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About this practice guide

The Institute of Education Sciences (IES) publishes practice guides to provide educators with the best
available evidence and expertise on current challenges in education. The What Works Clearinghouse
(WWC) develops practice guides in conjunction with an expert panel, combining the panel’s expertise
with the findings of existing rigorous research to produce specific recommendations for addressing
these challenges. The WWC and the panel rate the strength of the research evidence supporting each
of their recommendations. See Appendix A for a full description of practice guides and Appendix D
for a full list of the studies used to support the evidence rating for each recommendation.

The goal of this practice guide is to offer educators specific, evidence-based recommendations that
address the challenges of preventing dropout in secondary schools. This guide synthesizes the best
publicly available research and shares practices that are supported by evidence. It is intended to be prac-
tical and easy for teachers and school leaders to use.

The guide includes many examples in each recommendation to demonstrate the concepts discussed.
Throughout the guide, examples, definitions, and other concepts supported by evidence are indicated
by endnotes within the example title or content. For examples that are supported by studies that
meet WWC design standards, the citation in the endnote is in bold text. Examples without specific
citations were developed in conjunction with the expert panel based on their experience, expertise,
and knowledge of the related literature. Practice guides published by IES are available on the WWC
website at https://whatworks.ed.gov.

How to use this guide

This guide is targeted to school and district administrators, as well as members of student-support
teams including school counselors, social workers, psychologists, and teachers. It provides recommen-
dations that can be implemented in conjunction with existing academic curricula and student-support
services. No single recommendation is likely to prevent dropout entirely on its own, because each
addresses different types of student needs and challenges. The panel believes that Recommendations
1, 2, and 3 complement one another and are most effective when implemented simultaneously in all
types of schools. Recommendation 4 should be implemented primarily in schools with high dropout
rates to facilitate implementation of the other three recommendations. It is important to note that
Recommendation 4 might be more challenging to implement, as it could involve staffing and other
structural changes in the school.

While the guide uses specific examples to illustrate how the recommendations can be implemented,
there are a wide range of activities that could be used to implement the recommended practices. The
type of activity may vary depending on school context, grade range, and other support available at
the school. In addition, activities may vary depending on budget limitations. The panel did not explic-
itly consider financial costs of implementing the recommendations, but some of the recommended
practices, such as hiring individuals to serve as advocates or planning and implementing small learn-
ing communities, may require expenditures.'

Practitioners in after-school or community-based programs may also be able to adapt some of the
recommended practices to non-school settings, but the specific activities implemented in these types
of settings might differ from those used during the school day.

Professional development providers, researchers, and state level administrators and policymakers can also
use this guide. Professional development providers can use the guide to encourage the use of evidence-
based practices or to prompt discussions about dropout prevention strategies in professional learning
communities. Researchers may find opportunities to test the effectiveness of various approaches and
explore gaps or variations in the dropout prevention literature. State level officials can use the guide
to support or facilitate the recommended practices within districts, schools, and affiliated programs.
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Introduction

Introduction to the Preventing Dropout in Secondary Schools

Practice Guide

D ropping out of secondary school is a
persistent and serious problem.? More
than half a million high school students stop
attending school each year,? and students
who do not complete high school face eco-
nomic and social challenges throughout their
lifetimes. They are more likely to be unem-
ployed,* and those who are employed have
lower earnings than high school graduates of
the same age.®> They are also more likely to
have poor health, engage in criminal activity,
and require public assistance.®

Dropout: A Persistent Problem

= The percentage of 15- to 24-year-olds
in grades 10-12 who dropped out of
school in 2013 has fallen less than one
percentage point in the last 30 years

(to 4.7%).

= |n 2013, the annual dropout rates for
blacks and Hispanics were more than
a percentage point higher than for
whites (5.8% and 5.7%, respectively,
compared to 4.3%).

= |n 2013, students from low-income
families dropped out at more than
twice the rate of their peers from
high-income families (7.2% compared
to 3.0%).”

This practice guide provides school educa-
tors and administrators with four evidence-
based recommendations for reducing
dropout rates in middle and high schools and
improving high school graduation rates. Each
recommendation provides specific, actionable
strategies; examples of how to implement the
recommended practices in schools; advice on
how to overcome potential obstacles; and a
description of the supporting evidence.

The guide was developed in conjunction
with a panel of dropout prevention research-
ers and practitioners with experience in
researching, developing, and implementing
dropout prevention strategies. It combines
the panel’s expertise with the findings of
existing rigorous research.

See the Glossary for a full list of key
terms used in this guide and their
definitions. These terms are bolded
when first introduced.

