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Dropout Prevention	
 

Five research- and evidence-based1 principles have been proven to reduce the risk of students’ dropping out or 
disengaging from school. First, specific indicators should be identified and data should be collected and 
monitored to understand changes in student performance, attendance, and engagement in school. Second, at-
risk students should be paired with an adult advocate who is committed to their success. Third, students should 
take advantage of personal tutoring and develop study skills to improve their confidence in their own academic 
potential. Fourth, schools should use programs that recognize improvement in behavior and academic 
achievement, as well as those that teach strategies for healthy behavior and academic progress. Fifth, schools 
should find ways to enhance academic achievement by personalizing the learning environment so that it feels 
smaller, more intimate, and more conducive to focused learning, and so that staff can connect with students 
more frequently. 
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Principle 1: 
 
Use data systems to help identify students who 
are at risk of falling off the path to high school 
graduation. 
 
Identifying a set of research- and evidence-based 
indicators that predict which students might be at risk of 
dropping out and then regularly analyzing data relative to 
these indicators are the critical first steps in identifying at-
risk students who should be considered for extra services 
or supports. 
 
Practice 1: Use data to identify incoming students with 
histories of academic problems, truancy, behavioral 
problems, and retention.  
 
Student absences, grade retention, low academic 
achievement, and behavior problems are key indicators 
that students are more likely to drop out.2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 
Schools should review data for incoming students on their 
attendance, grade retention, disciplinary issues, and weak 
academic performance. Schools should also review 
information from previous teachers about students’ 
motivation, academic potential, and social skills, as well as 
any instructional challenges the teachers encountered. 
Since elementary school teachers have regular interaction 
with their students, collecting information from prior 
teachers is likely to be especially useful for incoming 
middle grades students. School leadership teams and 
teachers can monitor data at the grade-, classroom-, and 
student-level to examine how many and which students 
are chronically absent (missing more than 20% of school 
days), have disciplinary placements, and/or did not meet 
the state assessment standard in the prior year. Schools 
can analyze this data to identify patterns and trends, and 
then systematically act on the information using research- 
and evidence-based programs and policies. 
 

The National High School Center provides resources 
and tools that schools can use to develop their own 
early warning systems. 
http://www.betterhighschools.org/ews.asp 
 

 
Practice 2: Continually monitor the academic and social 
performance of all students. 
 
Schools should monitor students’ progress by regularly 
reviewing report cards, test scores, and discipline referrals. 
Schools can then use these data to identify students who 
may have recently experienced a life event, academic 
challenge, or other social or behavioral problem that could 
foreshadow a higher risk of dropping out.11, 12 Schools 
should designate a staff member or team to regularly 
monitor data and follow up with students when needed. 
Follow up could be done through student advisories or 
adult advocates (see Principle 2). 
 

 
Practice 3: Monitor students’ sense of engagement and 
belonging in school. 
 
Collecting data and monitoring the school climate and 
teacher-student interactions will help identify areas for 
improvement. Schools can survey students periodically or 
conduct small group interviews to learn about students’ 
perceptions of the school climate and their sense of 
belonging and engagement.13, 14, 15 This data can help 
identify whether current efforts are effective in improving 
school climate and engagement, and where to focus 
reform efforts (if needed). 
 
Sample surveys for collecting data on student 
engagement and motivation can be found in a report 
available at  
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southeast/pdf/rel_20
11098.pdf 
 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southeast/pdf/rel_2011098.pdf
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Principle 2:  
 
Assign adult advocates to students who are at 
risk of falling off the path to high school 
graduation. 
 
Students’ personal and academic needs should be 
addressed through a meaningful and sustained 
relationship with an adult.16, 17 The adult should be 
responsible for addressing the student’s academic and 
social needs, communicating with the student’s family, and 
advocating for the student. The adult advocate should be 
thoroughly trained prior to being assigned a student, and 
the adult and student should have time to meet regularly. 
 

