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 practical 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 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 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 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.1
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 to the Preventing Dropout in Secondary Schools Practice Guide
Dropping out of secondary school is a persistent and serious problem.2 More than half a million high school students stop attending school each year,3 and students who do not complete high school face economic and social challenges throughout their lifetimes. They are more likely to be unemployed,4 and those who are employed have lower earnings than high school graduates of the same age.5 They are also more likely to have poor health, engage in criminal activity, and require public assistance.6
This practice guide provides school educators 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 researchers 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.
This practice guide updates Dropout Prevention: 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.9
• Recent evidence on dropout prevention practices, assessed using more rigorous standards. This guide considers 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 previous guide—reviewed under What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) evidence standards, version 1.0—were reviewed again using the current, more rigorous WWC evidence standards, version 3.0.10
Overarching themes
Three important themes emerge for preventing dropout in secondary schools:
• Continual monitoring of school and student data to identify when and where interventions 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.
Overview of the recommendations
This practice guide includes four recommendations 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, depending 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 education 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 attendance, 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 absenteeism, take steps to help students, parents, and school staff understand the importance of attending school daily.
• Step 4: Monitor progress and adjust interventions 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.
• 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 manage 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 relationships and teach students how to manage challenges.
• Step 3: Regularly assess student engagement 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 communities to facilitate monitoring and support.
• Step 1: Decide whether the small communities 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 opportunities 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 standards.12 These studies were identified through a thorough literature search and screened for relevance according to eligibility criteria described in the practice guide protocol.13 Studies were classified as having a positive or negative effect on student outcomes if the findings were either statistically significant (unlikely to occur by chance) or substantively important (large enough to be practically significant).
Dropout prevention efforts are often multifaceted, and many studies examined interventions 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 recommendations or components unrelated to any recommendation. 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 at-risk students. Thirteen studies examined interventions delivered to at-risk subgroups of students within a school,14 and one study examined an intervention delivered to all Latino students within a school.15 Nine studies examined interventions delivered to all students in a grade or school, regardless of individual students’ risk for dropping out.16 In these studies, the sample schools serve primarily at-risk students. The final two studies examined alternative schools specifically designed for at-risk students.17
Studies supporting the recommendations examined three key categories of outcomes (or outcome domains) related to dropout prevention: (1) staying in school, (2) progressing 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 educators 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 evidence 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 recommend practices with no evidence. The level of evidence is assigned to the recommendation, and steps and examples within the recommendations 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 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
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 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 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 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.18
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.
Alignment with the previous practice guide
The 2008 Dropout Prevention: A Practice Guide19 had six recommendations, with each recommendation categorized as involving diagnostic practices, targeted interventions, or schoolwide 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 technologies 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 providing 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 column 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
Recommendation 1
Monitor the progress of all students, and proactively intervene when students show early signs of attendance, behavior, or academic problems.
Students typically decide to drop out of high school after an accumulation of setbacks and struggles over several years.20 Three key indicators—(1) attendance, (2) behavior, and (3) course performance—are reliable predictors of which students are at risk for dropping out.21 By continually monitoring students’ attendance, behavior, and grades, schools can intervene at the first signs of trouble, before students need intensive support to graduate on time.22
The panel recommends that schools monitor data for all students and intervene when students show signs of being at risk as a preventative measure. Schools may be inclined to focus their resources on students already off track for graduation, but this approach can overlook students who are just starting to fall off track. By monitoring all students, schools can intervene proactively, reducing the effort and resources needed to help students graduate on time, and increasing the likelihood these students will graduate.23 Regular monitoring of data also enables school staff to address school-level issues contributing to dropout rates, such as courses with high failure rates, low attendance during particular periods, or suspension policies that increase absences.24
Summary of evidence: Minimal Evidence
Six studies contributed to the level of evidence for this recommendation (see Appendix D for more information).25 Five studies meet WWC group design standards without reservations, which is the highest possible rating for group design studies and indicates the highest degree of confidence that the observed effects were caused by the interventions.26 One study meets WWC group design standards with reservations, which indicates a lower degree of confidence that the observed effects were caused by the interventions.27 Two studies found that the recommended practices improved student outcomes in at least one of the three outcome domains related to dropout prevention.28 These two studies examined outcomes in the graduating school domain—which is weighted more heavily than other outcome domains in determining the level of evidence29—and found positive effects.30 However, neither of the two studies that demonstrated improved student outcomes evaluated an intervention that included all four steps of the recommendation without any other components, so there is no direct test of the full recommendation. In addition, one study that found positive effects was conducted in Chicago Public Schools and the other in North Carolina, limiting generalizability beyond students with those demographics.31 The absence of a direct test of the recommendation and the limited generalizability of the studies indicate a minimal level of evidence.
Steps to carry out the recommendation
1. Organize and analyze data to identify students who miss school, have behavior problems, or are struggling in their courses.
Use data routinely collected in school as a starting point for monitoring the three key “ABC” early warning indicators:32
• Attendance (total, unexcused, and excused)
• Behavior (suspensions, office referrals)
• Course grades (including intermediate outcomes such as failing tests or missing assignments)
These three ABC indicators have consistently been shown to be reliable predictors of which students are at risk for dropping out.33 While issues such as pregnancy, homelessness, problems at home, and bullying at school are risk factors, their impact is often captured through the three ABC indicators.
Schools are encouraged to use historical student ABC data (i.e., data from previous years) to establish benchmarks that indicate when their students are at risk for falling off track for graduation and need intervention. For example, based on attendance patterns, it may be that a lower threshold such as 85% attendance or higher threshold such as 95% attendance may be needed.34 Similar decisions will be needed for establishing thresholds for behavior problems and course grades. Example 1.1 provides examples of early warning indicator thresholds from three school districts for identifying students in middle school grades who are slipping off track and need intervention. Each district has a different context and employs a different approach to early warning indicators to suit its particular needs. Schools can use the thresholds in Example 1.1 as a starting point for defining their own early warning indicator thresholds.
Note that a less stringent threshold translates to identifying more students as being at risk and may include students who may not eventually be at risk for being off track.35 One advantage of the higher threshold, however, is that students are identified early on, and less effort and fewer cost-intensive efforts will likely be needed. A lower threshold will mean identifying fewer students initially. But it could be that by the time the student is identified, the problems have compounded or have become entrenched, and more intensive services are needed.
Schools can access ABC indicators from their school data systems and regularly update them as part of everyday operations. Therefore, school staff need not wait until the end of a marking period to discover if a student is struggling. Some schools may already have access through their state or district to an online early warning system, such as the one shown in Example 1.2, which provides built-in reports to help monitor student progress.39 Schools can also create their own organizing and monitoring tools using simple spreadsheets. Schools can upload data regularly collected in gradebooks and attendance systems into a spreadsheet, where they can then summarize and sort the data to identify which students need additional support.
Organize the data so that it is easy for staff to flag which students are showing early warning signs of falling off track. To identify individual students who are showing early warning signs, summarize each student’s current and past attendance, behavior, and course performance data. The spreadsheet can be formatted so that values outside of a specified range are automatically highlighted, which can be used to identify attendance, behavior, or grades that exceed the early warning indicator thresholds (Example 1.3).
Also, examine ABC indicators at the school level to identify patterns and trends that might be related to dropping out. Create summaries of ABC indicators by subject, class, or specific groups of students. A sample summary of ABC indicators is provided in Example 1.4. This type of summary can be used for school-level indicators, or to summarize ABC indicators for a group of students. For instance, if Example 1.4 summarized ABC indicators for the first period class, school leaders may notice that the number of students with more than three absences in their first period grew from six in September to 20 in October. This could indicate a problem with students arriving at school on time. Alternatively, Example 1.4 might summarize ABC indicators for a specific group of students, such as 9th-grade male students. In this case, the increase in absences may be a warning that these students are disengaging from school. Examining ABC indicators for groups of students can save resources compared to individual monitoring, and it can allow schools to prioritize specific groups, classes, or periods.
School staff working on dropout issues at their schools should meet regularly—as often as weekly—to review students’ attendance rates, disciplinary referrals, and course performance, and to plan interventions for students needing support. If a school has a small number of students whose data show early warning signs of falling off track, then existing student support teams might take on the additional tasks of monitoring the data and planning interventions. However, schools with large numbers of at-risk students might need to create a dedicated team—or teams for each grade level—consisting of teachers, counselors, and school leaders, to address dropout issues in their schools.40 Additional strategies for schools with many at-risk students are discussed in Recommendation 4.
In addition to monitoring students during the school year, review ABC indicators from the previous school year to identify students who may need outreach over the summer or additional support at the beginning of the school year to prevent them from slipping off track. Pay particular attention to student performance during transition years, such as 6th grade and 9th grade, to see if there is a decline in student performance during those years. Students often slip off track during transition years, even if they previously performed well in school. A schoolwide decline in performance during transition years may indicate that all 6th- or 9th-grade students need additional support, such as a mentoring program, additional academic help, or closer monitoring of attendance.41
2. Intervene with students who show early signs of falling off track.
Use the data collected in Step 1 to identify students who are in need of early intervention to ensure they remain on track for graduation. Often, the path to dropping out starts slowly, with one failed course or a few absences. Without early intervention, the challenges students face can compound, requiring more intensive support (described in Recommendation 2). These early interventions can occur for individual students, groups of students, or the entire school.
Early interventions might be academic in nature. For instance, additional academic support when a student has failed a unit test or is not turning in homework assignments may improve their performance well before they receive their first D or F grade in a course at the end of the grading period. For example, consider John, an 11th-grader, who has not been turning in his assignments for 2 weeks and has failed his weekly test. Ms. Robertson, his teacher, checks in with him immediately, rather than waiting until the end of the semester, and realizes that he is having difficulty with the subject matter. She offers assistance during lunch breaks and refers John to the homework club for additional help with assignments.
School staff can use gradebook data shortly before the end of each marking period to identify students whose class averages are on the borderline for failure (either high Fs or low Ds) for simple and non-intrusive interventions, before their grade is set. For each of these students, teams could identify a teacher that has good rapport with the student to have a one-on-one conversation about how they can get their grade up before the end of the marking period.
Other students may need social and emotional interventions. For example, consider this early intervention that was implemented to help Mikela, a 7th-grader, who was sent to the office multiple times in the last 2 weeks. Arin, the school counselor, spoke to Mikela’s teachers and found out that Mikela was consistently disrupting class by talking to her friends and yelling at her teachers when she was asked to stay on task. Arin spoke to Mikela about joining an anger-management group that was being offered at school once a week to learn ways to react to her teachers more productively (see Recommendation 3 for more information on social and emotional interventions).
Before planning any intervention, informally check in with students about changes in attendance, behavior, or grades to discover the cause of the problem. These types of informal probes are quick and not time-consuming, and yet allow for gathering of information that will help in determining a course of action to keep students on track. Discuss whether there are any issues (e.g., pregnancy, homelessness, problems at home, bullying at school) that are affecting the student’s engagement with school.
These informal checks might reveal, for example, that Andrew is missing school because the car has broken down and he does not have a ride to get to school. In such instances, Andrew’s parents might need help in setting up a network of supports to rely on for emergencies. School staff should also discuss with Andrew and his parents the importance of attendance for graduating from high school.
Based on the data patterns, interventions may be needed for a group of students. The data might show, for example, several students entering high school with Ds and Fs in their 8th-grade math classes. Given the importance of succeeding academically in 9th grade42—a key transition year—the school could provide a double-dose math class for struggling students.43 The additional math class can help students grasp the foundational material necessary for an upcoming lesson, review difficult areas a second time, and provide additional practice problems to reinforce learning. It is important to make sure the double-dose classes are staffed with experienced teachers who have shown success engaging students in the past.44
The panel recommends also reviewing schoolwide data to assess needs for intervention at the school level. For example, if data show that high rates of suspension are contributing to excessive absences for some students, schools may introduce new disciplinary policies or behavioral interventions. A school might implement a schoolwide alternative to suspensions, such as positive behavior intervention and supports (PBIS), mediation, in-school supervision, or restorative programs. By reducing absences and consequent missed instruction time and disengagement from school, such alternatives can prevent behavior problems from exacerbating the risk of students dropping out of school.45
3. If data show high rates of absenteeism, take steps to help students, parents, and school staff understand the importance of attending school daily.
