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Abstract

This paper examines who drops out of school and why.  It begins with a discussion of what it means to drop out and the various ways to measure dropout rates.  It suggests that the most meaningful method is one that examines changes in enrollment status over time.  Viewed in this way, many more students actually drop out of school some time in their educational career than simple status measures of dropout suggest.  Moreover, dropouts who return to school often complete their high school education through an alternative route that diminishes their labor market and post-high school prospects relative to students who earn traditional diplomas.  It appears that an increasing number of students are completing high school through this alternative route and that this trend could continue due to increasing requirements for high school graduation.  The next section of paper reviews the theoretical and empirical research that attempts to explain why students drop out of school based on two perspectives—one that focuses on individual factors and one that focuses on institutional and contextual factors.  Finally, the paper also examines disparities in dropout rates among racial and ethnic groups and the extent to which existing theories can be used to explain them.  The major conclusion of this analysis is that a combined perspective, which focuses on both individual and institutional factors, offers the best way of explaining these differences.

No one is solely to blame for the sorry education of Thurston Nesbit.  Not his teachers.  Not his counselors.  Not his mother.  Not Thurston himself.  But in this story of one high school dropout, you will also find no heroes.  Instead, there were excuses, lost chances and cracks wide enough to swallow a child and his future…In the world of high school dropouts, Thurston is a classic.  Eager kindergartner.  Fell behind in grade school.  Skipped much of middle school.  Mostly F’s in high school.  Quit at 17.  (Kollars, 1998, p. 1+)


Thurston is one of 479,000 students who dropped out of high school in the 1997-98 school year  QUOTE "(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1999Table 7)" 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1999, Table 7)
.
  Nationally about 5 percent of all high school students drop out of school each year  QUOTE "(Kaufman, Kwon, Klein, and Chapman, 1999,Table 1)" 
(Kaufman, Kwon, Klein, and Chapman, 1999, Table 1)
.  But over the entire 12 years that students attend elementary and secondary school a much higher proportion quit school before finishing, even though some of them eventually complete high school.  Among the entire U.S. population in 1998 there were 37 million high school dropouts  QUOTE "(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1999,Table 1)" 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1999, Table 1)
.


Reducing the number of dropouts has become a national policy concern.  In 1990 the nation's governors and the President of the United States adopted 6 national goals for education for the year 2000  QUOTE "(U.S. Department of Education, 1990)" 
(U.S. Department of Education, 1990)
.  Goal 2 is to increase the high school graduation rate to 90 percent, with a related objective to eliminate the existing gap in high school graduation rates between minority and non-minority students.  This commitment was further solidified with the enactment of federal Goals 2000: Educate America Act in 1994 which has awarded over $1.5 billion to participating States and districts to support communities in the development and implementation of their own standards-based education reforms  QUOTE "(U.S. Department of Education, 1998, Appendix A)" 
(U.S. Department of Education, 1998, Appendix A)
.  In addition, numerous programs at the national, state, and local levels have been established to help reduce the number of students who drop out of school.


Concern for dropouts is not new.  Ever since high schools became widespread in the 1930s and 1940s, so too has concern for the large number of high school students who quit school each year.  In 1963, for example, President Kennedy initiated a national summer dropout campaign to increase nationwide publicity about the problem and to assist local school districts in identifying potential dropouts and helping them return these students to school in the fall  QUOTE "(U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, 1964)" 
(U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, 1964)
.  

Why does there continue to be so much concern for dropouts?  One reason is that dropouts cost the nation money.  Dropouts are less likely to find and hold jobs that pay enough money to keep them off public assistance.  In 1998 the unemployment rate for dropouts was 75 percent higher than for high school graduates  QUOTE "(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000,Figure 24)" 
(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000, Figure 24)
. Even if they find a job, dropouts earn substantially less than high school graduates.  A study by the U.S. Census Bureau found that more than one-third of all high school dropouts who were employed full-time and year-round in 1990 worked in "low wage" jobs that paid less than $12,195 per year—the official poverty rate for a family of four  QUOTE "(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992)" 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992)
.  Higher rates of unemployment and lower earnings cost the nation both lost productivity and reduced tax income.  Dropouts cost the nation money in other ways as well.  Research demonstrates that dropouts are also more likely to have health problems, engage in criminal activities, and become dependent on welfare and other government programs than high school graduates  QUOTE "(Rumberger, 1987)" 
(Rumberger, 1987)
. These problems generate large social costs.  In one city alone it was estimated that a year's cohort of dropouts from the city school system would cost $3.2 billion in lost earnings and more than $400 million in social services  QUOTE "(Catterall, 1987)" 
(Catterall, 1987)
.

Recent concern for dropouts is also fueled by a number of economic, demographic, and educational trends that could exacerbate this problem in the future.  One trend is economic:  as the United States economy moves toward a higher-skilled labor force, high school dropouts will have an even harder time surviving economically  QUOTE "(Murnane and Levy, 1996)" 
(Murnane & Levy, 1996)
.  A second trend is demographic:  the number of students who are generally at greater risk of school failure—students from poor and low-income households, racial, ethnic, and linguistic minorities—are increasing in the nation’s schools  QUOTE "(Levin, 1986; Natriello et al., 1990)" 
(Levin, 1986; Natriello et al., 1990)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00p\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt$Natriello, McDill, et al. 1990 #1320\00$\00 
.  The third trend is the growing push for accountability in the nation’s public schools that has produced policies to end social promotion and to institute high school exit exams, both of which could increase the number of students who fail to complete high school (Heubert & Hauser, 1999).


This paper examines two important aspects of the dropout issue—who drops out of school and why.  The next section of paper examines alternative definitions of dropout, trends in dropout rates over time, and how those rates vary among students from different social backgrounds.  The following section examines why students drop out, focusing on both individual and institutional factors, and how these factors can or cannot explain differences in dropout rates among social groups.  The last section of the paper will discuss some implications of these findings for public policy.

Who Drops Out of School

Before looking at who drops out of school, it is necessary to define what it means to drop out.  There are several ways of defining and measuring dropout rates (Kaufman, Kwon, Klein, & Chapman, 1999, Appendix B).  One way is to view dropout as a status assessed at a particular point in time.  The status of dropout is assigned to persons who have not completed high school and who are no longer enrolled in school or program that can lead to high school completion at a particular point in time.  Although this definition appears straightforward, it involves determining both what it means to be enrolled and what it means to complete high school.  What it means to be enrolled can be interpreted and defined differently by individuals and by school districts.
  And, as pointed out below, there are different ways of completing high school.   


Trends in status dropout rates of 16 to 24 year-olds between 1972 and 1998 based on annual U.S. Census data are shown in Figure 1.  The figures reveal that over the last three decades, dropout rates among young people in the U.S. have been falling slowly but steadily from a rate of 14.6 percent in 1972 to 11.8 percent in 1998.  Despite this positive trend, there were still almost 4 million dropouts within this age group in 1998.


The overall dropout rate masks considerable variability among demographic groups.  Large disparities in dropout rates exist among major ethnic groups as shown in Figure 1.  In 1998, the dropout rate for White, non-Hispanics was 7.7 percent, compared to 13.8 for Black, non-Hispanics and 29.5 for Hispanics  QUOTE "(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000, Table 108)" 
(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000, Table 108)
.  Historically, dropout rates have been similar for men and women, both in general and among major ethnic groups.  However, in 1998, female dropout rates were significantly lower for women than for men, both in general and among major ethnic groups.
  Whether these differences will continue remains to be seen.  Finally, dropout rates vary widely among income groups, with dropout rates from low-income families significantly higher than dropout rates from middle and high-income families (Kaufman, Kwon, Klein, & Chapman, 1999, Table 1).