 
Practice 1: Select adults who are committed to student 
success. 
 
An adult advocate should be assigned to work individually 
with students who are at a high risk of dropping out and 
have been identified through a process, such as the one 
described in Principle 1. The advocate is a case manager 
who should interact with the student, offering guidance and 
support on matters inside and outside of school, modeling 
positive behavior and decision-making skills, and being an 
encouraging and trusted person in the student’s life.  
 
The adult advocate could be a teacher, community 
member, or social worker. He or she should be based 
primarily at the school and should be persistent, believe in 
the ability of all students to succeed, be willing to work 
cooperatively with families and school staff, and be skilled 
in advocacy and communication.16, 17 

 
 

Practice 2: Keep caseloads low. 
 
The programs that have been studied kept caseloads for 
adult advocates low (under 20). Moving to larger 
caseloads would have unpredicted effects, and larger 
caseloads preclude advocates from spending meaningful 
time engaging with students and resolving issues. 

Practice 3: Match students with adult advocates 
purposefully.  
 
Purposefully matching students and adults increases the 
likelihood that the relationship will thrive. Matches should 
take student needs into account so that the adult can 
effectively advocate on the student’s behalf and adapt 
activities according to the student’s interests and goals.17, 

18, 19 It is important to provide advocates with whom 
students can identify: advocates should reflect the cultural 
and ethnic diversity of the students they are mentoring for 
greater success.16  
 

 
Practice 4: Provide training to advocates on working with 
students, parents, and the school staff. 
 
Training should be provided to adult advocates so they 
can work with students, parents, and school staff to reduce 
dropout rates. Training should include an overview of 
resources available for students and their families and 
strategies for communicating with both students and 
families to better understand their needs in order to 
connect them to appropriate resources.  
 
Examples of activities adult advocates should be trained in 
include (i) assisting students in overcoming obstacles 
ranging from transportation to school to poor relationships 
with teachers, (ii) helping students develop career goals 
and postsecondary plans, (iii) working with students on 
academic progress by monitoring the completion of 
homework assignments, and (iv) working with teachers to 
learn about students’ academic difficulties. Advocates can 
also help a student’s family by referring a parent to 
potential jobs or school training programs, or by making 
appointments with or providing transportation to support 
service agencies. 
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Practice 5: Establish a regular time in the school day or 
week for advocates to meet with students.  
 
Consistent meetings between the advocate and the 
student provide accountability and allow the advocate to 
give guidance or praise successes.20, 21 The amount of 
time needed for meetings depends on the severity of the 
student’s problems; some students need the structure of 
daily meetings, while others may need only weekly 
meetings to stay on track.  
 
More information about the use of adult advocates can 
be found at 
http://www.checkandconnect.org/ 
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Principle 3:  
 
Provide academic support and enrichment to 
improve academic performance. 
 
Providing academic support, such as tutoring or 
enrichment programs, helps address skill gaps and 
enriches the academic experience for students who may 
be bored or disengaged. Academic struggles may play a 
role in students’ feeling alienated from school, so 
incentives, such as leadership opportunities in academic 
areas or rewards for improved performance, may help 
increase academic and student engagement.16, 22, 23, 24 

 
 
Practice 1: Provide individual or small group support in 
test-taking skills, study skills, or targeted subject areas, 
such as reading, writing, or mathematics. 
 
Academic support may be one-on-one or small group 
interactions and can include test-taking and study skills or 
enrichment courses. About 10–12 weeks long, enrichment 
courses target a particular subject area, such as reading, 
writing, or mathematics, and include teaching strategies 
designed to engage students (e.g., whole class discovery 
lessons or differentiated individual and small group 
instruction).25, 26 Academic support can be provided by 
adults or peers and can occur during advisory periods, at 
lunch, or during study skills periods built into the schedule. 
 

Practice 2: Provide extra study time and opportunities for 
credit recovery and accumulation through after-school, 
Saturday school, or summer programs.  
 