Attendance is an especially important indicator of whether students are at risk of dropping out; therefore, the panel recommends that schools pay particular attention to attendance rates. When students are chronically absent (generally defined as 10% of the school year, which is 18 days out of a typical 180-day school year), they are likely to fall behind in their classwork and disengage as lessons make less sense to them or there are large numbers of assignments to make up.46 The panel believes that it is important to set clear expectations for attendance and embed it in the school culture. If schoolwide data show low attendance rates for many students, initiate programs that reach all students, staff, and parents to emphasize the importance of attendance for graduation.
For instance, the data might show that many students in a high school are not attending first period classes. In response, school staff and families could work together to develop strategies for getting students to school on time, such as emergency carpools or wake-up phone reminders. To address high absenteeism rates more broadly, the school principal might hold several parent–student nights to communicate the importance of attending school and its relationship with doing well academically. The principal can share an infographic similar to the one shown in Example 1.5 and discuss with parents and students the relationship between attendance, grades, and graduation in middle and high school.47 At the meeting, the principal can also distribute “fridge stickers,” as shown in Example 1.6, to highlight the attendance rates and grades needed to graduate from high school and attend college. The panel believes that these types of graphical displays are effective ways to communicate expectations to students and parents.
Parents, students, and even school staff may not realize that being absent a day or two periodically can add up to chronic absenteeism. Use visuals such as Example 1.7 to show how absences add up across a school year.
Train all school personnel—teachers, administrative and support staff, counselors, and coaches—on the importance of attending every day. Hold information sessions for the entire school community at the start of each school year to discuss what constitutes chronic absenteeism. Remind school staff that it is difficult to create a culture where attendance matters if teachers and school staff themselves are absent frequently.
Throughout the school year, post visuals highlighting expectations for attendance in highly visible places. These help reinforce the school culture and message that attending school daily is important. For example, create a banner like the one shown in Example 1.8 describing attendance performance levels, as a simple way to communicate the goals and expectations for attendance.
To make attendance an integral part of school culture, schools can incentivize, recognize, and reward not only students, but also parents and teachers. Provide incentives to students and parents for attending school and for attending on time, as tardiness impacts learning as well. Have inter-class competitions for best attendance or most improved attendance on a weekly basis, and reward both teachers and students for their efforts. See Example 1.9 for ideas for incentivizing, recognizing and rewarding parents, teachers, and students.
4. Monitor progress and adjust interventions as needed.
Regularly monitor the effectiveness of interventions by reviewing the data on target students’ attendance, behaviors, and academic progress during team meetings. The interval for monitoring will vary depending on the student, the problem, and the intervention. In the case of a double-dose algebra class, for example, it may be sufficient to monitor on a quarterly or semester basis. However, a student who has been absent several days each month can be monitored daily or weekly for changes in attendance. Pay particular attention to students’ performance on indicators that the intervention is expected to influence. Double-dose algebra, for example, would likely influence math grades, while daily wake-up calls would influence attendance during the first period.52 Similarly, schools can monitor the impact of schoolwide interventions, such as attendance incentives, by reviewing school-level data at team meetings.
If no improvement is evident based on the data, determine whether an alternate course of action is necessary. Ascertain whether the intervention is being implemented as intended and if not, what can be done to facilitate better implementation. For example, some interventions may not be implemented as intended because students are not following through with their commitments, or parents are not able to provide sufficient support. In such instances, provide additional support to ensure that the student receives the intervention, as described in Example 1.10. In some instances, the intervention may not be working and an alternate intervention may be needed.53 Students who continue to not show improvement may need more intensive intervention, as described in Recommendation 2.
Potential obstacles to implementing Recommendation 1 and the panel’s advice
Obstacle 1.1. We often do not know about course failure until the end of the grading period, when it is too late to do anything.
Panel’s advice. In some schools, the data may not be collected centrally, and reports may not be generated until the end of the semester. In these schools, one option is to use real-time data directly from teachers’ attendance and gradebooks. When teachers and other staff meet to discuss the data, they can make decisions by sharing their real-time data about student grades and attendance during the meetings. This will facilitate more timely monitoring and intervention.
Obstacle 1.2. We already address academic-performance problems through retention and credit recovery, so additional interventions are not needed.
Panel’s advice. The panel firmly believes that it is better to intervene and engage students before they fail courses, because students are far more likely to stay on track and graduate if they pass courses, rather than taking credit-recovery courses. This is especially true when credit-recovery courses are offered online, as these courses may not provide students with the personal support and flexibility needed to understand the complex material with which they originally had difficulty.54
The panel recommends that schools treat retention and credit recovery as a last resort for students who are academically behind. Instead, intervene earlier, when students begin to miss coursework or receive their first D or F in a class. Provide tutoring, homework help, or other academic support. This approach may also save resources by replacing retention and credit-recovery courses, which are more expensive, with lower-cost interventions such as peer tutoring.
Obstacle 1.3. Only our school administrator has access to the data reports and dashboards of our district early warning system.
Panel’s advice. Staff working on dropout issues in the school should be given access to individual student data on the ABC indicators (attendance, behavior, and course grades). At times, depending on the case, some of the staff may need access to other data pertinent to the situation. Note that data that is sensitive in nature cannot be shared with all staff in order to protect students’ privacy. Federal laws, such as the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) and the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), govern access to and disclosure of data that can identify individual students.
Most data systems allow for different levels of access that comply with federal, state, and local laws and can be used to control what data are accessible to each staff member. If your system does not have a way to control access, request information from the district on which staff members can have access to the data reports. If all staff members working with these students cannot have access, create a report that excludes sensitive data or aggregates them across multiple students to share with the staff. Those who have access to the restricted data should be told that it is one of their job responsibilities to prepare data reports to share with other school staff, and there should be a process in place for them to prepare and distribute the reports.
Obstacle. 1.4. Our staff do not have time during their regular work day for meeting with their colleagues to address dropout issues.
Panel’s advice. School staff have busy schedules and may not have time to devote to working with their colleagues on dropout issues, even if they value these meetings.55 In addition, employment contracts may limit or prohibit using non-work time, such as time before or after school, for meetings. However, meetings to address dropout issues are essential if schools are to effectively use early warning systems to identify and intervene with at-risk students. Schools can organize staff schedules so there is dedicated time for them to collaborate and discuss at-risk students. For example, grade-level teams that meet regularly could schedule time during each meeting to share information about at-risk students and discuss how to work with them. Minimize the amount of work needed for meetings by leveraging resources like data coaches from the school district or state education agency, or staff from community organizations like Big Brothers/Big Sisters. These outside resources can put together early warning reports before meetings, facilitate meetings, and identify potential interventions.56 If there is not enough time to discuss all students during meetings, assign staff to review data on specific students before the meeting and use the meeting time to debrief recommended interventions. During busy periods, staff can occasionally substitute an in-person meeting with a virtual meeting in which staff provide input on specific students electronically at their convenience during the school day rather than meeting as a group.
Obstacle 1.5. When we try to look at students’ grades, we find that some teachers don’t enter their grades in the electronic gradebook in a timely manner.
Panel’s advice. Regularly discussing students’ grades with teachers provides an incentive for teachers to keep their grades up to date. In addition, the team or school administrator can set specific dates throughout the term when all grades need to be “caught up,” rather than just once in the middle and once at the end. Regularly remind teachers that if they do not know which of their students are failing, then their students don’t know it, either.
Students without complete grade records should be included on the list of at-risk students, and staff should discuss their performance with their teacher so that teachers without complete records realize that their students might be at risk.
Recommendation 2
Provide intensive, individualized support to students who have fallen off track and face significant challenges to success.
Students who are already off track, who have not responded to interventions from Recommendation 1, or who must overcome large personal obstacles are unlikely to graduate without more intense intervention (see Example 2.1).57 Regularly monitoring ABC data (described in Recommendation 1) will help staff identify which students are chronically absent or have failed multiple courses, which students are not responding to interventions, and which are facing significant personal challenges.
A trained adult advocate can help these students by providing individualized support to meet their academic, personal, and emotional needs. An advocate is a student’s “go-to person” for the resources and support needed to graduate, and typically provides these supports for the entire time a student is enrolled in the school, or, at a minimum, for a full school year. Advocates can be school staff or not employed by the school district. Advocates can identify unmet needs and provide or coordinate more intense, individualized support to help students get back on track for graduation.
Summary of evidence: Moderate Evidence
Eight studies contributed to the level of evidence for this recommendation (see Appendix D for more information).58 All eight studies meet WWC group design standards without reservations, which is the highest possible rating for group design studies and indicates the highest degree of confidence that the observed effects were caused by the interventions. Four studies found that recommended practices improved student outcomes in at least one of the three outcome domains related to dropout prevention,59 and two of the three studies that examined outcomes in the graduating school domain found positive effects on high school graduation.60 Two of the four studies provide direct tests of the recommendation, evaluating interventions that are closely aligned with all of the recommendation’s steps and do not include components of other recommendations.61 The study samples include at-risk students in both middle and high schools across the United States. The strong internal validity and generalizability, as well as the preponderance of positive effects, indicate a moderate level of evidence.
Steps to carry out the recommendation
1. For each student identified as needing individualized support, assign a single person to be the student’s primary advocate.
Provide each high-risk, high-needs student with an adult advocate whose primary task is to help students get back on track for graduation. The advocate is the “go-to person” for the student in the school or, as one student noted, “the person who stays on my back about coming to school.”62 Advocates provide students and their families with a trusted connection within the school and can act as a liaison among students, their families, and school staff.
The advocate should build a strong relationship with the students by communicating regularly with them and their families, providing additional support, and monitoring their progress.63 These strong relationships are likely to help students feel more connected to the school. If possible, the advocate should remain connected to the student through graduation and stay in touch year-round to maintain a relationship with the student and the student’s family. Staying connected during the school breaks allows advocates to help students stay on track for graduation by guiding them toward summer school and helping them find summer employment or avenues for summer youth activities.64 The panel realizes that supporting advocates over the summer can be difficult, but encourages schools to do so, especially as time required for supporting students during summer is likely to be less than the time required during the school year.
When students have multiple or acute needs, the advocate may also take on the additional role of a case manager. As a case manager, the advocate coordinates support from multiple sources to address needs he or she cannot handle singlehandedly (see Example 2.2). For example, the advocate might refer the student to professional counseling for anger management or connect the student with an after-school tutoring program.
Sometimes, because of his or her own workload, an advocate may not be able to take on the added role of a case manager. In that situation, another staff member may take on that role but would need to coordinate efforts with the advocate. Along with the advocate, case managers can develop individual case plans for students with more intense needs and connect students with community resources aligned with their case plan. Case managers also provide direct services, such as leading discussion groups on conflict resolution.65
To facilitate building strong personal relationships with each student and to provide sufficient time for monitoring, assign a reasonable number of students to each advocate. The number of students assigned to a full-time advocate or case manager will depend on the needs of the students and the other resources available in the school and in the community. The panel suggests that advocates who have students with acute or multiple needs should have no more than 20 students as a full-time caseload.68 However, for advocates whose caseloads include students with fewer demands, or for advocates who function more as case managers sharing their responsibilities with others in the school community, it may be possible to take on as many as 5069 or 10070 students. It is also important to ensure that advocates are not given other responsibilities (e.g., covering classes when a teacher is absent) that take away time from these students.71
Choose advocates who have the time and energy to devote to the student’s personal and academic success, are able to communicate effectively with school staff and families, and who accept students as they are and believe in their ability to succeed.72 To work effectively with students, advocates may need to respond to students within 24 hours, conduct home visits, and be accessible to students during non-business hours, including weekends and evenings.73 Note that while existing school personnel (e.g., counselors, teachers) can function as advocates, their regular duties may not leave them with enough time to connect with multiple students, monitor their progress, and remain available during non-work hours, so they may be limited to working only with one or two students.