The high dropout rate among Hispanics has been a particular concern for the federal government, which recently issued a report on this problem  QUOTE "(Secada et al., 1998)" 
(Secada et al., 1998)
.  Although dropout rates for Hispanics are indeed high, as the previous figures suggest, this does not mean that Hispanics quit high school in the U.S. at more than twice the rates of blacks and four times the rate of whites.  The reason is that 40 percent of all young Hispanics are foreign-born and more than 40 percent of foreign-born Hispanics never attended school in the U.S.  QUOTE "(McMillen et al., 1997, Table 16)" 
(McMillen et al., 1997, Tables 15 and 16)
.  In 1995, the last time these figures were computed, dropout rates among U.S.-born Hispanics was 18 percent, compared to 12 percent for U.S.-born black, non-Hispanics, and 9 percent for white, non-Hispanics.  So while Hispanic dropout rates are indeed higher than other ethnic and racial groups, disparities in dropout rates from U.S. schools are not quite as great as the overall data would suggest.


Dropout figures reveal how many students quit school; they do not reveal how many students actually complete it.  Historically, most students have completed high school by earning a diploma, which is typically based on completing a specified number of credits in specified subject areas, similar to the system used in colleges to award degrees.  In addition, some schools and districts require students to pass a competency test (Catterall, 1989).  More recently, states have required students to pass a more rigorous high school exit examination often aligned to state standards (Heubert & Hauser, 1999).

Alternatively, students can earn a high school equivalency through either a state or national examination.  The most common national examination is the General Educational Development (GED) test administered by the American Council of Education (1999).  The GED is a series of five subject exams in which, beginning in 1997, test-takers had to exceed the performance of at least 33 percent of traditional graduating high school seniors in order to pass the test.  However, states establish their own criteria for using the GED results to issue a high school equivalency certificate.  

The reason the method of high school completion may be important is because some recent studies have questioned whether the economic payoff to a high school equivalency is comparable to a traditional high school diploma. One study compared three groups of 25 to 28 year-old males—dropouts, dropouts who earned the equivalent of a high school diploma through a national examination, and high school graduates—and found that exam-certified high school graduates are statistically indistinguishable from high school dropouts in terms of wages, earnings, hours of work, and unemployment even after controlling for prior ability and other factors that differentiate the three groups  QUOTE "(Cameron and Heckman, 1993)" 
(Cameron &  Heckman, 1993)
.  However, two other studies, based on a younger sample of male respondents from the same national study, found that although exam-certified graduates did not earn significantly more than dropouts immediately after completing school, their earnings did grow at a significantly faster rate over the first six years of post-school work experience, and they were more likely than dropouts to obtain post-school education and training  QUOTE "(Murnane et al., 1997)" 

 QUOTE "(Murnane et al., 1995)"  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\16(Murnane et al., 1995)\00\16\00ü\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt#Murnane, Willett, et al. 1995 #2810\00#\00 
(Murnane et al., 1995; 
Murnane et al., 1997)
.  Two more recent studies, using other data, found more varied effects of obtaining a GED—one study found it only benefits dropouts with weak cognitive skills (Murnane, Willet, & Tyler, 2000); the other found it only benefits whites but not minority dropouts (Tyler, Murnane, & Willet, 2000).  This research suggests that although at least some dropouts who earn the equivalent of a high school diploma through examinations such as the GED are better off than other dropouts, dropouts are not as well off as students who complete a regular diploma.

Although Census data reveal a general downward trend in dropout rates, high school completion rates have remained almost constant over the last decade (Figure 2).  The high school completion rate among 18 to 24-year olds was 84.5 percent in 1988 compared to 84.8 percent in 1998.  But this overall stability masks an important trend—an increasingly number of young persons are completing high school through alternative means rather than earning a traditional high school diploma.  In 1988, 80 percent of 18 to 24-year olds earned a high school diploma; in 1998, 75 percent earned a high school diploma.  In other words, 10 percent of all young people completed high school through an alternative means in 1998 compared to 4 percent in 1988.  Whether this trend continues or is even accelerated by recent policies to increase high school exit requirements remains to be seen.  

The trend toward alternative forms of high school graduation is fairly uniform among demographic groups.  In October 1998, 10.4 percent of 18 to 24-year old males completed high school through an equivalency exam, compared to 9.8 for females  QUOTE "(Kaufman et al., 1999, Table 4)" 
(Kaufman et al., 1999, Table 4)
.  The proportion of completing high school through alternative means was 10.0 percent among white, non-Hispanics, 9.6 percent among black, non-Hispanics, 10.7 among Hispanics, and 11.3 percent among Asians.  Because a smaller proportion of Hispanics complete high school (62.8 percent) compared to other groups (e.g., 81.4 percent for Blacks), these figures might suggest that a high proportion of Hispanic students who complete high school do so through alternative means (e.g., 17.0 percent versus 11.8 percent for Blacks).  But, as pointed out earlier, a significant proportion of young Hispanics never attended school in the U.S., so these data do not suggest that U.S.-educated Hispanics are completing high school through alternative means any more than other ethnic groups.

It is interesting to note that the National Goals Panel, which was created to assess and report on state and national progress to achieving the national education goals, actually reports high school completion rates in its annual publications rather than the high school graduation rates as specified in the original goal  QUOTE "(National Education Goals Panel, 1999)" 
(National Education Goals Panel, 1999)
.  Moreover, they do not report progress in eliminating disparities in graduation rates of minority and non-minority students, even though that was an objective related to the overall goal.

To this point, the discussion of who drops out of school has been based on looking at dropout as a status that is determined at a particular point in time.  But a person’s status can change over time.  Thus, a person who drops out of school can eventually complete high school, either by completing the requirement for a diploma or by examination.  

It turns out that many more students drop out at some point in their secondary school careers than the above-cited status dropout statistics indicate.  Longitudinal studies, which track age or grade cohorts over time, reveal that a substantial proportion of students quit school at least some time in the secondary school careers.  One longitudinal study of young men who were 14 to 21 years of age in 1979, estimated that 37 percent had quit high school for at least a 3 month period, even though in 1990, when the young men were 25 to 32 years old, only 14 percent were classified as high school dropouts  QUOTE "(Klerman and Karoly, 1994)" 
(Klerman & Karoly, 1994)
.  Another longitudinal study of students who were 8th graders in 1988 found that 21 percent had dropped out school at some point since 8th grade, even though only 12 percent—roughly half of that number—had not completed high school by 1994  QUOTE "(Rumberger and Lamb, 1998)" 
(Rumberger & Lamb, 1998)
.  Both studies found that 40 to 60 percent of high school dropouts eventually completed high school, most by some form of high school equivalency certificate.  But does dropping out of school, even temporarily, have lasting effects?  At least some evidence suggests it does.  As reported earlier, one study found that dropouts who returned to school, most of whom earned a high-school equivalency, were less likely to enroll in post-secondary education and had higher spells of non-employment than high school graduates  QUOTE "(Rumberger and Lamb, 1998)" 
(Rumberger & Lamb, 1998)
.  The conceptual framework discussed in the next section argues that withdrawal from school, even temporary withdrawal, is based on the notion that dropping out is best viewed as a process that takes place over time rather than a status at one point in time.

Why Students Drop Out of School


Understanding why students drop out of school is the key to addressing this major educational problem.  Yet identifying the causes of dropping out is extremely difficult to do because, like other forms of educational achievement (e.g., test scores), it is influenced by an array of proximal and distal factors related to both the individual student and to the family, school, and community settings in which the student lives.  


The complexity of this phenomenon is illustrated by the variety of reasons that dropouts report for leaving school.  Dropouts from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 eighth graders reported a wide variety of reasons for those who dropped out: school-related reasons were mentioned by 77 percent, family-related reasons were mentioned by 34 percent, and work-related reasons were mentioned by 32 percent  QUOTE "(Berktold et al., , Table 6)" 
(Berktold et al., 1998, Table 6)
.  The most specific reasons were “did not like school” (46 percent), “failing school” (39 percent), “could not get along with teachers” (29 percent), and “got a job” (27 percent).  But these reasons do not reveal the underlying causes of why students quit school, particularly those causes or factors that long ago may have contributed to students’ attitudes, behaviors, and school performance immediately preceding their decision to leave school.  Moreover, if many factors contribute to this phenomenon over a long period of time, it is virtually impossible to demonstrate a causal connection between any single factor and the decision to quit school.  Instead, scholars are limited to developing theories and testing conceptual models based on a variety of social science disciplines and using a variety of qualitative and quantitative research methods.