After hours and summer school programs address several 
primary academic needs of at-risk students, including 
providing support during the transition from middle grades 
to high school. These programs can also monitor credit 
accumulation and provide academic enrichment aimed at 
increasing student engagement. In after hours or summer 
school programs, students can work closely with teachers 
individually or in small groups to complete the coursework 
or credits26 they need to catch up. These programs also 
help students hone the academic skills they need for future 
academic success. 
 
Schools can also provide summer school enrichment 
programs to increase engagement. During the program, 
which may last between 4 and 6 hours per day for 4–6 
weeks, students are exposed to a variety of experiences 
that target key academic areas, such as mathematics, 
science, or reading.27  
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Principle 4:  
 
Implement programs to improve behavior and 
social skills. 
 
Schools can help students identify, understand, and self-
regulate their emotions and interactions with peers and 
adults. Doing so can help mitigate problematic and 
disruptive behaviors both in and out of the classroom as 
students learn how to interact and communicate positively. 
This type of skill development also helps students consider 
the long-term consequences of their actions.  
 

 
Practice 1: Use adult advocates to help students establish 
attainable academic and behavioral goals.  
 
Adult advocates (see Principle 2), mentors, teachers, or 
counselors can help students set realistic goals for 
interacting with peers and teachers at school, progressing 
academically, or improving in other areas.16 Students can 
take responsibility for their behavior by setting personal 
benchmarks such as “turn in daily homework” or “attend all 
classes in a week.”  
 

 
Practice 2: Recognize student accomplishments.  
 
Students should be provided with frequent positive 
rewards and recognition for accomplishments based on 
their progress towards goals. Teachers should hold 
recognition ceremonies and make calls home to 
acknowledge students’ meeting goals, improving 
attendance, or completing exceptional schoolwork.16, 28  
 

Practice 3: Teach strategies to strengthen problem-
solving and decision-making skills.  
 
Problem-solving or decision-making curricula can be 
integrated with existing curricula, or students can 
participate in a life-skills course. Students should be 
targeted for participation in small group seminars, possibly 
facilitated by adult advocates or other staff teams during 
advisory periods, to help them develop these skills.1, 16, 17, 

29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34 Topics should include problem recognition 
and evaluation, goal setting, planning and organization, 
anticipating roadblocks, and controlling anger and 
expressing emotion. Emphasis should be placed on 
developing cooperative learning skills and positive 
relationships with staff, teachers, and students.27  
 

 
Practice 4: Establish partnerships with community-based 
program providers and other agencies, such as social 
services, welfare, mental health, and law enforcement.  
 
External factors may be the root cause of problematic 
classroom behavior and/or low achievement. Coordination 
with community-based program providers, social services, 
child welfare, and law enforcement agencies will help 
students meet needs outside of school.16, 27, 34, 35  
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PRACTICE 4 EXAMPLE APPLICATION: Behavior Program (Larson & Rumberger, 1995)  
 
The Achievement for Latinos through Academic Success (ALAS) program initially was developed and tested in a heavily 
Latino middle school in Los Angeles and showed significant effects in reducing dropout rates. ALAS students received 10 
weeks of problem-solving instruction and two years of follow-up problem-solving prompting and counseling, along with 
school survival problem-solving instruction. Key themes of the ten-week course were teaching students how to do the 
following: 
 
• Recognize when a problem first begins. 

 
• Identify and define problems clearly. 

 
• Control impulsive reactions. 

 
• Overlook irritations that are best ignored. 

 
• Identify emotions. 

 
• Set clear and realistic goals for the short- and long-term. 

 
• Evaluate one’s own competence for solving a problem. 

 
• Think of a variety of potential solutions. 

 
• Develop a step-by-step plan. 

 
• Anticipate the roadblocks and pitfalls when taking action. 

 
• Be assertive and socially appropriate when facing peer pressure or criticism. 

 
• Sustain persistence and effort when frustrated. 