When existing staff cannot fill the roles of advocate or case manager, schools can hire external individuals from the community who have the necessary characteristics and qualifications for these roles. Advocates who are not employed by the school may have more flexible schedules, allowing them to devote adequate time to the role. For example, advocates who are not employed by the school district may find it easier to continue supporting students during the summer because their work time is not tied to the school calendar. If resources are not available to hire staff or to expand the responsibilities of existing staff, train community volunteers (such as graduate students from local colleges or AmeriCorps volunteers) to serve as advocates. Advocates can come from a variety of backgrounds, but should have the key qualifications described in Example 2.3.74
When assigning advocates to students, try to assign advocates who are from the same community, have similar interests, or share similar cultural or language backgrounds.76 Advocates from the same community will find it easier to relate to students and communicate with their parents. They will also be familiar with available community resources. For example, Spanish speakers may be assigned to Spanish-speaking individuals who can serve as an intermediary between the school and the family.
2. Develop a menu of support options that advocates can use to help students.
Create a menu of available services in and around the school community. The panel recommends that support options include academic-assistance services, behavioral interventions, mentoring, sources to address basic needs (e.g., provision of food and school supplies), college planning and preparation, rewards for improved behavior, and support for families. See Example 2.4 for a sample support menu. Schools can customize the sample support menu based on specific programs and interventions they want to provide for their students and their families.
Have advocates monitor students’ attendance, behavior, and course performance regularly—as often as daily, if necessary—to determine whether students need additional support and which supports to provide.77 See Example 2.5 for a sample monitoring sheet used to track students’ attendance, behavior, and grades on a daily basis. The sheet also includes space to track the advocate’s interventions with a student.
There is no single approach that will work for every student. Advocates can use the support menu to create an individualized plan based on each student’s needs. Some students are likely to need intensive counseling or one-on-one mentoring to address severe problems, while small-group interventions may suffice for others. For example, some students may need basic interventions, including feedback on their academic progress, discussion on the importance of staying in school, and problem-solving strategies. Others may need more intensive interventions, such as social-skills groups, parent problem-solving sessions, individualized academic contracts, and help connecting with after-school activities.80
Schools can use resources from the What Works Clearinghouse to identify attendance, behavioral, and academic interventions with evidence of effectiveness. A school looking for interventions to improve students’ literacy skills, for example, can search for literacy interventions with evidence of positive results with similar student populations, such as English language learners, or positive results for a specific skill, like reading comprehension.
3. Support advocates with ongoing professional learning opportunities and tools for tracking their work.
The panel believes that an important step in offering intensive, individualized support for students is to provide ongoing professional support for the advocates who serve them. Advocates need proper training, ongoing feedback and mentoring, opportunities to share experiences with colleagues, and a system for tracking their work. All new hires need training that incorporates how and when to use electronic data systems or paper forms for monitoring and tracking, how to identify student needs and choose services within and outside of the school that will meet those needs, and how to be culturally sensitive. Learning how to build relationships with students who are struggling in many aspects of their lives, however, is best learned on the job by observing and shadowing experienced staff.
Pair new advocates with more experienced staff for mentoring. In addition to intentional pairing for peer-learning, allocate sufficient time for advocates to have regular meetings with a mentor and fellow advocates to review students’ progress, reassess needs, and brainstorm ideas (see Example 2.6). If case management is done by a separate staff person, have the case manager join advocates in regular meetings to understand the advocates’ process for monitoring and supporting students.
Provide advocates with access to a monitoring system that will help them keep track of student intervention plans, log contacts with students, monitor student progress, and reassess student needs based on progress. Monitoring systems can be extensions of the data systems used in Recommendation 1 for gathering and organizing the data (i.e., spreadsheets, student information systems, or EWS). See Example 2.7 for a sample monitoring log. Note that advocates must also have access to student data that is relevant to the problem (e.g., attendance data, if attendance is an issue) to monitor and assess progress in real time. If case management is provided by a separate staff person, provide the case manager with information on students’ progress on indicators relevant to the community resources they are receiving. This can help the case manager determine if programs are effective and if a student needs to be connected with a different community resource. Supervisors and school leaders should periodically review advocates’ monitoring sheets, like the one shown in Example 2.5, and attendance records to verify that they are providing sufficient services to students.81
Potential obstacles to implementing Recommendation 2 and the panel’s advice
Obstacle 2.1. My students with special needs already have case managers. Providing them with an advocate will duplicate work and cause confusion.
Panel’s advice. The roles and responsibilities of a special education case manager are limited to ensuring that students with special needs are on track to meet the goals listed in their Individualized Education Program (IEP) or to dealing with administrative issues relating to the provision of special education services. They do not typically address other student needs or problems (e.g., being homeless or engaging in gang-related activities) or coordinate services such as counseling to help students stay on track for graduation. To avoid confusion about roles and responsibilities, clearly define and explain the role of the advocate or case manager to the school staff.
Obstacle 2.2. My school doesn’t have funds to pay for advocates and engage in this type of close monitoring.
Panel’s advice. Consider applying for local or state ESSA funds (e.g., Title I, Part H funds). Schools can also partner with other schools to share mentors or work with local or national organizations, such as local colleges, AmeriCorps, or Big Brothers/Big Sisters to provide volunteer adult advocates. Another option is to hire additional staff only for students with the most complex cases. Ideally, after the provision of monitoring and preventative intervention from Recommendation 1, the number of students who need a case manager or advocate would be limited.82
Obstacle 2.3. We hired advocates from outside the school, and they are experiencing resistance from other staff and are having difficulty accessing student data due to confidentiality concerns.
Panel’s advice. School administrative support is critical for ensuring the acceptance of hired advocates and case managers.83 Rapport and trust with school staff take time to build, but having support from school administrators and clear delineation of roles will help pave the way for the integration of hired advocates. Administrators can facilitate integration by having advocates attend weekly or biweekly staff meetings and participate in periodic staff-development sessions.84 Administrators can also share with teachers how important advocates are and how communicating with advocates (via text, call, or email) will help them be more effective. Administrators can create resource maps to clarify the staff roles and the services in the school to help inform school staff.85 It may help to align advocates with school priorities to identify how the advocates address the school’s unique needs, fit the school context, and are accountable for their work.86
Data systems that allow different levels of access are particularly helpful in addressing privacy and confidentiality concerns. Hired advocates can be given access to only information that is relevant and necessary for addressing their students’ needs. For example, knowing that a student is homeless is relevant to addressing his or her school absences, while other personal information such as a history of past abuse may not be.
Recommendation 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.
Students are engaged in school when they are interested in their classes and see them as important to their future, and when they feel they belong in school. Engaged students have good attendance, come to class prepared, and are able to navigate daily challenges in and out of school.87 These behaviors, in turn, improve course pass rates and help students establish positive relationships with teachers and peers, reinforcing students’ sense of belonging in school.88
Students may become disengaged from school for many reasons, including failing to see why school matters, believing they are not capable of succeeding in school, and feeling that school is a hostile, unsafe place.89 Student engagement encompasses strong relationships among students, teachers, families, and schools. Facilitating these relationships can involve behavioral, emotional, and cognitive components.90 Programs and curricula targeted at increasing the relevance of school, building supportive relationships, and helping students manage challenges can help prevent disengagement. This recommendation includes multiple strategies educators can use to engage students, drawing on evidence supporting either college and career engagement or social and emotional learning. The panel recommends implementing this recommendation both as a proactive, schoolwide approach to prevent disengagement and as an intervention for students already showing signs of low engagement in school.
Summary of evidence: Strong Evidence
Fourteen studies contributed to the level of evidence for this recommendation (see Appendix D for more information).91 Eleven studies meet WWC group design standards without reservations, which is the highest possible rating for group design studies and indicates the highest degree of confidence that the observed effects were caused by the interventions.92 Three studies meet WWC group design standards with reservations, which indicates a lower degree of confidence that the observed effects were caused by the interventions.93 Nine studies found that the recommended practices improved student outcomes in at least one of the three outcome domains related to dropout prevention,94 and six of the seven studies that examined outcomes in graduating school found positive effects on high school graduation.95 Four of the nine studies that found positive results provide direct tests of the recommendation, evaluating interventions that are closely aligned with all of the recommendation’s steps and do not include components of other recommendations.96 The study findings are collectively generalizable across different students and settings. The consistently positive effects on outcomes, strong internal and external validity, and repeated direct tests of the recommended practices indicate a strong level of evidence.
Steps to carry out the recommendation
1. Directly connect schoolwork to students’ options after high school.
Make classes relevant by offering curricula and academic programs that are clearly connected to a career pathway or postsecondary education. These types of programs engage students by providing a path from school to life after high school. Schools with a college or career theme also provide a common focus for teachers and students, making it easier for teachers to collaborate, share information about student progress, and create a coherent schoolwide curriculum.97 Examples 3.1 and 3.2 outline the key elements of effective college- and career-focused programs, and provide examples of how these elements might look in practice.98
Use the connection between coursework and the school’s college or career program as a “hook” to engage students in their academic classes. Integrating career education and college-focused lessons into core academic classes is one strategy for helping students see how work in academic classes matters for life after high school.
Ensure that all students feel that their school challenges them academically and expects them to prepare for a productive future after high school.99 For programs with a career focus, offer integrated courses that combine career education with traditional academic subjects. Example 3.3 summarizes two courses approved by the University of California Curriculum Integration office to teach career-related content in high school while also meeting requirements for entrance into the state university system, and Example 3.4 shows how college-focused lessons can be used to teach academic standards in middle school or high school. Career programs can also offer dual-enrollment courses through local colleges to allow students to earn college credit and to expose them to college-level work in the career field. For schools with a college focus, ensure that each student’s individual graduation plan includes enough dual-credit courses to fulfill the school’s goal for college credits at graduation. Some students may need a supplemental math course or English course to succeed in college preparatory classes.
Reinforce the relevancy of coursework by creating a continuum of experiential learning outside the classroom that builds awareness of the connections between high school and students’ college or career goals (Example 3.5). This might include work-based learning experiences that begin with bringing in outside speakers to discuss their professions and culminate with a summer internship before senior year. For schools with a college focus, activities might start with an alumni panel discussing their college experience and culminate with students enrolling in a college course. Community resources, such as area employers, nonprofit organizations, and colleges, can support these efforts by providing guest speakers, hosting students for tours or job shadowing, and coordinating internships or dual-enrollment courses.
2. Provide curricula and programs that help students build supportive relationships and teach students how to manage challenges.
Students with stronger social and emotional skills generally have better academic outcomes.106 The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has identified five key social and emotional learning (SEL) competencies that are important to student success in school and life (see Example 3.6): self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.
The panel recommends implementing explicit social and emotional training through either classroom curricula or separate programs that are offered outside of the classroom, depending on student risk level for low engagement. Skills taught through curricula and programs might include how to make better decisions in high-stakes situations, strategies for stress and anger management, and setting and tracking progress toward goals. Curricula and programs can also improve student engagement by teaching relationship-building skills through mentoring, peer support groups, and by fostering positive engagement with family and peers. Positive relationships within school, particularly between teachers and students, help students to develop a sense of belonging in school and reduce the likelihood that students will disengage.108
Use separate programs for groups of students who are at risk for low engagement, such as those transitioning to middle or high school, or for those already showing signs of disengagement through low attendance rates and declining grades. Offer a peer mentoring program in which older students are carefully selected and trained to lead incoming 9th-grade students in group sessions that build students’ social and emotional skills. In addition to teaching coping skills, mentoring provides students with positive peer relationships in school. Peer mentoring programs can be integrated into the school day by creating a leadership course in which mentors meet with faculty advisors 4 times a week to practice mentoring skills and then meet once a week with freshman students to lead a group mentoring session.109
To implement this recommendation with all students, the panel believes that instruction on managing challenges should be integrated into regular classroom instruction. This might include using a curriculum for explicit instruction on skills or coaching students on positive behaviors during everyday classroom activities. For example, use group work to teach students positive approaches to working with peers. Start a group work lesson by asking the class to establish a list of “do’s and don’ts” for constructive group work. Finish the lesson with a class discussion in which the teacher and students share examples of good group work behavior that they observed, and students reflect on what could be improved during group work.110 Additionally, train teachers to use their daily interactions with students to reinforce students’ sense of belonging in school and strengthen teacher–student trust (see Example 3.7).