This practice guide updates Dropout Preven-
tion: A Practice Guide, published in 2008.8
This updated guide reflects the following:

= Improvements in monitoring at-risk

students. There have been significant
advances in using early warning indicators
to identify students at risk for dropping
out, to monitor students who require
intervention, and to intervene to help
students manage challenges and stay
engaged in school.?

Recent evidence on dropout preven-
tion practices, assessed using more
rigorous standards. This guide consid-
ers research published between January
1987 and January 2016, which covers

an additional 9 years after the previous
guide’s literature search was conducted
in 2007. Fifteen of the 25 studies used

to support recommendations in this
updated guide were published after
2007. In addition, studies in the previ-
ous guide—reviewed under What Works
Clearinghouse (WWC) evidence standards,
version 1.0—were reviewed again using
the current, more rigorous WWC evidence
standards, version 3.0.'°



Overarching themes

Three important themes emerge for prevent-
ing dropout in secondary schools:

= Continual monitoring of school and student
data to identify when and where interven-
tions should be applied prevents students
from falling off track for graduation.

= Different students require different types of
support to keep them engaged in school.

= A personalized learning environment
facilitates stronger relationships between
staff and students and engaging students
in school.

Dropout and Graduation

The ultimate objective of dropout pre-
vention strategies is high school gradu-
ation, but there are critical intermediate
steps on the path to graduation. Students
must enroll in school, attend school,

and progress in school before eventually
earning a diploma.

A number of indicators are commonly
used to monitor progress on this pathway
for a given population at any point in time:

= Dropout rate. The percentage of
students who are not enrolled in
school and have not earned a regular
or alternative diploma.

= Graduation rate. The percentage of
students who have earned a regular
diploma.

= Completion rate. The percentage of
students who have earned a regular
diploma or an alternative (for example,
GED)."

Introduction (continued)

Overview of the recommendations

This practice guide includes four recom-
mendations focused on identifying students
at risk for dropping out, and addressing the
challenges they face with both broad and
individual interventions. Recommendations

1 and 2 suggest monitoring and intervening
with different levels of intensity, depend-

ing on student needs. Recommendation 1 is
preventative and proactive. Recommendation
2 focuses on serving students with persistent
challenges who need more intensive support.
Recommendations 3 and 4 provide guidance
for helping students connect with their educa-
tion and keeping them engaged in school.
Each recommendation includes several how-
to steps to help educators implement the
recommended practices.

Recommendation 1. Monitor the progress
of all students, and proactively intervene
when students show early signs of atten-
dance, behavior, or academic problems.

= Step 1: Organize and analyze data to
identify students who miss school, have
behavior problems, or are struggling in
their courses.

= Step 2: Intervene with students who show
early signs of falling off track.

= Step 3: If data show high rates of absen-
teeism, take steps to help students,
parents, and school staff understand the
importance of attending school daily.

= Step 4: Monitor progress and adjust inter-
ventions as needed.

Recommendation 2. Provide intensive,
individualized support to students who have
fallen off track and face significant challenges
to success.

= Step 1: For each student identified as
needing individualized support, assign a
single person to be the student’s primary
advocate.
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= Step 2: Develop a menu of support options
that advocates can use to help students.

= Step 3: Support advocates with ongoing
professional learning opportunities and
tools for tracking their work.

Recommendation 3. Engage students by
offering curricula and programs that connect
schoolwork with college and career success
and that improve students’ capacity to man-
age challenges in and out of school.

= Step 1: Directly connect schoolwork to
students’ options after high school.

= Step 2: Provide curricula and programs
that help students build supportive rela-
tionships and teach students how to man-
age challenges.

= Step 3: Regularly assess student engage-
ment to identify areas for improvement,
and target interventions to students who
are not meaningfully engaged.

Recommendation 4. For schools with many
at-risk students, create small, personalized com-
munities to facilitate monitoring and support.

= Step 1: Decide whether the small com-
munities will serve a single grade or
multiple grades.

= Step 2: Create teams of teachers that
share common groups of students.

= Step 3: Identify a theme to help build a
strong sense of identity and community
and to improve student engagement.

= Step 4: Develop a schedule that provides
common planning time and ample oppor-
tunities for staff to monitor and support
students.

Summary of supporting evidence

Practices recommended in this guide are
examined in 25 studies that meet WWC group
design or pilot regression discontinuity stan-
dards.”” These studies were identified through
a thorough literature search and screened

for relevance according to eligibility criteria
described in the practice guide protocol."?
Studies were classified as having a positive or
negative effect on student outcomes if the find-
ings were either statistically significant (unlikely
to occur by chance) or substantively important
(large enough to be practically significant).

Study Eligibility Criteria

For more information,
see the review protocol.

Time frame: Published between January
1987 and January 2016; earlier or later work
was reviewed if recommended by the panel.