 
• Control anger and express emotions appropriately and effectively. 
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Principle 5:  
 
Personalize the learning environment and 
instructional process. 
 
A personalized learning environment is one in which 
students and teachers know one another.24, 26 In this type 
of environment, the more extensive personal interaction 
allows teachers to get to know each student’s strengths 
and preferred way to learn. Students who interact with 
teachers more often will feel more engaged in learning. 

 
 

Practice 1: Implement team teaching and smaller classes. 
 
One way to provide more teachers per student is to pair 
teachers in the same classroom, which provides for 
common lesson-planning and decision-making36, 37 and 
gives students access to more than one teacher who can 
offer individualized attention or new perspectives. Smaller 
classes are another way to support more teacher-student 
interaction.36, 37 While there is no research to indicate 
whether any particular class size is optimal for middle 
grades, smaller classes will generally be advantageous to 
some extent, assuming teachers take advantage of the 
relatively small teacher-student ratio and time afforded to 
them to address individual student needs.  
 

Practice 2: Use the school schedule to create extended 
time in the classroom.  
 
Implementing block scheduling, extended class periods, or 
advisory and study periods provides more time for student-
teacher and student-student interactions during the day.26, 

36, 37 Students also have the opportunity to explore topics 
in greater depth both in groups and as individuals working 
with the teacher. 
 

 
Practice 3: Foster after-school activities and encourage 
participation in them. 
 
Schools should encourage extracurricular activities, such 
as participating in sports, clubs, or after-school field trips; 
listening to guest speakers; forging postsecondary 
partnerships; or joining service groups. Research indicates 
that participation in outside activities helps create a 
stronger sense of engagement in the community, 
encourages students to connect with peers and teachers, 
and provides a setting in which creative activities can be 
pursued beyond the rigors of classroom instruction.38 
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PRACTICE 1 EXAMPLE APPLICATION: Small Learning Communities in the Middle Grades 
 
The Talent Development Model incorporates the idea that innovative approaches to school organization and staffing can 
increase student efforts and teacher effectiveness.  
 
Consistent with that philosophy, Talent Development schools establish separate learning communities of 200 to 300 
students. These small learning communities are organized into vertical houses with teaching teams (two or three 
teachers) responsible for fewer than 100 students. This model also encourages schools to limit the number of different 
specialized teachers assigned to each student in middle grades (semi-departmentalization) and, when appropriate, has 
teachers stay with students for more than one grade level (looping).  
 
The resulting small, stable learning communities are meant to—and do—encourage students, teachers, and families to 
establish strong bonds and caring relationships. 
 
More information about the Talent Development middle school model can be found at 
http://www.talentdevelopmentsecondary.com/ 
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Conclusion 
 

The principles and practices in this section draw heavily on the guidelines recommended in the IES practice guide for 
dropout prevention,39 which itself draws on the intervention reports of the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC); as such, 
the evidence is generally drawn from effectiveness research that meets the WWC standards for validity. The principles 
summarized in this chapter are grounded in the most valid evidence available at the time this document was written: the 
authors reviewed the research literature that underpins the WWC intervention reports and practice guides and then 
tailored the recommended practices to the middle grades and to other principles laid out in the MSM Platform.  
 
The principles presented here are state of the art, based on evidence-supported approaches effective in reducing 
dropping out. Many areas of education research suffer gaps, and dropout prevention is no exception. Investments in 
research on dropout prevention occurred in the 1990s and tapered off as attention (and support for research) shifted in 
recent years to other topics related to the No Child Left Behind Act. A few prominent models to reduce dropout have 
emerged recently, such as Talent Development37 and First Things First.36 Generally, however, continuing large-scale 
experimentation to examine different approaches and programmatic strategies is lacking. Nonetheless, waiting for more to 
be known is ill advised. Dropping out continues to be common and needs to be addressed. Just as waiting for more 
evidence of effective medical treatments should not preclude using the most effective treatments currently known, we 
need to do what we can now for students who are disengaging from school.  
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