Districts and states can help schools prioritize teaching social and emotional skills by developing SEL standards with benchmarks for skills students should develop at each grade level. Example 3.8 provides sample SEL standards from the Illinois State Board of Education.
To reinforce skills taught through separate programs or classroom instruction, students will need regular opportunities to practice and apply their skills. Use role-playing exercises like the one described in Example 3.9 to allow students to practice and reflect on their social and emotional skills in and out of the classroom. Everyday activities, such as classroom group work, behavioral incidents, and daily interactions with students, also provide opportunities for teachers and other school staff to coach students on strategies for managing conflict and allow students to practice their skills. Once students are taught social and emotional skills, they can also practice them outside of school through service-learning projects and internships.
3. Regularly assess student engagement to identify areas for improvement, and target interventions to students who are not meaningfully engaged.
Administer school climate and student engagement surveys annually. Analyze survey results along with regularly monitored early warning indicators, such as attendance and grades (as described in Recommendation 1). The panel believes that school climate and student engagement surveys can supplement early warning indicators, helping staff identify the root cause behind low attendance rates or slipping grades. For example, early warning indicators may show low attendance among 9th-grade students, indicating that students are disengaging from school. The school climate survey can supplement that information by showing low levels of trust between students and teachers, or a feeling among students that the school does not have high expectations for postsecondary success for all students.
There are several free school climate and student engagement surveys available.115 Choose a survey tool that is valid (accurately measures what it says it will measure) and reliable (measures those concepts consistently across questions, over time, and across different school environments). The survey should also align with what the school staff and community have decided is important for student engagement in their school, and with concepts that research shows are related to student outcomes.116 Example 3.10 provides sample survey questions on academic engagement, student–teacher trust, and the importance of school for the future, concepts which are related to higher student engagement.117
In addition to assessing schoolwide strengths and weaknesses, use annual survey data, along with the ABC data described in Recommendation 1, to identify groups of students with low levels of engagement. For example, if entering 9th-graders report few positive peer relationships or low levels of student–teacher trust, invest in a peer mentoring program or curriculum focused on building social and emotional skills. Or, if engagement data indicates that students don’t see their coursework as relevant to their future, establish teacher teams to focus on using integrated coursework that connects academic skills with future college or career options. These interventions can supplement the interventions described in Recommendation 1.
Potential obstacles to implementing Recommendation 3 and the panel’s advice
Obstacle 3.1. Teachers are focused on traditional academics and resistant to integrating a career curriculum.
Panel’s advice. Teachers of academic subjects may not be comfortable integrating a career theme into their regular academic instruction because they are not knowledgeable about that career theme and have not been trained on integrating career and academic topics during instruction.119 Provide teachers with additional support and build their knowledge of the career topic through partnerships with industry experts. Establish an industry advisory board with area employers and representatives of technical schools or area colleges to support teachers by advising on lesson plans, hosting teachers for jobsite visits, and volunteering employees to provide feedback on student work.120
Teachers may also be concerned that the career focus will take time away from instruction required to meet state standards, jeopardizing their ability to prepare students for end-of-year exams. Provide teachers with time during the school week to collaborate as cross-subject teams and plan lessons. Plan professional development to support teachers in developing an integrated curriculum by providing training on aligning lessons with state standards and creating project-based lessons that combine the career focus and multiple academic subjects. Utilize existing resources that have already developed integrated lesson plans, such as the University of California Curriculum Integration courses (see Example 3.3). Emphasize that adding a career focus can help engage students in the content.
Districts can support teachers in integrating academic and career curricula by encouraging collaboration among district-level career education and curriculum and instruction staff.121 Districts can also provide schools with flexibility in choosing a curriculum that allows teachers to teach both academic and career-related standards.122
Obstacle 3.2. We do not have enough staff to deliver a program focused on building students’ capacity to manage challenges in and out of school.
Panel’s advice. Schools do not need to hire additional staff to oversee a separate program. Instead, infuse the teaching of social and emotional skills into the regular curriculum through structured group work, modeling skills for students, and explicit instruction on problem-solving or decision-making skills (see Example 3.7). Districts and states can support schools in integrating SEL into instruction by adopting SEL standards for each grade level, providing sample lesson plans, and professional development (see Example 3.8).
Students who show signs of low engagement may need additional support beyond what teachers can provide during classroom instruction. Offer these students a peer mentoring program that is integrated into the regular school day, and provide selected peer mentors with training and oversight through a credit-bearing leadership course that meets as a regularly scheduled class. One class a week can be a mentoring session during which peer mentors meet with their mentees and implement an established curriculum.123
Obstacle 3.3. We do not have enough time during the day for students to practice problem-solving or anger-management skills.
Panel’s advice. The school day presents many naturally occurring opportunities for students to practice skills developed through classroom instruction and/or special programs. Train all staff, including support staff, to identify opportunities for students to practice those skills. For example, staff can respond to misbehavior in the hallway by asking students to reflect on the impact of their behavior on the school community and the decision-making process that led to their behavior choice.
Recommendation 4
For schools with many at-risk students, create small, personalized communities to facilitate monitoring and support.
Schools with large numbers of at-risk students may struggle to provide students with the personalized attention and support described in Recommendations 1, 2 and 3. By grouping students into small communities of no more than a few hundred students,124 teachers and other school staff will have fewer students to monitor and manage, and will be better able to implement Recommendations 1, 2, and 3. In a small, personalized community, staff can check in with students more frequently, pay closer attention to their needs, form stronger and more meaningful relationships with them, and keep track of what troubles and motivates them.125 As students, teachers, and other school staff get to know one another throughout the year, students will feel more connected to the people in their school and develop a greater sense of belonging in the school community, which will help them persevere to graduation.126
Planning a smaller community typically takes an entire year and requires commitment from important stakeholders, including parents, staff, and leadership. Because of the additional resources required to implement this recommendation, the panel is only recommending creating small communities in schools with large numbers of students at risk for dropping out. That said, there may be benefits for all students, including improving engagement and promoting college and career readiness.
This guide focuses on creating small communities because it is a practice that can be implemented by individual schools, but this recommendation can also be implemented at the district level by creating small schools. The panel believes that it is important to create a supportive learning environment in which teams of teachers get to know their students at a personal level, whether that is through small communities within schools or whole small schools.
Summary of evidence: Moderate Evidence
Eight studies contributed to the level of evidence for this recommendation (see Appendix D for more information).127 Six studies meet WWC group design standards without reservations, which is the highest possible rating for group design studies and indicates the highest degree of confidence that the observed effects were caused by the interventions.128 Two studies meet WWC group design standards with reservations, which indicates a lower degree of confidence that the observed effects were caused by the interventions.129 Seven studies found that the recommended practices improved student outcomes in at least one of the three outcome domains related to dropout prevention,130 and the four studies that examined outcomes in the graduating school domain all found positive effects on high school graduation.131 Collectively, the studies demonstrate moderate external validity, examining diverse samples in school settings. However, only one study supporting this recommendation examines an intervention that provides a direct test of this recommendation,132 and most of the supporting studies examine a variation of the recommendation—creating small schools rather than small communities within existing schools. The panel believes that the evidence supporting small schools is applicable to small communities within schools as well, because many of the key components of small schools—specifically, personalization, monitoring, and rapid intervention—can be replicated in small communities. The studies collectively demonstrate strong internal validity and found consistent effects on graduation, but the examined interventions do not completely align with the recommendation’s steps, indicating a moderate level of evidence.
Steps to carry out the recommendation
1. Decide whether the small communities will serve a single grade or multiple grades.
Examine school data to determine whether patterns of at-risk students indicate that students would be better served with single- or multiple-grade communities. For example, if the patterns in the school data suggest that students begin struggling in the transition years (6th or 9th grades), consider creating single grade transition-year academies. Transition-year academies serve all students in a specific grade and focus on the particular needs experienced by students as they start middle school or high school and must adjust to new demands and expectations and to having more freedom in school.
Other schools may find that their data indicate worsening trends as the students enter higher grade levels. These schools could form college- or career-focused communities that include all students at multiple grade levels. For example, a school may want to create smaller, career-oriented communities from 10th to 12th grade to help students see how their education is useful for preparing for future careers.133
Finally, schools can create smaller communities that span all grades to allow students to develop strong peer relationships that begin when they enter school and last through graduation.134
Example 4.1 describes how transition year and 10th to 12th grade academies might work in practice, using an example case study that will continue throughout this recommendation.
2. Create teams of teachers that share common groups of students.
Create teacher teams that work with the same students for the entire time students are part of the small community (either the entire year or multiple years).135 For example, teachers in the grade 10–12 career academy should teach their group of students for multiple years, preferably all 3 years to allow for continuity. By teaming and remaining with students longer, teachers can form stronger, longer-lasting relationships with their students and provide consistency, even when there is some staff turnover. This allows the teachers to monitor and proactively intervene with students who are at risk for dropping out (see Recommendation 1).136 The small community will allow teachers to know each student personally, making it easier for students to ask for help from teachers and easier for teachers to provide support.137
Creating small teacher teams makes it easier for teachers to share information about students with each other. Teacher teams share responsibility for a smaller group of at-risk students, allowing them to more easily distribute the workload for monitoring students’ attendance, behavior, and course performance and intervening when needed. Also, the advocate assigned to higher-risk students (see Recommendation 2) will find it easier to regularly communicate with their students’ teachers, since there are fewer teachers and they remain with the students longer.
Equitably divide the teaching skill and talent, as well as access to advanced or other high-interest courses, across the small communities. A single community should not have all the most talented and skilled teachers or the most challenging and interesting courses. High-quality instruction and advanced or elective courses must be available in every community.
Determine how the teams will be supported with resources and administrative leadership within the larger school. Communities can be self-contained with their own resources and administrative structure, or they can share leadership and resources with the larger school. Teacher leaders can act as an intermediary form of leadership between the smaller community and the larger school administration. Example 4.2 describes how this might look in practice in the case study.
3. Identify a theme to help build a strong sense of identity and community and to improve student engagement.
Select a small-community theme, often a topic or subject matter, around which the small communities can be organized. See Example 4.3 for sample themes. The panel believes that themes strengthen small communities and facilitate implementing the steps described in Recommendation 3. Themes provide a sense of shared identity for the students in the community; this feeling of belonging helps students feel connected to their schooling.138 A theme also provides opportunities for innovative teaching that connects what students are learning to what they will be doing after they graduate (see Recommendation 3). To help students engage in and identify with the school theme, plan special activities such as speakers, field trips, or community-service activities that relate to the theme.139
Involve all stakeholders in determining the school theme.141 Before choosing a theme, schools should survey and meet with potential students, parents, and teachers to narrow down a list of themes that may interest them. Working with an interdisciplinary team of teachers, including potential teacher leaders, select a theme for each smaller community from those with the highest votes. Themes can evolve over time—if students’ interests change, consider changing the theme for the next year. Example 4.4 describes this step in more detail for the case study.
4. Develop a schedule that provides common planning time and ample opportunities for staff to monitor and support students.
To help students and teachers get to know one another, develop a master schedule that permits teachers and students to remain in their community most of the day. More than half the classes taught by the teacher team should be within the smaller community, and students should take most, if not all, courses from teachers in their communities.142 Example 4.5 describes how this might work in practice in the case study.
