of Hispanic origin are fully fluent 
in English because these students tend to look at 
decision-making as a family actxxxv and thus want 
their parents or other elders to be as well-informed 
about the program as they are.

While email, letters, postcards and fliers are 
important parts of the “dragnet” for locating 

students, research and experience dictate that 
they remain tertiary tactics, and all electronic 
communication from students is quickly 
responded to by a recruitment counselor, as 
reliance on software to initiate relationships with 
prospective students sends a message that students 
will be treated impersonally.xxxvi  

 x.     Authority
Human beings are prone, even predisposed, to 
submit to authority,xxxvii and dropouts are no 
exception. However, at-risk students in particular 
are more likely to be compliant to authority when 
that authority is perceived as fair and legitimate.
xxxviii Establishing legitimacy is no easy order, 
though, as students who previously have been 
unsuccessful in school may blame teachers and 
administrators for their failures.xxxix As such, 
simply providing the latest in a line of familiar 

authority archetypes does not immediately 
establish legitimacy and in fact may create negative 
associations that are prejudicial to that student’s 
success. Students who have a propensity to reject 
traditional sources of authority, such as parents, 
teachers and administrators, are inclined to give 
more legitimacy to personal and peer authority.xl 
It is therefore crucial to establish new authoritative 
paradigms for at-risk students to latch onto, and to 
include opportunities for self-determination and 
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positive peer pressure to play a role in return-to-
school decision-making. 

While Graduation Alliance maintains some 
traditional authority roles, including teachers 
and administrators, the first line of support and 
most frequent points of contact for students are 
personal academic coaches and local advocates 
whose roles do not correspond to traditional 
school-based authority positions and who are 
introduced to students almost immediately upon 
re-enrollment. As such, the first authority figures 
students are exposed to within the new system 
are ones who are more difficult to pigeon-hole as 
being similar to figures who are associated with 
past failures. Although Graduation Alliance hires 
these individuals on the basis of their abilities, 
rather than their demographics, one opportune 
coincidence is that academic coaches and 
advocates also tend to be younger adults who are 
less burdened by generation gaps. 

Although phone-based recruitment masks it to 
some extent, the very first contact point for most 

students, the re-enrollment counselors, also skew 
younger. These individuals also often come from 
at-risk or otherwise troubled backgrounds, creating 
a point of likeness for student groups who incline 
toward peer authority. In line with research into 
the influencers for at-risk students, true peers also 
provide an important point of authority. After 
direct recruitment from Graduation Alliance, 
peer referrals are the next greatest source of re-
enrollment.

Students who are not immediately provided 
indications of the validity of an authority are 
prone to test for it, for instance by failing to 
complete required work. This is especially 
true for students who have, in the past, faced 
warnings of impending discipline that were not 
carried out. Graduation Alliance students must 
complete two quarter-credit classes per month 
to remain eligible for the program, and they are 
made aware from the time of enrollment of the 
consequences of inadequate participation. Those 
who fail to complete the required coursework, 
which is estimated to take 20 hours per week, are 
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given a warning. A second consecutive month 
of inadequate participation results in probation. 
There is no third strike; students who fail for 
more than two months to dedicate the required 
time to the program are dismissed and provided 
counseling on alternative educational options. 
Although the Family Education Rights and 
Privacy Act, not to mention common decency, 
dictates that student failures would never be held 
up as examples to other students, the structure of 
the program, which includes mandatory weekly 
“meet-ups,” makes the loss of unsuccessful students 
rather conspicuous, likely sending the message to 
students who continue onward that disenrollment 
is a true possibility for those who do not put in 
the required effort.

In certain circumstances, a student may be 
provided the opportunity to re-enroll after a 
waiting period and re-application process in which 
the student works with program administrators 

to identify why they were not successful during 
their “first second chance” and what changes must 
be made to ensure success if they were to be re-
admitted.