A number of theories have been advanced to understand the specific phenomenon of dropping out  QUOTE "(Newmann et al., 1992; Wehlage et al., 1989)" 
(e.g., Finn, 1989, Wehlage et al., 1989)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\1C\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt!Wehlage, Rutter, et al. 1989 #330\00!\00 
.  Other theories have been used to explain dropping out as part of larger phenomenon of student achievement (e.g., Coleman, 1988; Newmann et al., 1992; Ogbu, 1992).
  These theories come from a number of social science disciplines—including psychology, sociology, anthropology, and economics—and identify a range of specific factors related to dropping out.
  Drawing on these theories, I present two conceptual frameworks that focus on two different perspectives for understanding this phenomenon.  One framework is based on an individual perspective that focuses on individual factors associated with dropping out; the other is based on an institutional perspective that focuses on the contextual factors found in students’ families, schools, communities and peers.   Both frameworks are useful and, indeed, necessary to understand this complex phenomenon.  After presenting each framework and reviewing briefly some empirical evidence that highlights some of the most important factors within each framework, I will discuss the extent to which these frameworks can be used explain differences in dropout rates among social groups, particularly racial and ethnic minorities.

Individual Perspective


The first framework is based on an individual perspective that focuses on the attributes of students—such as their values, attitudes, and behaviors—and how these attributes contribute to their decisions to quit school.  The conceptual framework, illustrated in Figure 3, views the attitudes and behaviors of students through a particular concept—that of student engagement.  Several theories have been developed in recent years that all suggest dropping out of school is but the final stage in a dynamic and cumulative process of disengagement  QUOTE "(Newmann et al., 1992; Wehlage et al., 1989)" 
(Newmann et al., 1992; Wehlage et al., 1989)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\1C\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt!Wehlage, Rutter, et al. 1989 #330\00!\00 
 or withdrawal  QUOTE "(Finn, 1989)" 
(Finn, 1989)
  from school.  Although there are some differences among these theories, they all suggest that there are two dimensions to engagement:  academic engagement, or engagement in learning, and social engagement, or engagement in social dimensions of schooling (Wehlage refers to this as school membership).  Engagement is reflected in students’ attitudes and behaviors with respect to both the formal aspects of school (e.g., classrooms and school activities) and the informal ones (e.g., peer and adult relationships).  Both dimensions of engagement can influence the decision to withdraw from school.  For example, students may withdraw from school because they quit doing their schoolwork (academic engagement), or because they do not get along with their peers (social engagement).
 

The framework also suggests that dropping out represents one aspect of three inter-related dimensions of educational achievement:  (1) academic achievement, as reflected in grades and test scores, (2) educational stability, which reflects whether students remain in the same school (school stability) or remain enrolled in school at all (enrollment stability), and (3) educational attainment, which is reflected by years of schooling completed and the completion of degrees or diplomas.  The framework suggests that educational attainment is dependent on both educational stability and academic achievement.  That is, students who either interrupt their schooling by dropping out or changing schools, or who have poor academic achievement in school, are less likely to graduate or complete that segment of schooling.  

The framework also posits that engagement and educational achievement are influenced by students’ background prior to entering school, including their educational aspirations and past achievement.  Finally, the framework suggests reciprocal relationships among these factors that change over time:  changes in engagement, stability, and achievement as students’ progress through school affect later attitudes, social relationships, and school experiences.  Thus, within this framework, student stability is viewed as both a cause and a consequence of engagement in school.   


A large body of empirical research has identified many individual predictors of dropping out that are consistent with this framework.  Only some of the most important ones will be reviewed here.  

The first group of factors has to do with the relationship between dropping out and other dimensions of educational achievement.  One of those dimensions is student mobility.  A growing body of research suggests that both residential mobility (changing residences) and school mobility (changing schools) increases the risk of dropping out of high school  QUOTE "(Astone and McLanahan, 1994; Haveman et al., 1991; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998; Swanson and Schneider, 1999; Teachman et al., 1996)" 
(Astone & McLanahan, 1994; Haveman et al., 1991; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Swanson & Schneider, 1999; Teachman et al., 1996)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00V\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt!Haveman, Wolfe, et al. 1991 #3760\00!\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00¬\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\14Rumberger 1995 #1960\00\14\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\09\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1DRumberger & Larson 1998 #2960\00\1D\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\5C\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1ESwanson & Schneider 1999 #3820\00\1E\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00„\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt#Teachman, Paasch, et al. 1996 #4070\00#\00 
.  Some scholars have argued that student mobility represents a less severe form of student disengagement or withdrawal from school  QUOTE "(Lee and Burkam, 1992; Rumberger and Larson, 1998)" 
(Lee & Burkam, 1992; Rumberger & Larson, 1998)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\09\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1DRumberger & Larson 1998 #2960\00\1D\00 
.  In fact, one study found that majority of high school dropouts changed high schools at least once before withdrawing, while the majority of high school graduates did not  QUOTE "(Rumberger et al., 1998)" 
(Rumberger et al., 1998)
.  Another factor is academic achievement.  Numerous studies have found that poor academic achievement is a strong predictor of dropping out  QUOTE "(Ekstrom et al., 1986; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998; Swanson and Schneider, 1999; Wehlage and Rutter, 1986)" 
(Ekstrom et al., 1986; Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Swanson & Schneider, 1999; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00¬\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\14Rumberger 1995 #1960\00\14\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\09\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1DRumberger & Larson 1998 #2960\00\1D\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\5C\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1ESwanson & Schneider 1999 #3820\00\1E\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00?\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1AWehlage & Rutter 1986 #810\00\1A\00 
.  


Student engagement has also been shown to predict dropping out even after controlling for the effects of academic achievement and student background.  Absenteeism, the most common indicator of overall student engagement, and student discipline problems are both associated with dropping out  QUOTE "(Bachman et al., 1971; Ekstrom et al., 1986; Wehlage and Rutter, 1986; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998)" 
(Bachman et al., 1971; Carbonaro, 1998; Ekstrom et al., 1986; Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Swanson & Schneider, 1999; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00:\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt!Ekstrom, Goertz, et al. 1986 #760\00!\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00?\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1AWehlage & Rutter 1986 #810\00\1A\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00¬\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\14Rumberger 1995 #1960\00\14\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\09\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1DRumberger & Larson 1998 #2960\00\1D\00 
.  These studies support the idea that dropping out is influenced by both the social and academic experiences of students.  In other words, dropping out is not simply a result of academic failure.


Finally, a number of student background characteristics have been shown to predict withdrawal from school.  Several demographic variables have been examined in the literature:  gender, race and ethnicity, immigration status, and language background (Fernandez, Paulsen, Hirano-Nakanishi, 1989; Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Rumberger, 1983, 1995; Steinberg, Blinde, Chan, 1984; Velez, 1989).  These factors are discussed in more detail below.  Other individual attributes have been shown to predict school dropout, including low educational and occupational aspirations, and teenage parenthood  QUOTE "(Ekstrom et al., 1986; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998; Newmann et al., 1992; Swanson and Schneider, 1999; Wehlage and Rutter, 1986)" 
(Ekstrom et al., 1986; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Newmann et al., 1992; Swanson & Schneider, 1999; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00¬\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\14Rumberger 1995 #1960\00\14\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\09\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1DRumberger & Larson 1998 #2960\00\1D\00 
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. 