Master schedules should also include common planning times for teacher teams.143 Common planning times can occur during shared periods throughout the day, a late start or early release day each week, or a time during a block schedule when students are engaged in other activities. Teacher teams should use their common planning times to:
• develop activities that relate to the theme of the community, link course content to the theme, and further engage students in getting to know their community;
• collaboratively identify concerns and develop solutions; and
• discuss academic and behavioral progress with students and their parents.
Potential obstacles to implementing Recommendation 4 and the panel’s advice
Obstacle 4.1. It takes too much time, effort, and resources to create these small communities. We are not sure it is worth it.
Panel’s advice. Creating small communities is no simple task. It takes more than a year to plan and requires extensive leadership commitment and stakeholder involvement. It may also involve restructuring of the physical space and administrative structure in a school. Given the time, effort, and resources needed to create these small communities, the panel recommends creating small communities in schools with large numbers of at-risk students. These efforts may be costly, but schools with small learning communities have been found to have positive effects on staying in school, progressing in school, and graduating school.144
Obstacle 4.2. Some teachers and parents feel that the smaller learning communities will not provide the diverse peer experiences that contribute to learning and may lead to sorting students by academic achievement or motivation.
Panel’s advice. Develop selection criteria and a transparent assignment system to ensure that all students have equitable access to these smaller learning communities. For example, schools can develop criteria that favor enrolling similar numbers of at-risk students in each community. The administrator should keep those criteria in mind when assigning students to small communities. After at-risk students are assigned to the small community, use a lottery system to fill the remaining spots to form a community that demographically represents the larger community.
If it is not an option to use selection criteria to promote diversity, there are other approaches schools can use to promote diverse peer experiences. Some small learning communities are structured so that students take core and themed classes within the community, and other classes with students throughout the school. Small learning communities can also consider partnering with other schools to offer classes or extracurricular activities together to facilitate diverse peer experiences.
Obstacle 4.3. Some parents and students are not enthusiastic about the theme(s) of their small community.
Panel’s advice. Involve all the constituents (teachers, parents, students) in the selection of the themes from the beginning. Once themes are identified, it is equally important to ensure that parents and students know about each available theme so they can make informed decisions in applying to those they are interested in.
Before students and parents choose which community to join, encourage students to reflect on their interests, skills, and career aspirations. The U.S. Department of Labor website includes a self-assessment that students can use to help identify their interests.145 Encourage students to choose a theme that fits their own interests, rather than those of their friends.
Students’ interests may change during their time in the community, and they may wish to pursue a different theme, similar to changing majors in college. Schools can offer “open enrollment” periods to accommodate these changes, so long as implications for graduation requirements are not major. As discussed above, schools should preserve the flexibility to change themes from one year to the next if there are widespread shifts in interests.
Obstacle 4.4. Teachers are concerned that if they have to teach within a small community, they will need to teach subjects in which they have little expertise.
Panel’s advice. Teachers might be asked to teach more than one course within their subject matter experience (e.g., Introduction to Chemistry and Advanced Chemistry), but it is highly unlikely that they will be asked to teach courses for which they are not credentialed (since doing so may violate state regulations). Teachers may well have more unique “preps” than in the past (e.g., three rather than two different levels of English, or both American and Western European history). To reduce the burden, have colleagues who have already taught those courses share their curricular materials. Alternatively, teaching multiple classes in a subject might be offset by the introduction of block scheduling, so the number of preps in any given day will not increase.
Obstacle 4.5. We need to help students now, not in the year it will take to create a small community.
Panel’s advice. To reap the benefits sooner, implement key strategies used in small communities as soon as possible. These can include alternative or block scheduling that allows teachers to be responsible for fewer students and a teacher advisory program where teachers are assigned to a small number of students for whom they are responsible over multiple years. By implementing these strategies first, schools may reap some of the benefits of a small community before they are able to fully implement the smaller learning community approach.
Glossary
D
Dropping out occurs when students leave school for any reason before they earn a high school diploma without transferring to another elementary or secondary school.
E
An early warning system is a set of indicators, data, and reports used to monitor student progress and a process for using the data to inform and direct interventions or responses when the data indicate students are in need of additional supports.
Evidence-based practices, policies, or recommendations are supported by studies that meet WWC design standards with or without reservations.
G
Graduating school refers to graduation from high school with a high school diploma.
M
Multi-component interventions include multiple instructional practices related to more than one recommendation. Multi-component interventions are also referred to as “bundled interventions.”
O
Students who are off track for graduation have low attendance rates, behavioral problems, or academic problems that put them at risk of dropping out.
Outcome domains are groups of closely-related outcomes. A domain is the organizing construct for a set of related outcomes through which studies claim effectiveness. In practice guides, the WWC assesses the rigor of evidence on the effectiveness of interventions or practices within each domain identified in the review protocol. The review protocol for Preventing Dropout in Secondary Schools includes three outcome domains: staying in school, progressing in school, and graduating school.
P
Measures of progressing in school include the number of high school course credits the student has earned, whether the student was promoted to the next grade, and the highest grade the student has completed. It also includes on-track indicators, which are based on multiple indicators of student progress (e.g., credit accumulation and course failures).
S
Small communities (or small learning communities) create smaller groups of students within a school that are led by dedicated teacher teams to provide a more personalized experience.
Social and emotional learning and/or skills encompass the behaviors, attitudes, and strategies needed to deal effectively with daily challenges, including managing emotions, setting and achieving goals, showing empathy for others, establishing and maintaining positive relationships, and making responsible decisions.
Measures of staying in school include whether a student has dropped out of school and the number of days the student was enrolled in school.
Appendix A
Postscript from the Institute of Education Sciences
What is a practice guide?
The Institute of Education Sciences (IES) publishes practice guides to share evidence and expert guidance on addressing education-related challenges not readily solved with a single program, policy, or practice. Each practice guide’s panel of experts develops recommendations for a coherent approach to a multifaceted problem. Each recommendation is explicitly connected to supporting evidence. Using What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) group design standards and WWC pilot regression discontinuity standards, the supporting evidence is rated to reflect how well the research demonstrates the effectiveness of the recommended practices. Strong evidence means positive findings are demonstrated in multiple well-designed, well-executed studies, leaving little or no doubt that the positive effects are caused by the recommended practice. Moderate evidence means well-designed studies show positive impacts, but there are questions about whether the findings can be generalized beyond the study samples or whether the studies definitively show evidence that the practice is effective. Minimal evidence means that there is not definitive evidence that the recommended practice is effective in improving the outcome of interest, although there may be data to suggest a correlation between the practice and the outcome of interest. (See Table A.1 for more details on levels of evidence.)
How are practice guides developed?
To produce a practice guide, IES first selects a topic. Topic selection is informed by inquiries and requests to the WWC Help Desk, a limited literature search, and evaluation of the topic’s evidence base. Next, IES recruits a panel chair who has a national reputation and expertise in the topic. The chair, working with IES and WWC staff, then selects panelists to co-author the guide. Panelists are selected based on their expertise in the topic area and the belief that they can work together to develop relevant, evidence-based recommendations. Panels include two practitioners with expertise in the topic.
Relevant studies are identified through panel recommendations and a systematic literature search. These studies are then reviewed against the WWC group design standards by certified reviewers who rate each effectiveness study. The panel synthesizes the evidence into recommendations. WWC staff summarize the research and help draft the practice guide.
IES practice guides are then subjected to external peer review. This review is done independently of the IES staff that supported the development of the guide. A critical task of the peer reviewers of a practice guide is to determine whether the evidence cited in support of particular recommendations is up-to-date and that studies of similar or better quality that point in a different direction have not been overlooked. Peer reviewers also evaluate whether the level of evidence category assigned to each recommendation is appropriate. After the review, a practice guide is revised to meet any concerns of the reviewers and to gain the approval of the standards and review staff at IES.
Institute of Education Sciences levels of evidence for What Works Clearinghouse practice guides
This section provides information about the role of evidence in IES’s WWC practice guides. It describes how practice guide panels determine the level of evidence for each recommendation and explains the criteria for each of the three levels of evidence (strong evidence, moderate evidence, and minimal evidence).
The level of evidence assigned to each recommendation in this practice guide represents the panel’s judgment of the quality of the existing research to support a claim that, when these practices were implemented in past research, positive effects were observed on student outcomes. After careful review of the studies supporting each recommendation, panelists determine the level of evidence for each recommendation using the criteria in Table A.1. The panel first considers the relevance of individual studies to the recommendation and then discusses the entire evidence base, taking the following into consideration:
• the number of studies
• the study designs
• the internal validity of the studies
• whether the studies represent the range of participants and settings on which the recommendation is focused
• whether findings from the studies can be attributed to the recommended practice
• whether findings in the studies are consistently positive
A rating of strong evidence refers to consistent evidence that the recommended strategies, programs, or practices improve student outcomes for a diverse population of students.146 In other words, there is strong causal and generalizable evidence.
A rating of moderate evidence refers either to evidence from studies that allow strong causal conclusions but cannot be generalized with assurance to the population on which a recommendation is focused (perhaps because the findings have not been widely replicated) or to evidence from studies that are generalizable but have some causal ambiguity. It also might be that the studies that exist do not specifically examine the outcomes of interest in the practice guide, although the studies may be related to the recommendation.
A rating of minimal evidence suggests that the panel cannot point to a body of evidence that demonstrates the practice’s positive effect on student achievement. In some cases, this simply means that the recommended practices would be difficult to study in a rigorous, experimental fashion;147 in other cases, it means that researchers have not yet studied this practice, or that there is weak or conflicting evidence of effectiveness. A minimal evidence rating does not indicate that the recommendation is any less important than other recommendations with a strong or moderate evidence rating.
In developing the levels of evidence, the panel considers each of the criteria in Table A.1. The level of evidence rating is determined by the lowest rating achieved for any individual criterion. Thus, for a recommendation to get a strong rating, the research must be rated as strong on each criterion. If at least one criterion receives a rating of moderate and none receives a rating of minimal, then the level of evidence is determined to be moderate. If one or more criteria receive a rating of minimal, then the level of evidence is determined to be minimal.
The panel relied on WWC group design standards and WWC pilot regression discontinuity standards to assess the quality of evidence supporting education programs and practices. The WWC evaluates evidence for the causal validity of instructional programs and practices according to WWC group design standards. Information about these design standards is available at https://whatworks.ed.gov. Eligible studies that meet WWC group design standards without reservations or meet WWC group design standards with reservations are indicated by bold text in the endnotes and references pages.
A final note about IES practice guides
In policy and other arenas, expert panels typically try to build a consensus, forging statements that all its members endorse. Practice guides do more than find common ground; they create a list of actionable recommendations. Where research clearly shows which practices are effective, the panelists use this evidence to guide their recommendations. However, in some cases, research does not provide a clear indication of what works. In these cases, the panelists’ interpretation of the existing (but incomplete) evidence plays an important role in guiding the recommendations. As a result, it is possible that two teams of recognized experts working independently to produce a practice guide on the same topic would come to very different conclusions. Those who use the guides should recognize that the recommendations represent, in effect, the advice of consultants. However, the advice might be better than what a school or district could obtain on its own. Practice guide authors are nationally recognized experts who collectively endorse the recommendations, justify their choices with supporting evidence, and face rigorous independent peer review of their conclusions. Schools and districts would likely not find such a comprehensive approach when seeking the advice of individual consultants.
Institute of Education Sciences
Table A.1. Institute of Education Sciences levels of evidence for What Works Clearinghouse practice guides
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Appendix D
Rationale for Evidence Ratings151
The level of evidence assigned to each recommendation is based on the findings of eligible studies that examined the effectiveness of recommended practices and meet What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) group design standards.152 The studies were primarily identified through a keyword search of several databases. The search focused on studies that were made publicly available between January 1987 and January 2016 that examined practices aimed at dropout prevention. It captured published and unpublished research literature. This search was supplemented with additional studies recommended by the panel.