The Graduation Alliance system also employs 
a tiered system of authoritative intervention, 
in keeping with research that shows early, 
preventative measures increase the range of 
effective responses.xli Warning and probation 
statuses are quantitatively triggered within the 
learning management system, which alerts 
advocates, academic coaches, counselors and 
administrators of the student’s status. The 
system also tracks student progress toward each 
month’s goal and alerts both the student and 
interventionists as to the student’s anticipated 
end-of-month status at any given point in time, 
providing a “warning before the warning” for 
students who fall off pace. 

xi.      Communication of Challenges
For former dropouts, the path to a diploma is 
seldom easy, and it behooves neither the student 
nor the program implementer to suggest otherwise, 
even in an effort to persuade the student to re-
enroll. Student motivation, after all, is significantly 
associated with the amount of control they 
perceive over their learning situations.xlii As such, if 
students are made to expect an easy road, and find 
the path to be even moderately difficult, they will 
feel out-of-control and their motivation will suffer. 
But if students are told to expect a difficult journey 
and their experiences meet that expectation, they 
remain in a position of control — particularly if 
given the resources to deal with the challenges.

From the moment of first contact with potential 
students, Graduation Alliance re-enrollment 
counselors make unambiguous and repeated 
statements about the challenges ahead. For 

instance, the recruiting script used as a guideline 
for counselors states: “The program is not for 
everyone. It’s only for students who are willing to 
work hard and meet monthly goals. You will need 
to finish a minimum of two classes a month and if 
you don’t, you’ll be taken out of the program.” The 
script goes on to detail the program’s multifaceted 
support structure, but reiterates that the program 
won’t be easy, thereby establishing the appropriate 
expectation.

In the following days, after the academic coach 
obtains the student’s transcript, the student and 
coach work together to develop a realistic learning 
plan that maps out an unambiguous path to 
graduation, including all of the classes the student 
must pass and the amount of time it will take at a 
mutually agreed upon rate of course completion. 
Dropouts are often significantly behind in credit 
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accumulation when they drop out.xliii At the time 
of enrollment, the average Graduation Alliance 
student is a senior by cohort but a freshman by 
credit attainment. (And, in actual educational 
attainment of core standards and competencies, 
they are almost always even further behind.) 

In short, they have a long road ahead. As such, 
Graduation Alliance academic coaches work with 
students to visualize how their lives will continue 
to change and how they will continue to keep their 
education a priority through and even beyond their 
anticipated graduation date. 

xii.      Commitment to Longevity
Studies into the effects of duration in youth 
mentoring relationships have demonstrated that 
adolescents in relationships that lasted a year or 
longer show the largest number of improvements, 
while short-term situations can be damaging to 
those who may already have trouble building trust 
or identifying positive role models.xliv Yet many 
initiatives intended to provide educational or social 
support to at-risk youth are short-term affairs, and 
in most schools students come into and out of a 
single teacher’s attention in a matter of a semester 
or two consecutive semesters, providing little time 
to develop trust.

Researchers at the National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development have found that 

the effects of long-term relationships aren’t just a 
product of duration. Rather, for youth who have 
experienced a lot of instability, programs that 
offer assurances of commitment and consistency 
from the start can be game changers. It is for this 
reason that many programs have broken with the 
more common approach of relying on volunteer 
mentors, instead paying full-time salaries and 
requiring minimum commitments from mentors, 
assuring stability in the relationships they build 
with at-risk youth.xlv

Graduation Alliance assures new students a 
similar level of stability through layered support 
services. At the time of re-enrollment, each 
student is immediately assigned both a personal 
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xiii.      Conclusion

academic coach and a local advocate, both paid 
staff members who have separate and overlapping 
roles. The coach acts as an academic mentor and 
helps students keep pace to meet their personal 
graduation goals. Advocates help students 
overcome social obstacles, such as employment, 

childcare or locating food support, assist with 
course work, and proctor exams. Both are charged 
with providing unyielding moral and academic 
support in collaboration with an additional 
network of tutors, teachers, counselors and 
community supporters.

One of the key obstacles to effective dropout 
recovery is recruitment. But recruitment is ineffec-
tive and incomplete if it ends when a student first 
says “yes” to returning to school. This first step is 
crucial, but it is insufficient if not accompanied 
by a strategy of persuasion and support that both 
encourages a student to re-enroll and prepares the 
student for the tough road ahead.