Location: The United States, its territories,
or tribal entities; or in Canada.

Sample requirements: Students currently
enrolled in secondary schools in grades
6-12.

Dropout prevention efforts are often multi-
faceted, and many studies examined inter-
ventions with several components. In these
programs, some practices are often related to
multiple recommendations in the guide, while
other practices might not be recommended
in the guide. Studies of these interventions
typically cannot identify whether the effects
of the intervention are due to one of the
practices within the intervention or all of the
practices implemented together. Nearly all the
studies used to support Recommendations 1
and 4 examined interventions that included
components related to other recommenda-
tions or components unrelated to any recom-
mendation. However, Recommendations 2
and 3 are each supported by multiple studies
that provide a direct test of the recommended
practices, so there is stronger evidence of the
effectiveness of those practices.

The studies examined interventions for
students who were currently enrolled in
secondary schools (middle and high schools)
and who were at risk for dropping out or
attended schools with large numbers of




Introduction (continued)

at-risk students. Thirteen studies examined
interventions delivered to at-risk subgroups
of students within a school,'* and one study
examined an intervention delivered to all
Latino students within a school.” Nine stud-
ies examined interventions delivered to all
students in a grade or school, regardless of
individual students’ risk for dropping out.'®
In these studies, the sample schools serve
primarily at-risk students. The final two stud-
ies examined alternative schools specifically
designed for at-risk students.'”

Levels of Evidence

For movre information,
see Appendix A.

The level of evidence assigned to each
recommendation indicates the strength of
the evidence for the effect of the practices
on students staying in, progressing in, and
graduating from school.

Strong level of evidence: There is con-
sistent evidence that the practices improve
student outcomes for a diverse population
of students.

Moderate level of evidence: There is
some evidence that the practices improve
student outcomes, but there may be ambi-
guity about whether that improvement is
the direct result of the practices or whether
the findings can be replicated with a diverse
population of students.

Minimal level of evidence: There is at
least one study that meets WWC group
design standards and demonstrates that
the practices improve student outcomes.
However, the panel cannot point to a body
of evidence that demonstrates the practices’
positive effects. This may be because it has
not been studied, it is difficult to study with
a rigorous design, or there is weak or con-
flicting evidence of effectiveness.

Studies supporting the recommendations
examined three key categories of outcomes
(or outcome domains) related to dropout

prevention: (1) staying in school, (2) pro-
gressing in school, and (3) graduating
school. The guide describes effects that the
recommended practices have on all three
outcome domains, but it highlights effects on
graduation, when this outcome is reported
and meets WWC standards. Although educa-
tors and administrators need to understand
which practices have been shown to both
keep students in school and eventually
improve graduation outcomes, high school
graduation is the central outcome of dropout
prevention efforts. (For more information
about outcomes, see Appendix D.)

Studies showed that practices in all four
recommendations improved outcomes in

the staying in school and graduating school
domains. The studies consistently found that
the recommended practices had positive
effects on students’ graduation. Most studies
examining outcomes in the staying in school
domain found positive effects, although some
studies supporting each recommendation
found indeterminate effects on staying in
school. All recommendations include a study
with indeterminate effects on progressing in
school, though Recommendations 1, 2, and 3
also include a study with positive effects on
progressing in school.

The panel and practice guide staff assigned

a level of evidence to each recommendation
based on an assessment of the relevant evi-
dence supporting each recommendation. All
recommendations must be supported by at
least a minimal level of evidence to be included
in the guide; practice guides do not recom-
mend practices with no evidence. The level of
evidence is assigned to the recommendation,
and steps and examples within the recommen-
dations are drawn from evidence as well as
panel expertise. The steps and examples are
intended to make the recommendations more
actionable for practitioners, but there is not
necessarily evidence (that meets WWC design
standards) directly testing and supporting
each step and example. Throughout the guide,
steps and examples supported by evidence
are indicated by endnotes (citations are bolded
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for studies that meet WWC design standards).
Steps and examples without citations were
developed in conjunction with the panel based
on their experience and knowledge of the
related literature.

Table 1 shows the level-of-evidence rating for
each recommendation as determined by WWC
criteria outlined in Table A.1 in Appendix

A. (Appendix D presents more information

on the body of evidence supporting each

recommendation.)

Table 1. Recommendations and corresponding levels of evidence

Levels of Evidence

Minimal

Recommendation Evidence

1. Monitor the progress of all students, and proactively intervene
when students show early signs of attendance, behavior, or L3
academic problems.

2. Provide intensive, individualized support to students who have
fallen off track and face significant challenges to success.