The search and panelists identified 1,829 unique studies (see Figure D.1). These studies were then screened using eligibility requirements described in the protocol. For example, the study had to be publically available, use an eligible design, and examine students in secondary schools. A total of 70 studies met protocol requirements and tested interventions that are related to one or more recommendations. These studies were reviewed using WWC group design standards or WWC pilot regression discontinuity standards, and 25 studies meet standards with or without reservations.
Figure D.1. Flow diagram for study identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion status/ratings
For this practice guide, study findings are classified as having a positive or negative effect when the findings are either:
• statistically significant (p ≤ 0.05),153 or
• substantively important as defined by the WWC.154
Findings that met neither criteria are classified as “indeterminate effects.”
As described in the introduction to this guide, the panel and practice guide staff assigned a level of evidence to each recommendation after examining the entire body of evidence supporting each recommendation. In particular, the level of evidence assigned to each recommendation was based on the consistency of effects, the strength of relationship between the evidence and the recommendation, and the internal and external validity of each study. The magnitude of the effects and the sample sizes of each individual study were not considered.
Some studies met WWC group design standards but did not adjust statistical significance when there were multiple comparisons within an outcome domain or when the unit of assignment was different from the unit of analysis (“clustering”). For example, a study may assign classrooms to intervention and comparison conditions but analyze individual student test scores. In these cases, the WWC adjusted for clustering and multiple comparisons within a domain.155
Eligible populations. The recommendations in this guide are primarily intended for use in secondary schools and school-affiliated programs that serve students at risk for dropping out of school. To be eligible for review, a study must involve students currently enrolled in school. Thirteen studies examined interventions delivered to subgroups of at-risk students within a school,156 and one study examined an intervention delivered to all Hispanic students within a school.157 Nine studies examined interventions delivered to all students in a grade or school, regardless of individual students’ risk for dropping out.158 In these studies, the sample schools serve primarily at-risk students. The final two studies examined alternative schools specifically designed for at-risk students.159
Eligible outcomes. The study outcomes were classified into three primary domains related to dropout prevention (see Table D.1). Outcomes in the staying in school domain include measures of enrollment in school. Outcomes in the progressing in school domain indicate whether students are completing required courses and advancing to the next grade on schedule. Measures in this domain are particularly useful for identifying students who are still enrolled but are falling behind and may be at risk for future dropout. Outcomes in the graduating school domain include measures of graduation with a high school diploma. In some cases, graduation outcomes may measure graduation from a specific school or district, rather than graduation from any school.160 A positive effect always indicates that the intervention group outperformed the comparison group for a particular outcome.
While this appendix describes the full body of evidence reviewed for this guide on staying in school, progressing in school, and graduating school, when possible the guide highlights the effects that recommended practices have on graduation. This focus was chosen because the panel determined that graduation should be the ultimate objective of dropout prevention efforts, as earning a high school diploma is more consistently correlated with success in postsecondary education and in the labor market than leaving high school without a diploma.161 If there is conflicting evidence for different types of outcomes—for example, an intervention has positive effects on staying in school in the short term but indeterminate effects on graduation—the findings on graduation are weighted more heavily in determining the level of evidence for the recommendation. The panel does not want to recommend practices that are only effective at keeping students in school in the short term but not at eventually helping them to graduate.
Seven studies that include eligible outcome measures in the progressing in school, staying in school, or graduating school domains also reported additional outcomes of interest related to school completion, postsecondary education, and labor-market participation (see Table D.1).162 These outcomes do not contribute to the levels of evidence for recommendations. However, the panel determined that they might be affected by dropout prevention practices and be of interest to educators and practitioners who are implementing these practices. These outcomes are presented in Tables D.2–D.5 in italicized gray font.
Many of the eligible outcomes can be reported at different time points. The tables in this appendix report progressing in school and staying in school outcomes that have the longest timeframes, as the ultimate goal of reducing dropout is high school graduation. For example, a multi-year study may report persistence after 1 year and after 2 years. In this case, the tables report persistence after 2 years. Eligible outcomes measured at other points in time are presented in the table notes.163
Graduation can also be measured at different time points (e.g., 4 or 6 years after 9th-grade enrollment). The tables report graduation at 4 years after 9th-grade enrollment, when available, because this is the most commonly reported timeframe for graduation outcomes across studies in this guide.164 If a study does not report 4-year graduation but does report graduation at another point in time, the tables report the graduation outcome closest to 4 years after 9th-grade enrollment.
Table D.1. Description of outcome domains
For studies that report multiple outcome measures within a domain, the tables in this appendix report the overall average effect size for all measures in the domain meeting WWC group design standards.
Course grades are not an eligible outcome,165 but some measures that are eligible in the progressing in school domain are based on multiple course grades (e.g., credits earned and grade promotion).166 Attendance and behavior are not eligible outcomes, although they are sometimes correlated with dropout and with other eligible outcome measures.
Interventions including components from multiple recommendations. Some study interventions included multiple practices related to more than one recommendation (multi-component interventions or bundled interventions). For example, the Early College High Schools intervention includes tracking student progress and intervening when students are off track (Recommendation 1), building personal relationships and incorporating college-readiness initiatives (Recommendation 3), and creating small, autonomous schools located on college campuses (Recommendation 4).167 Any component of this intervention—and thus the relevant practices corresponding to any of these recommendations—could have caused the reported effects in the study. The effects might have also been caused by interactions between the practices from two or more recommendations.
The panel and staff considered the degree of bundling as one factor when determining the level of evidence. For studies of interventions with multiple components, the panel and staff considered whether all of the implemented practices could have plausibly affected dropout prevention outcomes, and which of the practices were critical to the intervention. The following factors affected how these studies contributed to the level of evidence:
• The study could support a strong level of evidence for a recommendation if the recommendation’s practices were considered by the panel as a critical part of the intervention (i.e., the intervention would have been fundamentally different without the recommendation’s practices).
• The study could support a moderate level of evidence for a recommendation if the recommendation’s practices could have plausibly affected outcomes but the recommendation’s practices were not considered by the panel as a critical part of the intervention.
Recommendation 1. Monitor the progress of all students, and proactively intervene when students show early signs of attendance, behavior, or academic problems.
Level of evidence: Minimal Evidence
WWC staff and the panel assigned a minimal level of evidence based on five studies that meet WWC group design standards without reservations168 and one study that meets WWC pilot regression discontinuity standards with reservations169 (see Table D.2). Two of these studies reported positive effects on outcomes in at least one of the three primary outcome domains,170 and two of the three studies that examined outcomes in the graduating school domain found positive effects on high school graduation.171 One of the two studies that found positive effects evaluate interventions that include components of other recommendations, so the effects cannot be attributed solely to practices related to this recommendation;172 only one study tests the recommended practices without components of other recommendations, but this study only examines two of the four recommended steps.173 The absence of a direct test of the full recommendation means the relationship between the supporting research and recommended practices is low, leading to a minimal level of evidence.
Consistency of effects on relevant outcomes
Graduating school. The studies related to this recommendation demonstrated a mix of positive and indeterminate effects in the graduating school domain. Three studies supporting this recommendation examined graduation outcomes,174 and two found positive effects.175
Staying in school. The studies supporting this recommendation found a mix of positive and indeterminate effects on outcomes in the staying in school domain. Five studies examined outcomes in the staying in school domain, one of which found positive effects176 and four of which found indeterminate effects.177 One study that found indeterminate effects examined an intervention that was a “low-intensity program,” according to the authors. In this study, the comparison group students also had access to similar services (such as counseling and academic tutoring support) as the intervention group.178
Progressing in school. The two studies that examined outcomes in the progressing in school domain found indeterminate effects.179 One of the studies that reported indeterminate effects across all outcomes in this domain did find statistically significant positive effects for some cohorts and outcomes within the domain.180 The other study is the “low-intensity program” described above as having indeterminate effects on staying in school.181
Details about the supporting evidence (studies that demonstrate positive effects)
The remaining paragraphs in this section describe the two studies that found positive effects in at least one outcome domain (i.e., the studies that contribute to the minimal level of evidence).182
Internal validity of supporting evidence. The studies supporting this recommendation have strong internal validity. One was a randomized controlled trial (RCT) with low sample attrition that meet WWC group design standards without reservations.183 The other study was a regression discontinuity design that meets WWC pilot regression discontinuity standards with reservations for its reduced-form (intent-to-treat) estimates.184
Relationship between the evidence and Recommendation 1. Only one study examined the recommended practices without other intervention components, providing a direct test of the recommendation.185 None of the studies tests all four steps of the recommendation or explicitly tests Steps 3 or 4. One study examines interventions that relate to Steps 1 and 2 (using data to identify students who are falling off track and intervene to help them).186 The other study examines an intervention that is aligned with Step 2 (intervening with students who show signs of falling off track) but is only partially aligned with Step 1 (using teachers to informally track student progress and intervene as needed, which is somewhat different than the systematic tracking that Step 1 describes).187
External validity of supporting evidence. Both studies compared the recommended practices to regular classes and activities in traditional high schools. The length and intensity of the interventions varied, ranging from 45-minute daily sessions to practices integrated throughout the school day for 4 or 5 years. The grade levels in which the interventions were implemented spanned from 9th grade through high school completion and beyond.188 One study took place in Chicago and had a sample population of nearly all black and Hispanic students with high levels of poverty (measured by the percentage of students participating in the free or reduced-price lunch program).189 The other study was conducted in North Carolina, with a sample that was one-third minority, and with less than one-half qualified for free or reduced-price lunch.190 Collectively, the studies demonstrate limited generalizability.
Table D.2. Studies providing evidence for Recommendation 1
Notes:
All studies in this table meet WWC group design standards with or without reservations. Within each rating section, studies are listed alphabetically by first author.
Each row in this table represents a study, defined by the WWC as an examination of the effect of an intervention on a distinct sample. In some cases, multiple contrasts or studies were described in a single article. In these cases, the contrast or study that is most relevant to the recommendation is included in the table.
For studies that included multiple outcomes in a domain, reported effect sizes and statistical significance are for the domain and calculated as described in the WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook 3.0 (pp. 25–26).
Several studies examined the dropout rate, which falls under the staying in school domain. These effect sizes were reported as negative in the studies. In this table, the signs of the effect sizes for staying in school are reversed for clarity. A plus sign (+) indicates that the intervention had a positive effect on staying in school (or a reduced dropout rate), meaning the intervention group had a higher rate of staying in school than the comparison group.
Italicized gray font is used for outcome domains (e.g., postsecondary enrollment) that are not directly related to dropout prevention and do not contribute to the level of evidence of this recommendation, but might be affected by dropout prevention practices and be of interest to educators and practitioners who are implementing these practices.