And a tough road it is. By definition, dropout 
recovery is the process of bringing back to school 
students whose personal histories have already 
led them down a path far off the ideal educational 
goal. They are often pregnant or parenting; working 
one or more jobs; sick or caring for a sick family 
member; facing mental, emotional or developmen-
tal challenges; homeless or in an unstable living 

arrangement; abused or neglected; and far behind 
in their educational attainment. Few of these chal-
lenges go away just because they agree to return to 
their studies. Indeed, the time commitment it takes 
to be successful in a return to school can, in fact, 
aggravate many of these situations.

A successful strategy of persuasion, then, creates 
not just one “yes,” but many: “Yes” to coming back. 
“Yes” to committing time and energy. “Yes” to 
accepting support. “Yes” to ending bad habits. “Yes” 
to breaking ties with negative influences. “Yes” to 
struggle. “Yes” to a long-term commitment. 

And, finally, “yes” to success.



Endnotes
i. Zammitt, K. and Anderson-Ketchmark, C. (2011) Understanding 
dropout recovery. Children & Schools. 33(4) 249-251.   

ii. Cialdini, R. (2007) Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. New 
York: Collins. 

iii. Bloom, D. (2010) Programs and policies to assist high school 
dropouts in the transition to adulthood. Future Child 20(1) 89-108. 

iv. Livingston, G. (2010) Latinos and Digital Technology. Pew His-
panic Center; and Jansen, J. (2010) Use of the internet in higher-in-
come households. Pew Research Center’s Internet & American Life 
Project.
 
v. Bridgeland, J., DiIulio, J., and Morison, K. (2006) The Silent Epi-
demic: Perspectives of High School Dropouts. Civic Enterprises in 
association with Peter D. Hart Research Associates; and Stearns, E. 
and Glennie, E. (2006) When and why dropouts leave high school. 
Youth & Society. 38(1), 29-57.

vi. Heckman, J., Humphries, J., and Mader, N. (2010) The GED, 
Working Paper 16063, National Bureau of Economic Research.   

vii. Fisher, R., Ury, W. and Patton, B. (1991) Getting To Yes. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.     

viii. Catterall, J. (2011) The societal benefits and costs of school 
dropout recovery. Education Research International. 

ix. Burrow, C., and Smith, E. (2011) Effective dropout recovery 
strategies and Graduation Alliance’s approach. EGS Research & 
Consulting. 

x. Stern, D. (1986) Dropout prevention and recovery in California. 
Sacramento: California State Department of Education. 

xi. Radcliff, J. (Jan. 9, 2010) Getting dropouts back on the right path. 
Houston Chronicle. 

xii. Burrow & Smith (2011); Hoye, J.D. and Sturgis, C. (2005) The al-
ternative pathways project: A framework for dropout reduction and 
recovery. Keep the Change, Inc. & MetisNet; and Harris, L. (2006) 
Learning from the youth opportunity experience: Building delivery 
capacity in distressed communities. Washington D.C.: Center for 
Law and Social Policy. 
   
xiii. Hoye & Sturgis (2005).

xiv. Ravat, S. (Sept. 12, 2010) VIPs drop in on Houston dropouts, 
and invite them to school. Houston Chronicle. 

xv. Takahashi, P. (April 24, 2012) Mixed results reported in district’s 
efforts to get dropouts back to school. Las Vegas Sun. 

xvi. Barnes, S. (2006) A privacy paradox: Social networking in the 
United States. First Monday 11(9).

xvii. Bridgeland, DiIulio & Morison (2006)

xviii. Burrow & Smith (2011)

xix. Horner, R. H., Sugai, G., Todd, A., and Lewis-Palmer, T. (2005) 
School-wide positive behavior support: An alternative approach to 

discipline in schools. In L. Bambara & L. Kern (Eds.), Individualized 
support for students with problem behaviors: Designing positive 
behavior plans (pp. 359-390) New York: Guilford Press.

xx. Cialdini (2007).

xxi.McNamara-Horvat, E. and Davis, J. (2010) Schools as sites for 
transformation: Exploring the contribution of habitus. Youth & 
Society 43, 142-170.

xxii. van den Bos, W., Van Dijk, E., Westenberg, P., Rombouts, S., 
and  Crone, E. A. (2011). Changing brains, changing perspectives: 
The neurocognitive development of reciprocity. Psychological Sci-
ence. 22(1) 60-70.