As mentioned earlier, the framework is based on the idea that student disengagement and withdrawal from school is a long-term process that can be influenced by students’ early school experiences.  Several studies, based on long-term studies of cohorts of students, have examined the predictors of dropping out from as early as first grade  QUOTE "(Alexander et al., 1997; Barrington and Hendricks, 1989; Cairns et al., 1989; Ensminger and Slusacick, 1992; Roderick, 1993)" 
(Alexander et al., 1997; Barrington & Hendricks, 1989; Cairns et al., 1989; Ensminger & Slusacick, 1992; Garnier, Stein, & Jacobs, 1997; Roderick, 1993)
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.  These studies found that early academic achievement and engagement (e.g., attendance, misbehavior) in elementary and middle school predicted eventual withdrawal from high school.  

To illustrate, Roderick (1993) examined the school transcript data for one cohort of seventh  grade students from a small urban school district in Massachusetts in the 1980s.  She examined academic grades, social grades, and attendance from the fourth grade until students left school.  Academic grades for dropouts from each grade and high school graduates in the bottom, middle, and top third of the high school graduating class are shown in Figure 4.  The data show that differences in academic grades appear as early as fourth grade and that dropouts show a pattern of deteriorating grades prior to leaving school.  Social grades and attendance show similar patterns.  These data further support the idea that dropping out can be characterized as a long-term process of disengagement from school that is manifested in both academic and social performance.


One additional indicator of prior school performance has received considerable attention of late—retention.  Historically, a large number of students are retained in school each year.  Data from National Education Longitudinal Study suggest that about one in five 8th graders in 1988 had been retained at least once since first grade  QUOTE "(Rumberger, 1995, Table 1)" 
(Rumberger, 1995, Table 1)
.  As more states end social promotion and institute high school exit examination, this number will no doubt rise.  Already in Texas, which has instituted both policies, one out of every six 9th grade students in 1996-97 was retained  QUOTE "(Texas Education Agency, 1998, Appendix A)" 
(Texas Education Agency, 1998, Appendix A)
.  Although some recent studies have suggested that retention may have some positive effects on academic achievement  QUOTE "(Alexander et al., 1994; Roderick et al., 1999)" 
(Alexander et al., 1994; Roderick et al., 1999)
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, virtually all the empirical studies to date suggest that retention, even in lower elementary grades, significantly increases the likelihood of dropping out  QUOTE "(Grisson and Shepard, 1989; Jimerson, 1999; Kaufman and Bradby, 1992; Roderick, 1994; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998)" 
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.  For example, Rumberger (1995) found that students who were retained in grades 1 to 8 were four times more likely to drop out between grades 8 and 10 than students who were not retained, even after controlling for socioeconomic status, 8th grade school performance, and a host of background and school factors.

Institutional Perspective


While the first framework can provide a way to understand dropping out from an individual perspective, individual attitudes and behaviors are shaped by the institutional settings where people live.  This latter perspective is common in such social science disciplines as economics, sociology, and anthropology.  Historically it has been less common in psychology, which has focused more on human behavior itself and less on the social environment in which behavior takes place.  But over the last decade a new paradigm has emerged in the field of developmental psychology called developmental behavioral science  QUOTE "(Jessor, 1993)" 
(Jessor, 1993)
.  This paradigm, illustrated in Figure 5, recognizes that the various settings or contexts in which students live—families, schools, and communities—all shape their behavior.  This framework was used by a recent National Research Council Panel on High-Risk Youth, who argued that too much emphasis has been placed on "high-risk" youth and their families, and not enough on the high-risk settings in which they live and go to school  QUOTE "(National Research Council, Panel on High-Risk Youth, 1993)" 
(National Research Council, Panel on High-Risk Youth, 1993)
.  This view reflects the new emphasis on contexts and not simply individuals.  


Empirical research on dropouts has identified a number of factors within students’ families, schools, and communities (and peers) that predict dropping out.  Again for brevity, only some of the most important ones are reviewed below.


Family factors.  Family background is widely recognized as the single most important contributor to success in school.  Although early work by Coleman, Jencks, and others suggested that family background alone could explain most of the variation in educational outcomes  QUOTE "(Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks et al., 1972)" 
(Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks et al., 1972)
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, subsequent research found that much of the influence of family background was mediated through schools.  Yet in virtually all research on school achievement family background still exerts a powerful, independent influence.  But what aspects of family background matter and how do they influence school achievement?


Much of the empirical research has focused on the structural characteristics of families, such as socioeconomic status and family structure.  Research has consistently found that socioeconomic status, most commonly measured by parental education and income, is a powerful predictor of school achievement and dropout behavior  QUOTE "(Bryk and Thum, 1989; Ekstrom et al., 1986; McNeal, 1999; Rumberger, 1983; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998; Pong and Ju, 2000)" 
(Bryk & Thum, 1989; Ekstrom et al., 1986; McNeal, 1999; Rumberger, 1983; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Pong & Ju, 2000)
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.  Research has also demonstrated that students from single-parent and step families are more likely to drop out of school than students from two-parent families  QUOTE "(Astone and McLanahan, 1991; Ekstrom et al., 1986; McNeal, 1999; Rumberger, 1983; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998; Teachman et al., 1996)" 
(Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Ekstrom et al., 1986; Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; McNeal, 1999; Rumberger, 1983; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Teachman et al., 1996)
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.  However, one recent study found that a change in dissolution of two-parent families did not increase the likelihood of dropping out apart from its effects on income loss  QUOTE "(Pong and Ju, 2000)" 
(Pong & Ju, 2000)
.


Until recently, there has been relatively little research that has attempted to identify the underlying processes through which family structure influences dropping out.  The powerful effects of parental education and income are generally thought to support human capital theory.  According to human capital theory, parents make choices about how much time and other resources to invest in their children based on their objectives, resources, and constraints which, in turn, affects their children’s tastes for education (preferences) and cognitive skills  QUOTE "(Haveman and Wolfe, 1994)" 
(Haveman & Wolfe, 1994)
. Parental income, for example, allows parents to provide more resources to support their children’s education, including access to better quality schools, after school and summer school programs, and more support for learning within the home. 


Sociologist James Coleman argued that human capital (parental education) and financial capital (parental income) were insufficient to explain the connection between family background and school success.  He argued that social capital, which is manifested in the relationships parents have with their children, other families, and the schools, also influences school achievement independent of the effects of human and financial capital  QUOTE "(Coleman, 1988)" 
(Coleman, 1988)
.  Although Coleman relied on indirect measures (e.g., family structure) of social capital in his research, some recent studies with more direct measures of family relationships have confirmed that strong relationships between students and parents reduce the odds of dropping out of school  QUOTE "(McNeal, 1999; Teachman et al., 1996)" 
(McNeal, 1999; Teachman et al., 1996)
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.
  Social capital actually represents part of a larger research literature on the role of families in promoting student achievement, including parental involvement  QUOTE "(Epstein, 1990)" 
(Epstein, 1990; Suichu & Willms, 1996)
 and types of parental practices known as "parenting style"  QUOTE "(Baumrind, 1991)" 
(Baumrind, 1991; Dornbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts, & Fraleigh, 1987; Steinberg, Lamborn, Dornbusch, & Darling, 1992)
.  Empirical studies have found that students whose parents monitor and regulate their activities, provide emotional support, encourage independent decision-making (known as authoritative parenting style), and are generally more involved in their schooling are less likely to drop out of school  QUOTE "(Astone and McLanahan, 1991; Rumberger et al., 1990; Rumberger, 1995)" 
(Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Rumberger et al., 1990; Rumberger, 1995)
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School factors.  It is widely acknowledged that schools exert powerful influences on student achievement, including dropout rates.  But demonstrating the influence of schools and identifying the specific school factors that affect student achievement presents some methodological challenges.  The biggest challenge is disentangling the effects of student and family background from the effects of school factors.  Recent developments in statistical modeling have allowed researchers to more accurately estimate school effects after controlling for the individual background characteristics of students  QUOTE "(Raudenbush and Willms, 1995)" 
(Lee, 2000; Raudenbush & Willms, 1995)
.  