* = statistically significant at the 0.05 level
~ = indeterminate effects
a This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 2.
b The panel determined that the outcome “percentage of students who had no core course failures during the year” in the progressing in school domain was the most relevant to this guide. This is the only outcome included in this domain. The study also reports “percentage of core courses passed,” “percentage of students who had no math course failures during the year,” “percentage of students who had no ELA course failures during the year,” “percentage of students above the stability threshold,” and “percentage of students with no early warning indicators” in the progressing in school domain.
c The WWC-calculated effect size for the cohort 2 progressing in school outcome was 0.02 and not statistically significant.
d The “highest grade completed,” an outcome in the progressing in school domain, was also examined and meets standards, but the study does not provide sufficient information to assess the magnitude or significance of effects.
e This study is also used as evidence for Recommendations 3 and 4.
f The review of this study incorporates data from Edmunds et al. (2011). The review also includes implementation information about the Early College High School intervention from Edmunds et al. (2010). In particular, Edmunds et al. (2010) describes how teachers actively monitored students and intervened when they fell off track, which aligns with Recommendation 1. This monitoring component of the intervention was not described in another study of the Early College High School initiative which met WWC group design standards, Berger et al. (2013), and therefore, that study does not support Recommendation 1. None of the outcomes in Edmunds et al. (2010) meet eligibility requirements.
g The staying in school outcome reported in this table is from Edmunds et al. (2011). The sample consisted of 718 students from 19 Early College High Schools. This sample overlaps with the sample included in Edmunds et al. (2015).
h Five-year graduation rate.
i This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 3.
j The review of this study included data from Study 1 in Heller et al. (2015).
k The reported effect is the complier average causal effect (CACE) effect. The intent-to-treat (ITT) effect size is 0.06 and not statistically significant. The study also reported enrollment status, which falls under the staying in school domain, for the 2009/10 school year. The CACE effect was 0.27 and not statistically significant, and the ITT effect was 0.10 and not statistically significant.
l Four-year (“on-time”) graduation rate. The reported effect is the complier average causal effect (CACE) effect. The intent-to-treat (ITT) effect size is 0.08 and not statistically significant. The study also reports two other graduating school outcomes: graduating high school by the 2014/15 school year, 4-7 years after starting 9th grade (CACE estimate is 0.14 and not statistically significant; ITT estimate is 0.06 and not statistically significant), and graduating school with transfers counted as graduates (CACE estimate is 0.22 and statistically significant; ITT estimate is 0.09 and statistically significant).
m This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 3.
n The review of this study included only Study 2. Study 1 was reviewed in conjunction with Heller et al. (2013), and Study 3 is ineligible.
o The reported effect is the complier average causal effect (CACE) effect in in year 2. The intent-to-treat (ITT) effect size in year 2 is 0.06 and not statistically significant. The ITT and CACE effect sizes for staying in school in year 1 are 0.03 and 0.06, respectively, and not statistically significant.
p The reduced-form estimates, which are not reported in the study, meet standards with reservations. Although we do not know the magnitude of the reduced-form estimates, we know the direction of effects (positive or negative) and whether or not they are significant at the 0.05 level.
q The study examined three outcome measures in the staying in school domain, two of which were positive and not significant, and one of which was negative and not significant.
r The study examined four outcome measures in the progressing in school domain, one of which was positive and significant, and three of which were positive and not significant.
s The study examined 4-year and 5-year graduation rates in the graduating school outcomes; the 4-year graduation rate was positive and not significant, and the 5-year rate was positive and significant.
t The study examined three outcome measures in the postsecondary access and enrollment domain, all which were positive and significant.
Recommendation 2. Provide intensive, individualized support to students who have fallen off track and face significant challenges to success.
Level of evidence: Moderate Evidence
WWC staff and the panel assigned a moderate level of evidence based on eight studies that meet WWC group design standards without reservations (see Table D.3).191 Four of these studies reported positive effects for outcomes in at least one of the three primary outcome domains,192 and two of the three studies that examined outcomes in the graduating school domain found positive effects on high school graduation.193 Two of the four studies that found positive effects evaluate interventions that are closely aligned with all of the recommendation’s steps and do not include components of other recommendations; these studies provide a direct test of the recommendation.194 The strong internal and external validity of supporting studies, and the preponderance of positive effects among studies that provide a direct test of the recommendation, indicate a moderate level of evidence.
Consistency of effects on relevant outcomes
Graduating school. The studies related to this recommendation demonstrated consistent positive effects in the graduating school domain. Two of the three studies that examined outcomes in this domain found positive effects.195
Staying in school. The studies supporting the recommendation found both positive and indeterminate effects in the domains of staying in school and progressing in school. No negative effects were found in either domain. Two studies found positive effects on outcomes in the staying in school domain,196 while two studies found indeterminate effects in this domain.197 One of the studies that found indeterminate effects on staying in school also found positive effects on graduation.198 The other study that found indeterminate effects on the longest-term measure of staying in school found positive effects on measures of staying in school with shorter-term observation periods (this study did not examine outcomes in the graduating school domain).199
Progressing in school. One study found positive effects in the progressing in school domain,200 and two studies found indeterminate effects in this domain.201 One of the studies that reported indeterminate overall effects in the progressing in school domain did find positive effects for some cohorts and outcomes.202 The other study that found indeterminate effects examined an intervention that the panel believes did not provide sufficient support to students (an average of 16 contact hours).203
Details about the supporting evidence (studies that demonstrate positive effects)
The remaining paragraphs in this section describe the four studies that found positive effects in at least one domain (i.e., the studies that contribute to the moderate level of evidence).
Internal validity of supporting evidence. The studies supporting this recommendation have strong internal validity. All four studies were RCTs with low sample attrition that meet WWC group design standards without reservations.204
Relationship between the evidence and Recommendation 2. The studies supporting this recommendation examine interventions that are closely aligned with all steps of Recommendation 2. Two of the four studies examine interventions that do not include other intervention components and provide a direct test of the recommendation.205
External validity of supporting evidence. The four studies supporting this recommendation compared the recommended practices to regular classes and activities in traditional high schools. The study participants were students who were identified as at risk for dropping out. In all five studies, the majority of students are racial/ethnic minorities and are from districts across the United States. The length and intensity of the interventions varied, ranging from 1 year to 5 years, with up to 750 contact hours each year for 5 years. The studies included participants in grades 7–12, either in middle school or high school settings.
Table D.3. Studies providing evidence for Recommendation 2
Notes:
All studies in this table meet WWC group design standards without reservations. Within each rating section, studies are listed alphabetically by first author.
Each row in this table represents a study, defined by the WWC as an examination of the effect of an intervention on a distinct sample. In some cases, multiple contrasts or studies were described in a single article. In these cases, the contrast or study that is most relevant to the recommendation is included in the table.
For studies that included multiple outcomes in a domain, reported effect sizes and statistical significance are for the domain and calculated as described in the WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook 3.0 (pp. 25–26).
Several studies examined the dropout rate, which falls under the staying in school domain. These effect sizes were reported as negative in the studies. In this table, the signs of the effect sizes for staying in school are reversed for clarity. A plus sign (+) indicates that the intervention had a positive effect on staying in school (or a reduced dropout rate), meaning the intervention group had a higher rate of staying in school than the comparison group.
Italicized gray font is used for outcome domains (e.g., completing school, postsecondary credit accumulation, postsecondary attainment, and labor market participation) that are not directly related to dropout prevention and do not contribute to the level of evidence of this recommendation, but might be affected by dropout prevention practices and be of interest to educators and practitioners who are implementing these practices.
* = statistically significant at the 0.05 level
~ = indeterminate effects
a This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 1.
b The panel determined that the outcome “percentage of students who had no core course failures during the year” in the progressing in school domain was the most relevant to this guide. This is the only outcome included in this domain. The study also reports “percentage of core courses passed,” “percentage of students who had no math course failures during the year,” “percentage of students who had no ELA course failures during the year,” “percentage of students above the stability threshold,” and “percentage of students with no early warning indicators” in the progressing in school domain.
c The WWC-calculated effect size for the cohort 2 progressing in school outcome was 0.02 and not statistically significant.
d This study is also used as evidence for Recommendations 3 and 4.
e Graduation rate 2 years after the start of the program; students were 18 years old on average upon entering the program.
f This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 4.
g The study also reports the dropout rate under the staying in school domain for cohorts 1 and 2 in year 2 of the program: the effect was 0.22 and statistically significant.
h Graduation rate 3 years after the start of the program; students were 15–16 years old upon entering the program.
i The study also reports the graduation rate under the graduating school domain for cohorts 1 and 2 in year 2 of the program. However, the WWC cannot calculate an effect size when the mean of one group (in this case, the intervention group) is 0.
j The study also reports the GED completion rate under the completing school domain for cohorts 1 and 2 in year 2 of the program: the effect was 0.43 and not statistically significant.
k This study was reviewed in conjunction with Rumberger and Larson (1992).
l Demographic information is reported only if the intervention was designed for and administered to a specific group of students.
m The study reported staying in school outcomes for two other time periods: the end of 8th grade (0.79) and the end of 9th grade (1.34). Both were statistically significant.
n This study was reviewed in conjunction with Schirm, Stuart, and McKie (2006).
o Graduation rate, based on survey of students in their late teens. This graduation outcome most comparable to the 4-year graduation rate reported in other studies.
p The study examined one outcome measure in the completing school domain, based on a survey of students in their late teens.
q The study examined two outcome measures in the postsecondary access and enrollment domain, based on a survey of students in their mid-twenties.
r The study examined two outcome measures in the postsecondary credit accumulation domain, based on a survey of students in their mid-twenties. The author did not report the effect sizes, and the WWC was able to calculate the effect size for only one of the measures, which was 0.19 and statistically significant (the author also reported that this effect was statistically significant). The WWC did not have sufficient information to calculate an effect size or assess statistical significance for the other measure in this domain, so could not calculate a domain average. The table indicates that the effect was positive based on the measure that the WWC could calculate.
s The study examined whether students obtained a bachelor’s or associate’s degree in the postsecondary attainment domain, based on a survey of students in their mid-twenties.
t The study examined four outcome measures in the labor market domain, based on a survey of students in their mid-twenties. The author did not report the effect sizes, and the WWC was able to calculate the effect size for only one of the measures, which was 0.02 and not statistically significant (the author also reported that this effect was not statistically significant). The WWC did not have sufficient information to calculate an effect size or assess statistical significance for the other measures in this domain, so could not calculate a domain average. The table indicates that the effect was indeterminate based on the measure that the WWC could calculate.
u The staying in school outcome includes only the cohort dropout rate. The study also reports whether students are still enrolled in year 4 (the effect was 0.61 and statistically significant) and the 5-year completion rate (the effect was 0.11 and not statistically significant).
Recommendation 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.
Level of evidence: Strong Evidence
WWC staff and the panel assigned a strong level of evidence based on 11 studies that meet WWC group design standards without reservations206 and three studies that meet WWC group design standards with reservations (see Table D.4).207 Nine of these studies reported positive effects for outcomes in at least one of the three primary outcome domains,208 and seven of the eight studies that examined outcomes in the graduating school domain found positive effects on high school graduation.209 Four of the studies that found positive effects evaluate interventions that are closely aligned with all of the recommendation’s steps and do not include components of other recommendations; these studies provide a direct test of the recommendation.210 The consistent positive effects—including in studies that provide a direct test of the recommended practices—as well as the high internal and external validity of the studies supporting this recommendation, indicate a strong level of evidence.
Consistency of effects on relevant outcomes.
Graduating school. The studies related to this recommendation demonstrated consistent positive effects in the graduating school domain. Seven of the eight studies that examined outcomes in this domain found positive effects on high school graduation.211
Staying in school. Eleven studies reported outcomes in the staying in school domain,212 five of which found positive effects.213 Four of the six studies that found indeterminate or negative effects in the staying in school domain were part of a single report on multiple sites, and the authors indicated that these were “low-intensity programs,” not the more intensive panel-recommended practices.214
Progressing in school. One study found positive effects in the progressing in school domain.215 One study found indeterminate effects216 in this domain, but it also found positive effects on staying in school.
Details about the supporting evidence (studies that demonstrate positive effects)
The remaining paragraphs in this section describe the nine studies that found positive effects in at least one domain (i.e., the studies that contribute to the strong level of evidence).
Internal validity of supporting evidence. The studies supporting this recommendation have strong internal validity. Six studies were RCTs with low sample attrition that meet WWC group design standards without reservations.217 One study was an RCT with high sample attrition that demonstrates baseline equivalence and meets WWC group design standards with reservations.218 Two studies were quasi-experimental designs (QEDs) that meet WWC group design standards with reservations.219
Relationship between the evidence and Recommendation 3. Five studies supporting this recommendation examine interventions that do not contain other intervention components, providing a direct test of the recommendation.220 The other four studies examine interventions that contain components that are critical to Recommendation 3, but are also related to other recommendations.221
External validity of supporting evidence. Eight studies compared the recommended practices to regular classes and activities in traditional middle and high schools,222 and one study compared the recommended practices to less intensive workshops.223 The length and intensity of the interventions varied, ranging from 27 one-hour weekly sessions to practices integrated throughout the school day for 4 or 5 years. The grade levels in which the interventions were implemented spanned from 7th grade through high school completion and beyond.224 Collectively, the study samples represent a diverse group of participants that includes middle and high school students from schools across the United States.