xxiii. Bowen, G. and Chapman, M. (1996) Poverty, neighborhood 
danger, social support, and the individual adaptation among at-risk 
youth in urban areas. Journal of Family Issues. 17-5 (641-666)

xxiv. Cialdini (2007).

xxv. Davalos, D., Chavez, E. and Guardiola, R. (1999) The effects 
of extracurricular activity, ethnic identification, and perception of 
school on student dropout rates. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral 
Sciences. 21(1) 61-77.

xxvi. Fry, R. (2010) Hispanics, High School Dropouts and the GED. 
Pew Hispanic Center. 

xxvii. Putnam, D., Finney, J., Barkley, P., and Bonner, M. (1994) 
Enhancing commitment improves adherence. Journal of Consulting 
and Clinical Psychology 62(1) 191-194. 

xxviii. Wang, T. and Katzev, R. (1990) Group commitment and re-
source conservation: Two field experiments on promoting recycling. 
Journal of Applied Social Psychology. 20, 265-275.

xxix. Staw, B. (1981) The escalation of commitment to a course of 
action. Academy of Management Review 6(4) 577-587.  

xxx. Brown, S., Asher, T., and Cialdini, R. (2005) Evidence of a posi-
tive relationship between age and preference for consistency. Journal 
of Research in Personality 39(5) 517-533.
39- 5 (517–533).

xxxi. Cialdini (2007).

xxxii. Bridgeland, DiIulio & Morison (2006) and Lagana-Riordan, 
C., Aguilar, J., Franklin, C., Streeter, C., Kim, J., Tripodi, S., & Hop-
son, L. (2011) At-risk students’ perceptions of traditional schools 
and a solution-focused public alternative school. Preventing School 
Failure 55(3) 105–114.

xxxiii. Cialdini (2007).

xxxiv. Holt, A. (2010) Using the telephone for narrative interview-
ing. Qualitative Research. 10(1) 133-121. 

xxxv. Gilroy, M. (2010) Tools for success in recruiting and retaining 
Hispanic students. Education Digest 76(3) 20-23. 



15

xxxvi. Tilghman, C. (2010) Distorted Reflections: Fixing what’s 
wrong with recruiting of adult students. College and University 
85(3) 63-66.

xxxvii. Burger, J. (2009) Replicating Migram: Would people still 
obey today? American Psychologist 64(1) 1-11.

xxxviii. Way, S. (2011) School discipline and disruptive classroom 
behavior: The moderating effects of student perceptions. The Socio-
logical Quarterly 52(3) 346-375.

xxxix. Peterson, E., Rubie-Davies, C., Elley-Brown, M., Widdowson, 
D., Dixon, R., and Irving, E. (2011) Who is to blame? Students’, 
teachers’ and parents’ views on who is responsible for student 
achievement. Research in Education 86, 1-12; and Kagan, D. (1990) 
How schools alienate students at risk: A model for examining proxi-
mal classroom variables. Educational Psychologist 25(2) 105-125.

xl. Daddis, C. (2010) Adolescent peer crowds and patterns of belief 
in the boundaries of personal authority. Journal of Adolescence 
33(5) 699-708.

xli. Skiba, R. and Peterson, R. (2010) School discipline at a cross-
roads: From zero tolerance to early response Exceptional Children. 
66(3) 335-347.

xlii. DiCintio, M. and Gee, S. (1999) Control is the key: Unlocking 
the motivation of at-risk students Psychology in the Schools. 36(3) 
231-237 

xliii. Bridgeland, DiIulio & Morison (2006).

xliv. Grossman, J. and Rhodes, J. (2002) The test of time: Predictors 
and effects of duration in youth mentoring relationships. American 
Journal of Community Psychology 30(2) 199-219. 

xlv. Bornstein, D. (Oct. 6, 2011) For children at risk, mentors who 
stay. The New York Times.



© Copyright 2011. Graduation Alliance. All Rights Reserved.

Toll free: 855.273.5905
www.graduationalliance.com


	i. Executive Summary
	ii. Introduction
	iii. Location
	iv. Communication of Intention
	v. Reciprocation
	vi. Social Proof
	vii. Commitment and Consistency 
	viii. Scarcity
	ix. Liking
	x. Authority
	xi. Communication of Challenges
	xii. Commitment to Longevity
	xiii. Conclusion
	Endnotes