The overall influence of schools on dropping out is illustrated in Figure 6.  The left panel shows the estimated 10th grade dropout rates for a sample of 247 urban and suburban high schools in 1990.  The median dropout rate is 4.2 percent, which means about 4 out of every 100 10th grade students dropped out of the “average” high school in the sample.  However, the dropout rate for individual schools varied from less than 2 percent to over 40 percent.  At least some of that variability, however, is due to differences in the background characteristics of students.  The right panel shows 10th grade dropout rates after adjusting for differences in the background characteristics of students.  Although less variable than the unadjusted rates, the adjusted dropout rates still show widespread differences among schools.  This suggests schools influence dropout rates. 


But what factors account for these differences?  Four types of school characteristics have been shown to influence student performance:  (1) student composition, (2) school resources, (3) structural characteristics of schools, and (4) school processes and practices.  The first three factors are sometimes considered as school inputs by economists and others who study schools because they refer to the “inputs” into the schooling process that are largely “given” to a school and therefore not alterable by the school itself  QUOTE "(Hanushek, 1989)" 
(Hanushek, 1989)
.  The last factor refers to practices and policies that the school does have control over and thus they are of particular interest to school practitioners and policymakers  QUOTE "(Shavelson et al., 1987)" 
(Shavelson et al., 1987)
.


(1) Student composition.  Student characteristics not only influence student achievement at an individual level, but also at an aggregate or social level.  That is, the social composition of students in a school can influence student achievement apart from the effects of student characteristics at an individual level  QUOTE "(Gamoran, 1992)" 
(Gamoran, 1992)
.  Several studies have found that the social composition of schools predicts school dropout rates even after controlling for the individual effects of student background characteristics  QUOTE "(Bryk and Thum, 1989; McNeal, 1997b; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Thomas, 2000)" 
(Bryk & Thum, 1989; Mayer, 1991; McNeal, 1997b; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000)
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(2) School resources.  Currently, there is considerable debate in the research community about the extent to which school resources contribute to school effectiveness  QUOTE "(Hanushek, 1997; Hedges et al., 1994)" 
(Hanushek, 1997; Hedges et al., 1994)
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.  Several studies suggest that resources influence school dropout rates.  Two studies found that the pupil/teacher ratio had a positive and significant effect on high school dropout rates even after controlling for a host of individual and contextual factors that might also influence dropout rates  QUOTE "(McNeal, 1997b; Rumberger and Thomas, 2000)" 
(McNeal, 1997b; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000)
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.  One of those studies found that the higher the quality of the teachers as perceived by students, the lower the dropout rate, while the higher the quality of teachers as perceived by the principal, the higher the dropout rate  QUOTE "(Rumberger and Thomas, 2000)" 
(Rumberger & Thomas, 2000)
.


(3) School structure.  There is also considerable debate in the research community on the extent to which structural characteristics (e.g., size, location), particularly type of control (public, private), contribute to school performance.  This issue has been most widely debated with respect to one structural feature—public and private schools  QUOTE "(Bryk et al., 1993; Chubb and Moe, 1990; Coleman and Hoffer, 1987)" 
(Bryk et al., 1993; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Coleman & Hoffer, 1987)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00+\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\16Chubb & Moe 1990 #3310\00\16\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\5C\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1BColeman & Hoffer 1987 #1120\00\1B\00 
.  Although widespread achievement differences have been observed among schools based on structural characteristics, what remains unclear is whether structural characteristics themselves account for these differences or whether they are related to differences in student characteristics and school resources often associated with the structural features of schools.  Most empirical studies have found that dropout rates from Catholic and other private schools are lower than dropout rates from public schools, even after controlling for differences in the background characteristics of students  QUOTE "(Bryk and Thum, 1989; Coleman and Hoffer, 1987; Rumberger and Thomas, 2000)" 
(Bryk & Thum, 1989; Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; Evans & Schwab, 1995; Neal, 1997; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000; Sander & Krautman, 1995)
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.  Yet empirical studies have also found that student’s from private schools typically transfer to public schools instead or before dropping out, meaning that student turnover rates in private schools are not statistically different than turnover rates in public schools  QUOTE "(Lee and Burkam, 1992; Rumberger and Thomas, 2000)" 
(Lee & Burkam, 1992; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000)
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.  School size also appears to influence dropout rates both directly (Rumberger & Thomas, 2000) and indirectly (Bryk & Thum, 1989), although the largest direct effect appears to be in low SES schools (Rumberger, 1995).  This latter finding is consistent with case studies of effective dropout prevention schools that suggest small schools are more likely to promote the engagement of both students and staff  QUOTE "(Finn, 1989; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, and Fernandez, 1989)" 
(Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, and Fernandez, 1989)
.


(4) School policies and practices.  Despite all the attention and controversy surrounding the previous factors associated with school effectiveness, it is the area of school processes that many people believe holds the most promise for understanding and improving school performance.  Several studies found academic and social climate—as measured by school attendance rates, students taking advanced courses, and student perceptions of a fair discipline policy—predict school dropout rates, even after controlling for the background characteristics of students as well as the resource and structural characteristics of schools  QUOTE "(Bryk and Thum, 1989; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Thomas, 2000)" 
(Bryk & Thum, 1989; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000)
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.  Another study using one of the same data sets, but using different sets of variables and statistical techniques, found no effect of academic or social climate on high school dropout rates after controlling for the background characteristics of students, social composition, school resources, and school structure  QUOTE "(McNeal, 1997b)" 
(McNeal, 1997b)
.    


Current research literature on school dropouts suggests two ways that schools affect student withdrawal.  One way is indirectly, through general policies and practices that are designed to promote the overall effectiveness of the school.  These policies and practices, along with other characteristics of the school (student composition, size, etc.), may contribute to voluntary withdrawal by affecting conditions that keep students engaged in school.  This perspective is consistent with several existing theories of school dropout and departure that view student engagement as the precursor to withdrawal  QUOTE "(Finn, 1989; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, and Fernandez, 1989)" 
(Finn, 1989; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, and Fernandez, 1989)
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Another way that schools affect turnover is directly, through explicit policies and conscious decisions that cause students to involuntarily withdraw from school.  These rules may concern low grades, poor attendance, misbehavior, or being overage that can lead to suspensions, expulsions, or forced transfers.
  This form of withdrawal is school-initiated and contrasts with the student-initiated form mentioned above.   This perspective considers a school’s own agency, rather than just that of the student, in producing dropouts and transfers.  One metaphor that has been used to characterize this process is discharge:  “students drop out of school, schools discharge students” (Riehl, 1999, p. 231).  Several studies, mostly based on case studies, have demonstrated how schools contribute to students’ involuntary departure from school by systematically excluding and discharging “troublemakers” and other problematic students  QUOTE "(Bowditch, 1993; Fine, 1991)" 
(Bowditch, 1993; Fine, 1991; Riehl, 1999)
. QUOTE "" 
 


Community and Peers.  In addition to families and schools, communities and peer groups can influence students’ withdrawal from school.  There is at least some empirical evidence that differences in neighborhood characteristics can help explain differences in dropout rates among communities apart from the influence of families  QUOTE "(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Clark, 1992; Crane, 1991)" 
(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Clark, 1992; Crane, 1991)
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 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00O\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\0FCrane 1991 #980\00\0F\00 
.  Crane (1991) further argues that there is a threshold or tipping point on the quality of neighborhoods that results in particularly high dropout rates in the lowest quality neighborhoods.  But Clark (1992), using more recent data, found no evidence of a tipping but did find that the odds of a boy dropping out of school increased substantially as the neighborhood poverty rate increased from 0 to 5 percent.  


While these studies find that communities do influence dropout rates, they are unable to explain how they do so.  Poor communities may influence child and adolescent development through the lack of resources (playgrounds and parks, after-school programs) or negative peer influences  QUOTE "(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1997; Hallinan and Williams, 1990; Wilson, 1987)" 
(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1997; Hallinan & Williams, 1990; Wilson, 1987)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00J\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1DHallinan & Williams 1990 #930\00\1D\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00R\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\11Wilson 1987 #1010\00\11\00 
.  Community residence may also influence parenting practices over and above parental education and income  QUOTE "(Klebanov et al., 1994)" 
(Klebanov et al., 1994)
.  Finally, students living in poor communities may also be more likely to have friends as dropouts, which increases the likelihood of dropping out of school (Carbonaro, 1998).  