Table D.4. Studies providing evidence for Recommendation 3
Notes:
All studies in this table meet WWC group design standards with or without reservations. Within each rating section, studies are listed alphabetically by first author.
Each row in this table represents a study, defined by the WWC as an examination of the effect of an intervention on a distinct sample. In some cases, multiple contrasts or studies were described in a single article. In these cases, the contrast or study that is most relevant to the recommendation is included in the table.
For studies that included multiple outcomes in a domain, reported effect sizes and statistical significance are for the domain and calculated as described in the WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook 3.0 (pp. 25–26).
Several studies examined the dropout rate, which falls under the staying in school domain. These effect sizes were reported as negative in the studies. In this table, the signs of the effect sizes for staying in school are reversed for clarity. A plus sign (+) indicates that the intervention had a positive effect on staying in school (or a reduced dropout rate), meaning the intervention group had a higher rate of staying in school than the comparison group.
Italicized gray font is used for outcome domains (e.g., completing school, postsecondary access and enrollment, and labor market participation) that are not directly related to dropout prevention and do not contribute to the level of evidence of this recommendation, but might be affected by dropout prevention practices and be of interest to educators and practitioners who are implementing these practices.
* = statistically significant at the 0.05 level
a This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 4. Although another study on the Early College High School initiative, Edmunds et al. (2015), supports Recommendations 1, 3, and 4, Berger et al. (2013) does not include any information on teachers monitoring students, and therefore does not support Recommendation 1.
b Overall graduation rate over the course of the study, which represents a different amount of time between 9th-grade enrollment and outcome measurement for each cohort. Cohort 1’s graduation rate is measured 6 years after enrolling in 9th grade; Cohort 2’s graduation rate is measured 5 years after enrolling in 9th grade; and Cohort 3’s graduation rate is measured 4 years after enrolling in 9th grade.
c The “highest grade completed,” an outcome in the progressing in school domain, was also examined and meets standards, but the study does not provide sufficient information to assess the magnitude or significance of effects.
d This study is also used as evidence for Recommendations 2 and 4.
e Graduation rate 2 years after the start of the program; students were 18 years old on average upon entering the program.
f The “highest grade completed,” an outcome in the progressing in school domain, was also examined and meets standards, but the study does not provide sufficient information to assess the magnitude or significance of effects.
g The “highest grade completed,” an outcome in the progressing in school domain, was also examined and meets standards, but the study does not provide sufficient information to assess the magnitude or significance of effects.
h This study is also used as evidence for Recommendations 1 and 4.
i The review of this study incorporates data from Edmunds et al. (2011) and information from Edmunds et al. (2010). None of the outcomes in Edmunds et al. (2010) meet eligibility requirements.
j The staying in school outcome reported in this table is from Edmunds et al. (2011). The sample consisted of 676 students from 19 Early College High Schools. This sample overlaps with the sample included in Edmunds et al. (2015).
k Five-year graduation rate.
l Demographic information is reported only if the intervention was designed for and administered to a specific group of students.
m This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 1.
n The review of this study included data from Study 1 in Heller et al. (2015).
o The reported effect is the complier average causal effect (CACE) effect. The intent-to-treat (ITT) effect size is 0.06 and not statistically significant. The study also reported enrollment status, which falls under the staying in school domain, for the 2009/10 school year. The CACE effect was 0.27 and not statistically significant, and the ITT effect was 0.10 and not statistically significant.
p Four-year (“on-time”) graduation rate. The reported effect is the complier average causal effect (CACE) effect. The intent-to-treat (ITT) effect size is 0.08 and not statistically significant. The study also reports two other graduating school outcomes: graduating high school by the 2014/15 school year, 4-7 years after starting 9th grade (CACE estimate is 0.14 and not statistically significant; ITT estimate is 0.06 and not statistically significant), and graduating school with transfers counted as graduates (CACE estimate is 0.22 and statistically significant; ITT estimate is 0.09 and statistically significant).
q This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 1.
r The review of this study included only Study 2. Study 1 was reviewed in conjunction with Heller et al. (2013), and Study 3 is ineligible.
s The reported effect is the complier average causal effect (CACE) effect. The intent-to-treat (ITT) effect size is 0.06 and not statistically significant. The ITT and CACE effect sizes for staying in school in year 1 are 0.03 and 0.06, respectively, and not statistically significant.
t Four-year (on-time) graduation rate.
u This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 4.
v This study was reviewed in conjunction with Kemple (1997), Kemple (2004), Kemple (2008), Kemple and Rock (1996), Kemple and Snipes (2000), and Kemple and Willner (2008).
w The study reported completing school outcomes for one other time period, 2008. The effect size of 0.27 was statistically significant.
x Four-year (on-time) graduation rate.
y Four-year (on-time) graduation rate. The study also reports the 5- and 6-year graduation rates, but they did not meet standards.
z This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 4.
aa This study also examines the effects of non-certified career pathways, which are not reported here. These programs typically share some characteristics with Linked Learning pathways, such as their focus on a career theme, but they vary in their implementation and fidelity to the Linked Learning approach.
bb The study does not specify the timeframe of the reported graduation rate.
Recommendation 4. For schools with many at-risk students, create small, personalized communities to facilitate monitoring and support.
Level of evidence: Moderate Evidence
WWC staff and the panel assigned a moderate level of evidence based on six studies that meet WWC group design standards without reservations225 and two studies that meet WWC group design standards with reservations (see Table D.5).226 Seven of the eight studies reported positive effects in at least one of the three primary outcome domains,227 and all six studies that examined outcomes in the graduating school domain found positive effects on high school graduation.228
However, only one of the studies that found positive effects evaluates an intervention that is closely aligned with all of the recommendation’s steps and does not include components of other recommendations; only this study provides a direct test of the recommendation.229 Most of the supporting studies examine a variation of the recommendation—the study interventions create small schools rather than small communities within existing schools. Although the studies collectively demonstrate strong internal validity and demonstrate consistent positive effects on relevant outcomes, the level of evidence was rated as moderate because of limited alignment with the recommendation’s steps and only one study that provides a direct test of the recommendation.
Consistency of effects on relevant outcomes.
Graduating school. The studies related to this recommendation demonstrated consistent positive effects in the graduating school domain. All six studies that examined outcomes in this domain found positive effects on high school graduation.230
Staying in school. The studies supporting the recommendation found a preponderance of positive effects in the staying in school domain. Six studies examined outcomes in this domain,231 four of which found positive effects.232 One of the studies that found indeterminate effects overall demonstrated some positive effects for the second cohort, which suggests that the large-scale restructuring of a school may take time to show positive effects.233 The other study that found indeterminate effects on staying in school also found positive effects on graduating school.234
Progressing in school. Only one study examined outcomes in the progressing in school domain, and it found indeterminate effects in this domain, although it did find positive effects on staying in school.235
Details about the supporting evidence (studies that demonstrate positive effects)
The remaining paragraphs in this section describe the seven studies that found positive effects in at least one domain (i.e., the studies that contribute to the moderate level of evidence).
Internal validity of supporting evidence. The studies supporting this recommendation have strong internal validity. Six studies were RCTs with low sample attrition that meet WWC group design standards without reservations.236 One study was a quasi-experimental design (QED) that meets WWC group design standards with reservations.237
Relationship between the evidence and Recommendation 4. Only one study supporting this recommendation examines an intervention that does not contain other intervention components and provides a direct test of Recommendation 4.238 In addition, six of the studies—including the only study that provides a direct test of the recommendation—examine interventions that create small communities by establishing small schools.239 Only one study examined an intervention that created small learning communities within existing schools, as recommended in the guide.240
External validity of supporting evidence. All seven studies compared the recommended practices to regular classes and activities in traditional high schools. The grade levels in which the interventions were implemented spanned from 9th grade through high school completion and beyond.241 Collectively, the study samples represent a diverse group of participants that includes minority and non-minority students from schools across the United States.
Table D.5. Studies providing evidence for Recommendation 4
Notes:
All studies in this table meet WWC group design standards with or without reservations. Within each rating section, studies are listed alphabetically by first author.
Each row in this table represents a study, defined by the WWC as an examination of the effect of an intervention on a distinct sample. In some cases, multiple contrasts or studies were described in a single article. In these cases, the contrast or study that is most relevant to the recommendation is included in the table.
For studies that included multiple outcomes in a domain, reported effect sizes and statistical significance are for the domain and calculated as described in the WWC Procedures and Standards Handbook 3.0 (pp. 25–26).
Several studies examined the dropout rate, which falls under the staying in school domain. These effect sizes were reported as negative in the studies. In this table, the signs of the effect sizes for staying in school are reversed for clarity. A plus sign (+) indicates that the intervention had a positive effect on staying in school (or a reduced dropout rate), meaning the intervention group had a higher rate of staying in school than the comparison group.
Italicized gray font is used for outcome domains (e.g., completing school, postsecondary access and enrollment, and labor market participation) that are not directly related to dropout prevention and do not contribute to the level of evidence of this recommendation, but might be affected by dropout prevention practices and be of interest to educators and practitioners who are implementing these practices.
* = statistically significant at the 0.05 level
a This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 3. Although another study on the Early College High School initiative, Edmunds et al. (2015), supports Recommendations 1, 3, and 4, Berger et al. (2013) does not include any information on teachers monitoring students, and therefore does not support Recommendation 1.
b Overall graduation rate over the course of the study, which represents a different amount of time between 9th-grade enrollment and outcome measurement for each cohort. Cohort 1’s graduation rate is measured 6 years after enrolling in 9th grade; cohort 2’s graduation rate is measured 5 years after enrolling in 9th grade; and cohort 3’s graduation rate is measured 4 years after enrolling in 9th grade.
c This study was reviewed in conjunction with Bloom, Thompson, and Unterman (2010). The analyses in Bloom, Thompson, and Unterman (2010) did not meet WWC standards.
d Four-year (on-time) graduation rate.
e Effect sizes are calculated based on model-imputed data for students who had dropped out of school.
f This study is also used as evidence for Recommendations 2 and 3.
g Graduation rate 2 years after the start of the program; students were 18 years old on average upon entering the program.
h This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 2.
i The study also reports the dropout rate under the staying in school domain for cohorts 1 and 2 in year 2 of the program: the effect was 0.22 and statistically significant.
j Graduation rate 3 years after the start of the program; students were 15–16 years old upon entering the program.
k The study also reports the graduation rate under the graduating school domain for cohorts 1 and 2 in year 2 of the program. However, the WWC cannot calculate an effect size when the mean of one group (in this case the intervention group) is 0.
l The study also reports the GED completion rate under the completing school domain for cohorts 1 and 2 in year 2 of the program: the effect was 0.43 and not statistically significant.
m This study is also used as evidence for Recommendations 1 and 3.
n The review of this study incorporates data from Edmunds et al. (2011) and information from Edmunds et al. (2010). None of the outcomes in Edmunds et al. (2010) meet eligibility requirements.
o The staying in school outcomes reported in this table is from Edmunds et al. (2011). The sample consisted of 676 students from 19 Early College High Schools. This sample overlaps with the sample included in Edmunds et al. (2015).
p Five-year graduation rate.
q This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 3.
r This study was reviewed in conjunction with Kemple (1997), Kemple (2004), Kemple (2008), Kemple and Rock (1996), Kemple and Snipes (2000), and Kemple and Willner (2008).
s The study reported completing school outcome for one other time period, 2008. The effect size of 0.27 was statistically significant.
t The study also reported the effect on staying in school for cohort 2. The effect size was 0.13 and not statistically significant.
u This study is also used as evidence for Recommendation 3.
v This study also examines the effects of non-certified career pathways, which are not reported here. These programs typically share some characteristics with Linked Learning pathways, such as their focus on a career theme, but they vary in their implementation and fidelity to the Linked Learning approach.
w The study does not specify the timeframe of the reported graduation rate.
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