3. Engage students by offering curricula and programs that
connect schoolwork with college and career success and
that improve students’ capacity to manage challenges in

and out of school.

4. For schools with many at-risk students, create small, personal-
ized communities to facilitate monitoring and support.

How to use this guide

This guide is targeted to school and dis-
trict administrators, as well as members

of student-support teams including school
counselors, social workers, psychologists,
and teachers. It provides recommendations
that can be implemented in conjunction with
existing academic curricula and student-
support services. No single recommendation
is likely to prevent dropout entirely on its
own, because each addresses different types
of student needs and challenges. The panel
believes that Recommendations 1, 2, and 3
complement each other and are most effec-
tive when implemented simultaneously in all
types of schools. Recommendation 4 should
be implemented primarily in schools with
high dropout rates to facilitate implementa-
tion of the other three recommendations. It
is important to note that Recommendation 4
might be more challenging to implement, as
it could involve staffing and other structural
changes in the school.

While the guide uses specific examples to
illustrate how the recommendations can

be implemented, there are a wide range of
activities that could be used to implement the
recommended practices. The type of activ-
ity may vary depending on school context,
grade range, and other support available at
the school. In addition, activities may vary
depending on budget limitations. The panel
did not explicitly consider financial costs of
implementing the recommendations, but
some of the recommended practices, such
as hiring individuals to serve as advocates
or planning and implementing small learning
communities, may require expenditures.'®

Practitioners in after-school or community-
based programs may also be able to adapt
some of the recommended practices to
non-school settings, but the specific activities
implemented in these types of settings might
differ from those used during the school day.
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Professional development providers, research-
ers, and state-level administrators and policy-
makers can also use this guide. Professional
development providers can use the guide to
encourage the use of evidence-based prac-
tices or to prompt discussions about dropout
prevention strategies in professional learning
communities. Researchers may find oppor-
tunities to test the effectiveness of various
approaches and explore gaps or variations

in the dropout prevention literature. State-
level officials can use the guide to support or
facilitate the recommended practices within
districts, schools, and affiliated programs.

Alignment with the
previous practice guide
The 2008 Dropout Prevention: A Practice Guide'®

had six recommendations, with each recom-
mendation categorized as involving diagnostic

practices, targeted interventions, or school-
wide interventions. This updated guide
includes four recommendations that fall

into the same broad categories as the 2008
guide’s recommendations, but the updated
recommendations are based on a more recent
body of evidence and are aligned with tech-
nologies and practices used in schools today.
Unlike the 2008 guide, some of the updated
recommendations include both targeted and
schoolwide approaches, so that educators
can offer support to all students while provid-
ing more intensive interventions for those
who need it. Table 2 shows the relationship
between this guide’s recommendations and
those from the previous guide. The left col-
umn lists the recommendations in the current
practice guide, and the right column lists the
recommendation from the previous practice
guide from 2008. The center column explains
how they overlap.

Table 2. Relationship between recommendations in dropout prevention practice guides

Preventing Dropout
in Secondary Schools

Dropout Prevention:

(2017)

Alignment Between Guides

A Practice Guide (2008)

Recommendation 1.
Monitor the progress
of all students, and
proactively intervene
when students show
early signs of atten-
dance, behavior, or
academic problems.

= Recommendation 1 in the updated guide captures many of the
ideas addressed in Recommendation 1 in the former guide, but
expands those ideas to include proactive interventions to help stu-
dents who show early signs of being off track.

Recognizing that student data systems have improved since the
former guide, Recommendation 1 in the updated guide provides
information on specific data schools should use and how to orga-
nize data to identify students showing signs of falling off track.
Recommendation 1 in the updated guide includes a stronger focus
on attendance, which recent evidence indicates is especially impor-
tant for dropout prevention.

Embedded in Recommendation 1 in the updated guide are com-
ponents of Recommendation 3 in the former guide: early signs of
falling off track academically are used to place students in preven-
tative interventions designed to reduce course failure.

Former Recommendation 1.
Utilize data systems that sup-
port a realistic diagnosis of the
number of students who drop
out and that help identify indi-
vidual students at high risk of
dropping out.

Recommendation 2.

vidualized supports
to students who have
fallen off track and
face significant chal-
lenges to success.

Provide intensive, indi-

Like Recommendation 2 in the former guide, Recommendation 2 in
the updated guide involves using adult advocates for more inten-
sive monitoring and personalized interventions.

The updated Recommendation 2 goes further by encouraging
schools to support advocates with a menu of strategies to use
with students, as well as training, mentoring, and data-tracking
systems.

The updated Recommendation 2 also improves upon Recommen-
dation 3 in the former guide by providing additional guidance on
delivering more intensive academic services to students who have
already failed courses.

Former Recommenda<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>