Another way that communities can influence dropout rates is by providing employment opportunities both during or after school.  Relatively favorable employment opportunities for high school dropouts, as evidenced by low neighborhood unemployment rates, appears to increase the likelihood that students will drop out, while more favorable economic returns to graduating, as evidenced by higher salaries of high school graduates to dropouts, tend to lower dropout rates  QUOTE "(Rumberger, 1983; Clark, 1992; Bickel and Papagiannis, 1988)" 
( Bickel & Papagiannis, 1988; Clark, 1992, Rumberger, 1983)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00N\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\0FClark 1992 #970\00\0F\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00�\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1FBickel & Papagiannis 1988 #4370\00\1F\00 
.  Research has also demonstrated that working long hours in high school can increase the likelihood of dropping out  QUOTE "(Seltzer, 1994)" 
(Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Seltzer, 1994)
, although the impact of working in high school depends on the type of job held and on the student’s gender  QUOTE "(McNeal, 1997a)" 
(McNeal, 1997a)
.

Explaining Racial and Ethnic Differences in Dropout Rates 


One of the most challenging educational issues facing the U.S. is understanding and solving the persistent disparities in achievement among racial and ethnic groups.  While much of the focus on this issue has centered on student achievement as measured by grades and test scores  QUOTE "(Jencks and Phillips, 1998; Steinberg et al., 1992)" 
(e.g., Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Steinberg et al., 1992)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00Ë\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt'Steinberg, Dornbusch, et al. 1992 #2280\00'\00 
, there has been considerable attention to understanding and explaining differences in dropout rates  QUOTE "(Fernandez et al., 1989; Ogbu, 1989)" 
(Fernandez et al., 1989; Ogbu, 1989)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00e\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\0FOgbu 1989 #1210\00\0F\00 
.


Two general approaches have been used to explain differences in dropout rates among racial and ethnic groups.  The first approach is based on the idea that differences in dropout rates and other measures of educational achievement can be explained largely by differences in resources and by human and social capital frameworks that suggest these factors affect achievement similarly for all groups.  This approach was used by the National Research Council Panel on High-Risk Youth who focused their study on the high-risk settings of family, school, and community to explain the poor outcomes of high-risk and minority students  QUOTE "(National Research Council, Panel on High-Risk Youth, 1993)" 
(National Research Council, Panel on High-Risk Youth, 1993)
.  Indeed, the family, school, and community conditions for racial and ethnic minorities in the U.S. are generally much worse than for the white majority.  For example, child poverty rates for blacks and Hispanics are more than twice as high as child poverty rates for whites  QUOTE "(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000, Table 21)" 
(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000, Table 21)
.  Moreover, minority students are more likely to attend high-poverty schools that have lower levels of resources and poorer learning environments (U.S. Department of Education, 1997).
  Several empirical studies of dropouts have found that at least half of the observed differences in dropout rates between racial groups can be attributed to differences in family and community characteristics  QUOTE "(Fernandez et al., 1989; Rumberger, 1983; Velez, 1989)" 
(Fernandez et al., 1989; Rumberger, 1983; Velez, 1989)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00;\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\13Rumberger 1983 #770\00\13\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\007\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\0FVelez 1989 #730\00\0F\00 
.  Another study found that up to half of the observed differences in dropout rates between whites and minorities would be reduced if racial groups attended schools with similar racial and socioeconomic compositions (Mayer, 1991).


The second approach is based on the idea that differences in resources and conventional theories are insufficient to explain differences in achievement among racial and ethnic groups.   In particular, critics of the first approach argue that it fails to explain why some minority groups with similar levels of "socioeconomic" background succeed, while other groups do not.  Instead, they argue that sociocultural factors—particularly cultural differences in values, attitudes, and behaviors—help explain why some racial and ethnic minorities are successful in American schools and others are not.  


Obgu (1989, 1992), one of the best-known proponents of the sociocultural perspective, argues that minorities can be classified into two groups:  (1) voluntary minorities who came to the United States by their own choosing (e.g., European- and Asian-Americans), and (2) involuntary minorities who were brought into the United States against their will, either through immigration or domination (e.g., African-Americans and early Mexican-Americans).  Voluntary and involuntary minorities view school success very differently: “Voluntary minorities do not perceive learning the attitudes and behaviors required for school success as threatening their own culture, language, and identities, [while]…involuntary minorities do not seem to be able or willing to separate attitudes and behaviors that result in academic success from those that may result in linear acculturation or replacement of their cultural identity with White American cultural identity"  QUOTE "(Ogbu, 1992, pp. 9-10)" 
(Ogbu, 1992, pp. 9-10)
.  Although Obgu’s perspective offers an appealing explanation of minority groups differences in achievement, empirical support for this perspective is limited  QUOTE "(Matute-Bianchi, 1986; Farkas et al., 1990; Gibson, 1997)" 
(Ainsworth-Darnell, 1998; Cook & Ludwig, 1997; Matute-Bianchi, 1986; Farkas et al., 1990; Gibson, 1997)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00Ç\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt Farkas, Grobe, et al. 1990 #2250\00 \00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00X\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\11Gibson 1997 #3780\00\11\00 
.  

Other sociocultural perspectives also suggest differences in attitudes and behaviors of students, peers, and families help explain racial and ethnic differences in achievement.  For example, Steinberg, Dornbusch, and Brown (1992) demonstrate that Asians are more successful in school than other ethnic groups because of two cultural beliefs:  (1) a belief that not getting a good education will hurt their chances for future success (rather than a belief that a good education will help their chances); and  (2) a belief that academic success comes from effort rather than ability or the difficulty of the material.
  They also find that the contexts of families, schools, and peers influence the achievement of racial and ethnic groups differently.  Steele (1997) demonstrates that the social stigma of intellectual inferiority among certain cultural minorities—referred to as stereotype threat—contributes to their lower academic achievement.  What has yet to be demonstrated empirically is whether these more recent sociocultural perspectives can help explain racial and ethnic differences in dropout rates.  


Despite limited empirical evidence, both socioeconomic and sociocultural perspectives may help explain racial and ethnic differences in dropout rates by emphasizing different causal mechanisms.  Socioeconomic perspectives focus on the fiscal, human, and social resources of families, schools, and communities and their similar influence on the development of students’ values and cognitive abilities across all racial and ethnic groups.  Sociocultural perspectives focus on cultural differences in the attitudes and behaviors among racial and ethnic groups that influences school success in both the social and academic arenas.  

Conclusions


Several conclusions and implications can be drawn from this analysis of who drops out of school and why.  First, although dropping out is often considered a status or educational outcome that can readily be measured at a particular point in time, it is more appropriately viewed as a process of disengagement that occurs over time.  Viewed in this way, warning signs for students at risk of dropping out often appear in elementary school, providing ample time to intervene.  

Second, many more students actually drop out of school sometime in their educational career than simple status measures of dropout suggest.  Dropouts who return to school often complete their high school education through an alternative route that diminishes their labor market and post-high school prospects relative to students who earn traditional diplomas.  In the last ten years an increasing number of students are completing high school through this alternative route.  This trend could accelerate in the future because of the increased use of retention and high school exit exams.  There is strong empirical evidence that retention greatly increases the likelihood of dropping out  QUOTE "(Grisson and Shepard, 1989; Jimerson, 1999; Kaufman and Bradby, 1992; Roderick, 1994; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger and Larson, 1998)" 
(Grisson & Shepard, 1989; Jimerson, 1999; Kaufman & Bradby, 1992; Roderick, 1994; Roderick, Nagaoka, Bacon, & Easton, 2000; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998)

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00Ÿ\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\13Jimerson 1999 #4390\00\13\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00X\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1BKaufman & Bradby 1992 #1080\00\1B\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00c\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\13Roderick 1994 #3890\00\13\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00¬\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\14Rumberger 1995 #1960\00\14\00 

 QUOTE ""  ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00\09\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\1DRumberger & Larson 1998 #2960\00\1D\00 
.  There is also some evidence that even less rigorous competency exams have been shown to increase the likelihood of dropping out (Catterall, 1989). 


Third, understanding why students drop out of school is a near impossible task because, as with other forms of educational achievement, it is influenced by an array of individual and institutional factors.  Nonetheless, a review of the theoretical and empirical literature does yield some useful insights into the nature of this problem and what can be done about it.  For one thing, dropping out is not simply a result of academic failure, but rather often results from both social and academic problems in school.  These problems are influenced by a lack of support and resources in families, schools, and communities.  This suggests that reducing dropout rates will require comprehensive approaches both to improve the at-risk settings in which potential dropouts live and to help them address the social and academic problems that they face in their lives.  There is limited evidence that such approaches help to reduce dropout rates (Slavin & Fashola, 1998).


Finally, the paper examined disparities in dropout rates among racial and ethnic groups and the extent to which existing theories can be used to explain them.  The major conclusion of this analysis is that two different perspectives, one focusing on socioeconomic factors and one focusing on sociocultural factors, can both offer insights into understanding racial and ethnic differences in dropout rates.  This analysis also suggests that eliminating disparities in dropout rates among major racial and ethnic groups in the U.S. may be an unattainable goal because it would involve eliminating disparities in the resources of families, schools, and communities that that contribute to them.  Maybe that is why the national education objective of reducing such disparities is no longer discussed.
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Figure 1

Status Dropout Rates of 16-24 year-olds, by race-ethnicity:  1972-1998
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SOURCE:  U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2000), Table 108.

Figure 2

High School Completion and Graduation Rates of 18- to 24-year olds not currently enrolled in high school or below: October 1988 through October 1998


NOTE:  Rates for years 1992-1998 not strictly comparable to earlier years due to changes in Census definitions and data collection procedures.  See Kaufman, et al. (1999), Appendix C, for details.

SOURCE: Kaufman, et al. (1999), Table 6.

Figure 3

  Conceptual Framework for Studying Student Performance













SOURCE:  Rumberger & Larson (1998).

Figure 4

Trends in Mean Academic Grades for Dropouts and Graduates


SOURCE:  Roderick (1993), Appendix 4-B.

Figure 5

The Influence of Context on Adolescent Development Over Time
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SOURCE:  Jessor (1993), Figure 2.
Figure 6

  Distribution of Estimated and Adjusted 2-Year Dropout Rates 

for 247 Urban and Suburban High Schools, 1990-92 
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NOTE:  Estimated rates were derived from an HLM one-way ANOVA model and unit-specific empirical Bayes residual estimates for each school.  Adjusted rates were derived from a fixed coefficient model controlling for student background characteristics and student composition centered on the grand mean and unit-specific empirical Bayes residual estimates for each school.
SOURCE: Rumberger and Thomas (2000), Figure 2.
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� This figure includes persons 15 to 24 years old who were enrolled in grades 9-12 the previous year, were not enrolled in school in October 1998 and had not graduated.  It excludes another 36,000 students who dropped out from grades 7 and 8.


� For example, in one school district, if an enrolled student has 10 consecutive unexcused absences, the student is dropped from the rolls and counted as a dropout, while in another school district it requires 20 absences.


� The overall male/female gap was 13.3/10.3, while the male/female gap was 8.6/6.9 for white, non-Hispanics, 15.5/12.2 for black, non-Hispanics, and 33.5/25.0 for Hispanics � QUOTE "(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000,Table 108)" � ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00X(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000,Table 108)\00X\00�\01\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdtbU.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2000 #3460 /ft ",Table 108"\00b\00 ��(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2000, Table 108)�.


�The extent to which general theories of student achievement can be used to explain the specific phenomenon of school dropout is rarely questioned.  Yet theories that may be useful in explaining differences in achievement outcomes such as test scores or grades may not necessarily be useful in explaining why some students drop out of school, especially to the extent that dropping out is unrelated to academic achievement as dropout theories suggest.


� Often the factors associated with dropping out are identified as “risk factors” because the denote characteristics of the individual or environment associated with an increased risk of dropping out.  But some scholars have pointed out the need to also identify “protective factors” that promote successful development and buffer the effects of risk factors  (e.g., Jessor, 1993; National Research Council, Panel on High-Risk Youth, 1993).


� Because engagement concerns both the academic and social aspects of schooling, it provides a more comprehensive concept than some others, such as motivation or effort, that focus on only the academic aspect of schooling.  


� As Portes (1998) points out, in using the concept of social capital, it is important to distinguish between the relationships themselves and the access to resources that such relationships provide.  


� One specific example is the growth of “zero tolerance” (automatic discharge) for violations of school safety rules (Skiba & Peterson, 1999).  


� Recent reforms may be exacerbating these differences.  For example, California’s class size reduction program has increased the disparities in the proportion of fully credentialed teachers between high and low poverty schools (Stecher & Bohrnstedt, 2000, Figure 3.4).


� Other scholars have also found cultural differences in achievement motivation � QUOTE "(Kao and Tienda, 1995; Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 1995)" � ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00=(Kao and Tienda, 1995; Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 1995)\00=\00×\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt\17Kao & Tienda 1995 #2410\00\17\00 ��(Kao & Tienda, 1995; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 1995)�� QUOTE "" � ADDIN PROCITE ÿ\11\05‘\19\02\00\00\00\00\01\00\00Ø\00\00\00+C:\5CProgram Files\5CProCite4\5CDatabase\5CMain.pdt(Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco 1995 #2420\00(\00 ��.  
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		Year		Total		Diplomas		Alternative

		1988		84.5		80.3		4.2		95.0
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		1990		85.6		80.6		5.0		94.2

		1991		84.9		80.7		4.2		95.1

		1992		86.4		81.2		5.2		94.0

		1993		86.2		81.2		5.0		94.2

		1994		85.8		78.8		7.0		91.8

		1995		85.3		77.5		7.8		90.9

		1996		86.2		76.5		9.7		88.7

		1997		85.9		76.7		9.2		89.3
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8.9233133516
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35.2759010289
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TAB108

		Table 108.--Percent of high school dropouts (status dropouts) among persons 16 to 24 years old, by sex and race/ethnicity:

		April 1960 to October 1998

		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_

				Total										|		Male																						|		Female

				_		_		_		_		_		|		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		|		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_		_

		Year		All races		White, non Hispanic		Black, non-Hispanic		Hispanic				|		All				|		White,				|		Black,				|		Hispanic				|		All				|		White,				|		Black,				|		Hispanic

		1972		14.6		12.3		21.3		34.3		(2.2)		|		14.1		(0.4)		|		11.6		(0.4)		|		22.3		(1.6)		|		33.7		(3.2)		|		15.1		(0.4)		|		12.8		(0.4)		|		20.5		(1.4)		|		34.8		(3.1)

		1973		14.1		11.6		22.2		33.5		(2.2)		|		13.7		(0.4)		|		11.5		(0.4)		|		21.5		(1.5)		|		30.4		(3.2)		|		14.5		(0.4)		|		11.8		(0.4)		|		22.8		(1.5)		|		36.4		(3.2)

		1974		14.3		11.9		21.2		33.0		(2.1)		|		14.2		(0.4)		|		12.0		(0.4)		|		20.1		(1.5)		|		33.8		(3.0)		|		14.3		(0.4)		|		11.8		(0.4)		|		22.1		(1.5)		|		32.2		(2.9)

		1975		13.9		11.4		22.9		29.2		(2.0)		|		13.3		(0.4)		|		11.0		(0.4)		|		23.0		(1.6)		|		26.7		(2.8)		|		14.5		(0.4)		|		11.8		(0.4)		|		22.9		(1.4)		|		31.6		(2.9)

		1976		14.1		12.0		20.5		31.4		(2.0)		|		14.1		(0.4)		|		12.1		(0.4)		|		21.2		(1.5)		|		30.3		(2.9)		|		14.2		(0.4)		|		11.8		(0.4)		|		19.9		(1.4)		|		32.3		(2.8)

		1977		14.1		11.9		19.8		33.0		(2.0)		|		14.5		(0.4)		|		12.6		(0.4)		|		19.5		(1.5)		|		31.6		(2.9)		|		13.8		(0.4)		|		11.2		(0.4)		|		20.0		(1.4)		|		34.3		(2.8)

		1978		14.2		11.9		20.2		33.3		(2.0)		|		14.6		(0.4)		|		12.2		(0.4)		|		22.5		(1.5)		|		33.6		(2.9)		|		13.9		(0.4)		|		11.6		(0.4)		|		18.3		(1.3)		|		33.1		(2.8)

		1979		14.6		12.0		21.1		33.8		(2.0)		|		15.0		(0.4)		|		12.6		(0.4)		|		22.4		(1.5)		|		33.0		(2.8)		|		14.2		(0.4)		|		11.5		(0.4)		|		20.0		(1.3)		|		34.5		(2.8)

		1980		14.1		11.4		19.1		35.2		(1.9)		|		15.1		(0.4)		|		12.3		(0.4)		|		20.8		(1.5)		|		37.2		(2.7)		|		13.1		(0.4)		|		10.5		(0.4)		|		17.7		(1.3)		|		33.2		(2.6)

		1981		13.9		11.3		18.4		33.2		(1.8)		|		15.1		(0.4)		|		12.5		(0.4)		|		19.9		(1.4)		|		36.0		(2.6)		|		12.8		(0.4)		|		10.2		(0.4)		|		17.1		(1.2)		|		30.4		(2.5)

		1982		13.9		11.4		18.4		31.7		(1.9)		|		14.5		(0.4)		|		12.0		(0.4)		|		21.2		(1.5)		|		30.5		(2.7)		|		13.3		(0.4)		|		10.8		(0.4)		|		15.9		(1.3)		|		32.8		(2.7)

		1983		13.7		11.1		18.0		31.6		(1.9)		|		14.9		(0.4)		|		12.2		(0.4)		|		19.9		(1.5)		|		34.3		(2.8)		|		12.5		(0.4)		|		10.1		(0.4)		|		16.2		(1.3)		|		29.1		(2.6)

		1984		13.1		11.0		15.5		29.8		(1.9)		|		14.0		(0.4)		|		11.9		(0.4)		|		16.8		(1.4)		|		30.6		(2.8)		|		12.3		(0.4)		|		10.1		(0.4)		|		14.3		(1.2)		|		29.0		(2.6)

		1985		12.6		10.4		15.2		27.6		(1.9)		|		13.4		(0.4)		|		11.1		(0.4)		|		16.1		(1.4)		|		29.9		(2.8)		|		11.8		(0.4)		|		9.8		(0.4)		|		14.3		(1.2)		|		25.2		(2.7)

		1986		12.2		9.7		14.2		30.1		(1.9)		|		13.1		(0.4)		|		10.3		(0.4)		|		15.0		(1.3)		|		32.8		(2.7)		|		11.4		(0.4)		|		9.1		(0.4)		|		13.5		(1.2)		|		27.2		(2.6)

		1987		12.6		10.4		14.1		28.6		(1.8)		|		13.2		(0.4)		|		10.8		(0.4)		|		15.0		(1.3)		|		29.1		(2.6)		|		12.1		(0.4)		|		10.0		(0.4)		|		13.3		(1.2)		|		28.1		(2.6)

		1988		12.9		9.6		14.5		35.8		(2.3)		|		13.5		(0.4)		|		10.3		(0.5)		|		15.0		(1.5)		|		36.0		(3.2)		|		12.2		(0.4)		|		8.9		(0.4)		|		14.0		(1.4)		|		35.4		(3.3)

		1989		12.6		9.4		13.9		33.0		(2.2)		|		13.6		(0.5)		|		10.3		(0.5)		|		14.9		(1.5)		|		34.4		(3.1)		|		11.7		(0.4)		|		8.5		(0.4)		|		13.0		(1.3)		|		31.6		(3.1)

		1990		12.1		9.0		13.2		32.4		(1.9)		|		12.3		(0.4)		|		9.3		(0.4)		|		11.9		(1.3)		|		34.3		(2.7)		|		11.8		(0.4)		|		8.7		(0.4)		|		14.4		(1.3)		|		30.3		(2.7)

		1991		12.5		8.9		13.6		35.3		(1.9)		|		13.0		(0.4)		|		8.9		(0.4)		|		13.5		(1.4)		|		39.2		(2.7)		|		11.9		(0.4)		|		8.9		(0.4)		|		13.7		(1.3)		|		31.1		(2.7)

		1992		11.0		7.7		13.7		29.4		(1.9)		|		11.3		(0.4)		|		8.0		(0.4)		|		12.5		(1.3)		|		32.1		(2.7)		|		10.7		(0.4)		|		7.4		(0.4)		|		14.8		(1.4)		|		26.6		(2.6)

		1993		11.0		7.9		13.6		27.5		(1.8)		|		11.2		(0.4)		|		8.2		(0.4)		|		12.6		(1.3)		|		28.1		(2.5)		|		10.9		(0.4)		|		7.6		(0.4)		|		14.4		(1.3)		|		26.9		(2.5)

		1994		11.4		7.7		12.6		30.0		(1.2)		|		12.3		(0.4)		|		8.0		(0.4)		|		14.1		(1.1)		|		31.6		(1.6)		|		10.6		(0.4)		|		7.5		(0.4)		|		11.3		(1.0)		|		28.1		(1.7)

		1995		12.0		8.6		12.1		30.0		(1.1)		|		12.2		(0.4)		|		9.0		(0.4)		|		11.1		(1.0)		|		30.0		(1.6)		|		11.7		(0.4)		|		8.2		(0.4)		|		12.9		(1.1)		|		30.0		(1.7)

		1996		11.1		7.3		13.0		29.4		(1.2)		|		11.4		(0.4)		|		7.3		(0.4)		|		13.5		(1.2)		|		30.3		(1.7)		|		10.9		(0.4)		|		7.3		(0.4)		|		12.5		(1.1)		|		28.3		(1.7)

		1997		11.0		7.6		13.4		25.3		(1.1)		|		11.9		(0.4)		|		8.5		(0.4)		|		13.3		(1.2)		|		27.0		(1.6)		|		10.1		(0.4)		|		6.7		(0.4)		|		13.5		(1.1)		|		23.4		(1.6)

		1998		11.8		7.7		13.8		29.5		(1.1)		|		13.3		(0.4)		|		8.6		(0.4)		|		15.5		(1.2)		|		33.5		(1.6)		|		10.3		(0.4)		|		6.9		(0.4)		|		12.2		(1.1)		|		25.0		(1.6)

		_		_		_		_		_		_		|		_		_		|		_		_		|		_		_		|		_		_		|		_		_		|		_		_		|		_		_		|		_		_

		\1\Based on the April 1960 decennial census.

		\2\White and black include persons of Hispanic origin.

		\3\Because of changes in data collection procedures, data may not be comparable with figures for earlier years.

		---Data not available.

		NOTE.--"Status" dropouts are 16- to 24-year-olds who are not enrolled in school and who have not completed a high

		school program regardless of when they left school.  People who have received GED credentials are counted as

		high school completers.  All data except for 1960 are based on October counts.  Data are based upon sample surveys of the

		civilian noninstitutional population.  Standard errors appear in parentheses.

		SOURCE:  U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, unpublished

		tabulations; and U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Dropout Rates in

		the United States.  (This table was prepared October 1999.)
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		9th grade dropouts		1.82		1.77		1.59		1.22		1.25
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		11th grade dropouts		2.25		2.24		1.87		1.85		1.81		1.10		0.44
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